
Policy solutions to improve 
working conditions in export 

manufacturing
Rachel Heath

Associate Professor of Economics
The University of Washington

ABCDE Conference
July 10, 2024

Washington DC



Case study: the garment industry in Bangladesh

Rana Plaza, 
April 2013
Photo credit: Jaber Al 
Nahanian for the New York 
Times



And 
yet …

Source: UN COMTRADE and ITC statistics.



Heath and Mobarak (2015): Garment industry 
increased girls’ education; delayed marriage and 
childbearing

For instance, an 8-year-old 
girl is 13 percentage points 
more likely to be in school, 
after women in her village 
have begun working in the 
garment industry, relative 
to a comparable girl in a 
non-garment proximate 
village.

Back-of-the-envelope 
calculation: garment sector 
caused 2.8 percentage 
points of the national 
increase in girls’ enrollment



And 
garment 
work 
provides 
valuable 
income.

Of a sample of 
garment workers 
active in 2017 
resurveyed in 
November 2020…

(Source: Boudreau, Heath 
and Rahman, ongoing)



How can policy make working 
conditions better?



The Rana 
Plaza 
reforms 
raised 
both 
wages 
and 
working 
condition
s

(Source: Bossavie, Cho, 
and Heath, 2023)



Empowering workers with information

Boudreau, Heath, and McCormick (2024)
• Internal migrants in Bangladeshi garment factories are in 
factories with worse working conditions but higher wages

• But move towards better factories as they gain experience 



An experiment 
assessing 
information 
provision

Ahmed, Boudreau, and 
Heath (ongoing)

Treatment 1: A “Report 
Card” for garment factories

…



Specific types 
of working 
conditions

This page (translated into 
Bangla) appeared as page 2 of 
the scorecard



Scores for 
specific types 
of working 
conditions

This page (translated into 
Bangla) appeared as page 3 of 
the scorecard



Treatment 2: 
Job vacancy 
pamphlet

Front page(s) (shown): 
number of openings at 
different factories.  
References a page 
number for detailed 
listing for each vacancy

Detailed listings include 
salary, job requirements, 
bonus eligibility



Summing up: how to improve working 
conditions?

Roles for both…
•“Top down”: role of international buyers
•“Bottom up”: provide workers information

And a plug for a “hybrid” approach!  E.g. Unions (Corradini et al., 
2023), worker safety committees (Boudreau, 2023), others… 


