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Abstract: This review article investigates the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on female workers
in the global supply chain context. To this end, we reviewed and critically examined emerging
scholarly literature as well as policy documents and reports published by international development
organizations concerning female workers’ social sustainability, livelihood, and health and wellbeing
issues in global supply chain operations. Thus, this article focuses on female workers’ issues in
emerging and developing economies where the ongoing pandemic continues to devastate and
create multidimensional social and economic challenges for the wellbeing and social sustainability
of female workers. Our analysis suggests that female workers are facing serious socioeconomic
challenges that continue to affect their wellbeing, mental health, and livelihoods. Accordingly, it is
imperative that international development organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
trade associations, governments, and most importantly the corporate sector not only consider
individual responsibility for promoting female workforce social sustainability in global supply chains
but also actively collaborate to address pressing social sustainability issues vis a vis female workers.
Building on these findings, the implications for future research, practice, and policies are discussed.

Keywords: COVID-19; female workers; gender; social sustainability; global supply chains; wellbeing;
multi-stakeholder collaboration

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a twin threat to the lives and livelihoods of the
global population, affecting over 210 nations and regions around the globe. In particu-
lar, the COVID-19 pandemic has seriously obstructed the progress in global sustainable
development and continues to jeopardize the current advancements made in relation to
the implementation of the United Nations” sustainable development goals (SDGs) [1].
From a sustainability perspective, it is imperative to integrate social and environmental
aspects into global supply chain operations. According to the Chartered Institute of Pro-
curement and Supply, “global supply chains are networks that can span across multiple
continents and countries for the purpose of sourcing and supplying goods and services.
Global supply chains involve the flow of information, processes and resources across the
globe” [2] (para. 1). Some scholars have noted that global supply chains are relatively
risky, vulnerable, and more prone to disruptions than domestic supply chains due to the
diverse and intricate linkages between firms operating in these supply chains [3,4]. Thus,
as the COVID-19 outbreak is a global crisis, it has disrupted supply chain operations in
almost all countries and continues to pose risks from supply and demand shocks [5,6].
These disruptions and risks are due to a range of factors including contraction of consumer
demand, container shortages, rise in shipping costs, worker shortages, and other critical
supply chain bottlenecks such as congestion and blockages in production systems [7-9]. In
addition, there was a lack of preparedness on the part of many companies to tackle supply
chain disruptions linked to the pandemic outbreak [10]. While global supply chains are in
chaos due to ongoing disruptions and are facing a unique set of challenges in resuming
normal operations, one of the most affected segments is the ‘vulnerable workers’ in the
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global South: factory workers in lower- and middle-income countries who are one of the
major contributors to global production networks.

The impacts of COVID-19 exacerbated the situation of global supply chain workers
in developing economies [5,11], and their social sustainability, livelihood, and wellbeing
continue to decline at alarming rates. Thus, the pandemic exposes and intensifies some se-
rious risks to the lives, social wellbeing, employment, and livelihoods of vulnerable groups
including female workers in global supply chains [12-14]. While the global responses
to managing the ongoing pandemic primarily focused on sustaining human health and
livelihood, more concerted efforts are required to safeguard the social sustainability aspects
of vulnerable workers including women in the lower tiers of global supply chains [15,16].
Masselot and Hayes [17] (p. 57) noted that “gender issues, in particular, are at the very core
of the COVID-19 pandemic”. Similarly, a recent study by Pereira et al. [18] revealed that
social sustainability should be the main priority of suppliers during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in order to go beyond meeting the predominant sustainability certification standard
requirements and promoting substantive social sustainability initiatives targeting social
inequalities and vulnerabilities in global supply chains.

Female workers in developing economies are the most vulnerable because of a lack of
policies for the protection of women and for their involvement in low-paid jobs and the
informal sector [19]. It should be mentioned that female workers dominate the global sup-
ply chain workforce. For example, in Bangladesh, the percentage of female workers is 61%
who are part of global supply chain operations [20]. Thus, from a gender responsiveness
and equity perspective, emerging evidence suggests that female workers are ‘losing out’
compared with men due to the disproportionate effects of the pandemic [14,17,21,22]. Ac-
cording to Tejani et al. [14] (p. 9), “gender-based vulnerabilities in employment persist and
become magnified in the pandemic”. Similarly, Brown [22], and Masselot and Hayes [17]
argued that, while female workers already experienced some critical issues including
inequalities in wages, gender-based violence, and harassment including sexual abuse,
the pandemic has further intensified long-standing structural inequities. Findings by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) [23] also indicated that
violence against women has been exacerbated during the ongoing pandemic. Furthermore,
a report by the International Labour Organization (ILO) revealed that, across the globe,
women experienced higher employment loss than men, which will have some serious
long-term implications for the livelihood and economic security of female workers [24].

For the female workforce in global supply chains, the pandemic has caused multi-
faceted issues that undermine women’s economic participation and wellbeing and expose
them to discrimination and additional vulnerabilities. Gender inequities and discrimina-
tion are mainly caused by poor health services, a lack of social protection, a precarious
work environment, occupational segregation, disparity in wages and salaries, gender-based
violence, and reduced access to training and education [25,26], which in turn create poverty
traps for women and girls [27]. Accordingly, women's participation in economic activities
continues to decline, which further aggravates pre-existing gender inequities [13,28,29].
Similarly, public health emergencies linked to the crisis trigger women’s vulnerabilities
and their ability to effectively contribute to socioeconomic activities [27].

While the COVID-19 pandemic has caused some significant negative impacts on
women in global supply chains, there is a paucity of research studies that have explored
the effects of the pandemic on women'’s social sustainability. Tejani et al. [14] (p. 14) argued
that, although there is “a sharp increase in unpaid care work, gender violence, and mental
health problems, there are no GVC [global value chain] related studies”. Thus, in this
article, we focus on pressing social sustainability issues faced by women in supply chain
operations of lower- and middle-income nations in the global South. As female workers
are more vulnerable to discrimination and inequities in lower- and middle-income nations
due to various system-related bottlenecks [30], it is worthwhile to investigate the impacts
of the pandemic in the context of the developing world [27]. This echoes Nazneen and
Araujo [27] (p. 106), who argued that “nations in lower- and middle-income countries in
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the global South ... are in a difficult position as they address the gender-specific impacts of
the pandemic while grappling with resource constraints, inadequate public health delivery,
and ineffective governance systems”. Furthermore, economic and structural barriers have
created some additional challenges in terms of managing gender-specific vulnerabilities
and promoting gender-inclusive social sustainability enhancements in the global supply
chains of developing countries [31]. Against this background, the purpose of this article is
to examine the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on female workers in global supply
chain operations and to propose potential pathways for improvement to female workers’
social sustainability in present and post-COVID-19 scenarios. Hence, the research questions
are as follows:

e  What are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on female workers in the global
supply chains?

e  What measures can be adopted to enhance female workforce social sustainability in
global supply chains?

e  How can businesses and other stakeholders collaborate to enhance social sustainability
for the female workforce in global supply chains?

To achieve the purpose of this review and to answer the research questions, we
conducted an extensive review of extant literature. We searched for relevant articles using
electronic databases including Google Scholar, Web of Science, and Scopus to identify
studies that focused on emerging issues and challenges faced by female workers in global
supply chains in developing countries. Relevant articles were scrutinized and reviewed
based on their significance to female workers’ social sustainability issues, particularly
in the garment supply chains. Accordingly, we selected articles that discussed female
workers’ social sustainability issues in global supply chains while excluding articles that
focused solely on economic and environmental sustainability motives from the analysis.
In addition to that, to fully capture the current challenges encountered by the female
workforce in global supply chains, we included reports, policy documents, blogs, briefings,
and other relevant materials published by international developmental organizations,
research institutes, advocacy organizations, and international NGOs as well as magazine
and newspaper articles. The triangulation of data sources [32,33] enabled the authors to
develop an understanding of the female workers’ sustainability issues and to suggest novel
research findings that could potentially help policymakers, companies, governments, and
international development agencies address the issues faced by female workers in global
supply chains.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The second section provides an
overview of social sustainability. The third section presents an analysis of social sustain-
ability issues in global supply chains. Section four considers the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on social sustainability in global supply chains, specifically looking at women's
social sustainability issues. After that, potential pathways to improving women'’s social
sustainability in global supply chains including implications for managers, policymakers,
and researchers are presented in Section five. This paper concludes with the Conclusions
and Limitations section.

2. Social Sustainability

Social sustainability is a central pillar of sustainable development that focuses on
human-centred development issues such as social progress, social equity and justice, hu-
man welfare and wellbeing, and social cohesion [34]. The goal of social sustainability is to
enhance people’s ability not only to survive but also to thrive collectively in individual and
community realms [34]. Bostrom [35] (p. 4) argued that “social sustainability is an open
and contested concept” that is subject to different interpretations and conceptualizations.
Scholars have noted that social sustainability aspects have received very little attention com-
pared with environmental and economic dimensions of sustainable development [36—41] as
it may not be considered important or equal to predominant economic and environmental
concerns [42,43].
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Dempsey et al. [44] (p. 292) posited that “social sustainability is neither an absolute nor
a constant . .. [it] has to be considered as a dynamic concept, which will change over time
(from year to year/decade to decade) in a place”. Polese and Stren [45] (pp. 15-16) broadly
defined social sustainability as “development (and/or growth) that is compatible with the
harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment conducive to the cohabita-
tion of culturally and socially diverse groups, while at the same time encouraging social
integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all segments of the population”.
The notion of social sustainability deals with a variety of issues including sustaining basic
(e.g., food, housing, income, and security) and extended human needs (e.g., self-fulfilment);
promoting intergenerational equity and justice (e.g., fair distribution of income as well
as environmental ‘bads’ and ‘goods’); fostering human rights and dignity; cultivating
community development initiatives (a sense of community obligation), social cohesion,
and cultural diversity; and enhancing social wellbeing and quality of life [34-36,41,46].

From a business perspective, social sustainability relates to how a firm manages its
stakeholders’ relationships and the impacts of its policies, decisions, and activities on
society such that it contributes to advancing social aspects of sustainable development
by improving human sustainability (e.g., employees’ capability, health, and wellbeing)
and societal sustainability (e.g., responsibility and accentuality towards consumers and
communities) [37,40,47-50]. At the organizational level, social sustainability mainly deals
with issues such as protection of human rights and equal opportunities; fair labour practices
and working conditions; employee health, wellbeing, and quality of life; as well as learning,
growth, and career development of employees [40,46]. First, firms have a responsibility
to ensure the provision of human rights for their workers including the civil and political
rights of the workers, the right to participate in collective bargaining, the right to receive
equal employment opportunity and non-discriminatory treatment, avoidance of complicity,
protection of vulnerable groups, protection of cultural rights, and the right to have a
home life [51-53]. Second, firms are also responsible for ensuring fair labour practices and
working conditions for their employees, and these issues are considered integral elements
for promoting social sustainability at the workplace. This includes a safe and healthy work
environment; social protection; social dialogue; abolition of modern slavery, sweatshop
labour at the supply chain level [15], and child labour; and other related issues [51-53].
Third, human capital is an important consideration in promoting social sustainability at
the organizational level. Preserving and developing human resources as well as nurturing
human potential are imperative to enhancing social sustainability, and to achieve this end,
employees should be provided with opportunities to improve their knowledge base and
skills through a range of growth, training, and development initiatives [47,48].

Social sustainability at the external level relates to engaging in community develop-
ment initiatives and addressing the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders such
as customers and suppliers [48-50,54]. According to Kok et al. [50] (p. 287), a firm has an
obligation “to use its resources in ways to benefit society, through committed participation
as a member of society, taking into account the society at large, and improving the welfare
of society at large independently of direct gains of the company”. In this regard, a firm
can enhance social sustainability at the societal level by addressing three specific issues:
ensuring fair operating practices, protecting consumer rights, and promoting community
development initiatives. First, fair operating practices focus on fostering anti-corruption
measures, ensuring responsible political involvement, and promoting social responsibility
in a firm’s supply chains [55]. Second, consumer rights protection relates to engaging in
fair marketing practices, protecting consumer health and safety, safeguarding consumer
privacy, and participating in consumer education and awareness initiatives. Third, im-
proved community relationships and engagement are vital concerns for fostering social
development and community welfare issues [41].
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3. The Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Social Sustainability in Global
Supply Chains
3.1. The COVID-19 Pandemic and the Vulnerable Workforce in Global Supply Chains

Social sustainability in global supply chains has received much attention in recent
years owing to pressing issues such as child and forced labour, human rights, discrimina-
tion, ethical working conditions, and equity as well as to health and safety practices [56-59]
and has essentially become one of the central topics in the wake of the COVID-19 pan-
demic [60]. The pandemic has seriously affected the physical and mental health, livelihood,
and wellbeing of workers in global supply chains [24,61-63] due to constant insecurity;,
fear, hunger, anxiety, and stress-related issues linked to the outbreak. The global popu-
lation continues to suffer—particularly millions of global supply chain workers—from
the ongoing effects of the pandemic [24,64] and most of them may potentially fall into a
severe poverty trap due to layoffs and redundancies [65,66]. It is pertinent to note that,
while consumer demand for some products such as electronic devices has increased, the
production of other manufacturing goods such as apparel products has sharply declined
due to the pandemic, which has produced adverse impacts on millions of jobs in global
supply chains, particularly in developing economies where a large portion of garment
production takes place [24].

Furthermore, the COVID-19 outbreak has exposed the fundamental vulnerabilities of
global supply chain networks in which certain types of companies (e.g., labour-intensive,
small, and medium-sized enterprises) and workers (e.g., informal floating, daily wage,
home-based, women, and migrant workers) are more susceptible to the impacts of the
pandemic than others [63]. Hence, the protection of workers” health and wellbeing as well
as their economic security and livelihood during the ongoing pandemic is a vital concern
from a social sustainability standpoint. While it is difficult to estimate the human and
economic costs associated with the pandemic, it is becoming increasingly evident that
both male and female workers in global supply chains continue to encounter economic
uncertainty and adversity that cause difficulty in meeting their basic needs [62] and in
sustaining their livelihoods. In particular, garment supply chains are severely affected by
the pandemic, and therefore, it is worthwhile to explore the pressing issues workers faced
in the wake of the pandemic.

According to Tejani et al. [14] (p. 10), the garment sector is one of the most affected
sectors in the global supply chain networks in which millions of workers experienced
adverse consequences in the wake of the pandemic. It is argued that “garment workers
desperately need assurance: they are the weakest and most vulnerable group in the supply
chain and yet they are the ones presently footing the bill” [67] (p. 36). Thus, COVID-19
contributed to some painful effects on the health, wellbeing, and livelihood of garment
workers in the global South [62,64,68-70], and these impacts are predominantly caused by
a sharp reduction in production and export of apparel products from developing countries
including Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Cambodia to western
markets [11]. A recent report by the Asia Floor Wage Alliance (AFWA) highlights that
“the global garment industry is currently suffering from supply constraints in the form
of a shortage of raw materials as well as demand constraints in the form of a decline in
retail demand in Europe and North America” [11] (p. 3). Accordingly, limited demand
for clothing products has caused some buyers to cancel or postpone production orders
and to delay payments to supplying garment factories in developing countries [20,68,71],
which has led to some distressing impacts on garment supply chain workers including
losing jobs due to factory closures [64,66,68], working hours being reduced substantially, or
experiencing delays in wage payments [69]. Thus, economic insecurity and vulnerability
caused by the pandemic led to income loss, hunger, and anxiety as well as physical and
mental health issues for garment workers [62]. For example, Kabir et al. [70], in their study
of readymade garment workers in Bangladesh, revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic
has had a devastating impact on their health and wellbeing and has resulted in the loss
of livelihood. The Bangladesh factory workers, an integral part of the global apparel
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supply chain, are mostly from low socioeconomic backgrounds and have little or no formal
education, which makes them vulnerable. Kabir et al. [70] (p. 47) further asserted that
“the COVID-19 pandemic will have long-lasting effects on the garment workers, especially
related to their health issues, financial hardship and inability to pay for essentials such as
food, and future employment opportunities”.

3.2. COVID-19 and Female Workers” Social Sustainability

According to the ILO reports [24,72], the COVID-19 crisis has negated progress made
in areas such as poverty reduction, gender equity, and decent work. In particular, the
pandemic has disrupted progress made in recent years on gender equity. The pandemic-
induced disruption has caused devastating impacts on both male and female workers;
nonetheless, women have suffered more in terms of job loss as their unpaid working time
and family commitments (e.g., childcare, home-schooling activities, and caregiving for
family members who are older) increased greatly. The ILO further remarked that women'’s
employment declined by 5% compared with men, who experienced a 3.9% reduction in
employment. In addition, 90% of female workers who lost their job in 2020 left the labour
force [24].

COVID-19 has created a range of challenges for female workers to effectively par-
ticipate in economic activity. According to Yu et al. [73] (p. 9), the COVID-19 economic
downturn has severely affected women and created “an anomaly of gender inequities”.
Women are overrepresented in sectors hit hard by the pandemic including food services,
agriculture, tourism, business and administrative activities, manufacturing, and retail
trade [72]. It is argued that “since the COVID-19 crisis has a substantial impact in specific
ways on female workers, there is a possibility that some developments from these decades
will be reversed, and gender inequalities intensified in the labour market” [73] (p. 10). In
particular, this is likely where women are overrepresented in low-skilled labour-intensive
jobs in developing countries such as Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Senegal, and Uganda [74] and
low-wage segments of global supply chains [14]. Some of these countries faced massive
job cuts due to the economic disruptions caused by the contraction of consumer demand
products in western countries [75]. Prior studies have indicated that it is relatively difficult
for women to recover from the crisis as economic revival takes much longer for them than
men [29,75]. Moussié and Staab [29] further suggested that the pandemic has had much
greater impacts on women in the informal sector, female farmers, and migrant workers
than their male counterparts and that social protection programmes are lacking, which
would otherwise be useful to provide a protective shield against economic shocks.

3.3. The Current State of Female Workers” Social Sustainability in Global Supply Chains

Female workers play an indispensable role in global supply chains and the world
economy [76]. However, women continue to face critical obstacles “to achieve their poten-
tial at work, in the marketplace, and in many other aspects of life” [76] (p. 1). In the context
of the developing world, female workers with limited formal education often migrate
from rural localities to industrial areas mostly based in metropolitan settings. The female
workforce in global supply chains are usually employed on a short-term contract or no
contract, which makes them vulnerable and exposed to low wages, precarious work, and
unhealthy working conditions [77]. Raworth [77] (p. 4) noted that “most [women] have no
sick leave or maternity leave, few are enrolled in health or unemployment schemes and
fewer still have savings for the future”. In addition, the majority of women are still required
to simultaneously fulfil dual responsibilities [77,78]: (i) a role as a bread winner for their
families and (ii) household responsibilities including caring for children and people who
are older in the family, which puts them under considerable stress and negatively affect
their health and wellbeing.

Prior literature further suggests that female workers experience a multitude of seri-
ous issues in garment supply chains including occupational segregation, discrimination,
long working hours, pay inequity, poor access to maternity and childcare, bullying and
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exploitation, physical and psychological abuse, sexual harassment, forced labour, and
human trafficking [22,79]. In particular, “the precarious nature of women'’s work in global
supply chains makes them especially vulnerable to sexual harassment and violence” [79].
Maria-Ariana [80] further noted that female workers in the garment supply chains en-
counter serious discrimination challenges such as women being forced to sign contracts to
not become pregnant while working in the factory, verbal abuse, physical violence, and
longer working hours. Accordingly, in recent years, there have been growing calls from the
scholarly community, advocacy organizations, international development organizations,
and NGOs towards building greater gender equity, inclusivity, and social sustainability in
terms of protecting, supporting, and enhancing women’s rights, fair economic participation,
and contribution in the global supply chain operations (e.g., [22,77,79-82]).

In particular, garment supply chains employ about 60-80% of female workers glob-
ally [21,69,83] who are disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic [14,21,22].
For example, the Bangladesh Garment Association revealed that, due to the pandemic,
over 2.4 billion garment orders were cancelled or suspended by international brands, and
this situation has affected more than 2 million garment workers, of which a large portion is
female workers [83]. While female workers usually have limited financial means and often
struggle to meet their day-to-day expenses, the pandemic contributed to extra uncertainty
and complications for women in terms of financial hardship, livelihood, physical and
mental health, and wellbeing [22]. Accordingly, Jalan [21] asserted that the COVID-19
pandemic has reinforced the significance of female workers in global supply chains, and
increasingly many companies are recognizing that the social sustainability, wellness, and
health of female workers is vital to “building back long-term resilience”.

4. Female Workers’ Social Sustainability in Global Supply Chains—Implications for
Managers, Policymakers, and Researchers

The present review has several implications for practice, policy, and future research.
The following sections explicate the analysis of the main gaps and opportunities for
business practice, government policy, and academic research and how these issues can be
addressed during and in the post-COVID era.

4.1. Managerial Implications—The Role of Big Brands, Multinational Corporations, and
Leading Retailers

International apparel brands, retailers, and e-retailers must consider the impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the vulnerable global supply chain workers working in lower-
and middle-income countries [77]. In this regard, focal companies (e.g., big brands, multi-
national corporations (MNCs), and leading retailers) need to incorporate pressing social
sustainability concerns into their business strategy [77,84,85] and to actively engage and
support their suppliers based in developing countries in terms of protecting workers’ rights,
supporting health and wellbeing initiatives, and ensuring livelihoods by offering financial
support and fulfilling existing contracts and commitments. According to AFWA [11], there
is a growing risk that the COVID-19 crisis could potentially cause an increase in child
labour, slave labour, and human trafficking in garment supply chains, which in turn lead
to pushing female workers towards other occupations such as sex work.

Kabir et al. [70] argued that it is imperative that stakeholders responsible for global
supply chain operations of the garment sector such as international brands, local manufac-
turers, and exporters’ associations should carefully reconsider social responsibility strategy
to address the health, wellbeing, and livelihood of workers during the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic. Majumdar et al. [64] suggested that it is important to promote risk-sharing
contracts between big brands and suppliers to address social sustainability issues. This
strategy might help to improve suppliers” compliance with social sustainability standards
and to prohibit them from engaging in unauthorized subcontracting of clothing manufac-
turing, which is one of the major causes of the lack of social sustainability in global supply
chains. Furthermore, it is important that focal companies’ supplier selection and order
placement policies should incorporate provisions for workers’ social security. Conversely,
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manufacturers and suppliers of garment products also need to ensure suitable working
conditions for women by promoting women'’s rights including the right to join trade unions
and collective bargaining, and to make efforts to eradicate prevailing discrimination and
biases against women [77].

Prior supply chain sustainability literature suggests that focal companies are increas-
ingly expected to address the social issues in global supply chains by internalizing interna-
tional sustainability standards and guidelines [67]. Therefore, it is imperative that, during
the ongoing pandemic and in the post-COVID world, focal companies make extra efforts
to alleviate the adverse impacts of the pandemic and to go beyond the business-as-usual
approach by incorporating human-oriented support measures to effectively address crit-
ical social sustainability challenges. With regard to economic insecurity and livelihood
issues faced by global supply chain workers in lower- and middle-income countries, it is
important that big brands not only honour their economic commitments through carrying
out current supply contracts and executing timely social protection initiatives for their
suppliers but also search for new ways to financially support workers employed in low-
and medium-income countries [67]. According to the Clean Clothing Campaign [67], focal
companies must provide financial support to their suppliers through a range of initiatives
including unemployment insurance cover and emergency relief funds to support workers’
incomes during this crisis. Leitheiser et al. [20] argued that well-coordinated, dedicated
efforts are required by all important actors to protect the health, wellbeing, and livelihood
of vulnerable supply chain workers.

Furthermore, focal companies need to ensure that the rights of female workers and
other vulnerable groups including immigrant workers are fully protected during this crisis.
To this end, focal companies need to collaborate with their employees, industry partners,
government agencies, trade associations, advocacy groups, and other stakeholders [62,83]
to establish strategic options through which the livelihood, health, and social wellbeing of
the female workers are safeguarded. In a similar vein, Jalan [21] suggested that companies
need to demonstrate social responsibility concerning their supply chain workers by invest-
ing in social initiatives that promote health, wellbeing, and social sustainability for female
workers. To achieve this, companies need to support female workers and other vulnerable
employees by making them more resilient in terms of coping with future crises [76]. Thus,
the ongoing pandemic presents a unique opportunity for big brands and their supply
chain network partners to re-examine their social sustainability issues and to develop
more effective response strategies through which the health and wellbeing, livelihood,
and overall social sustainability of female workers and other vulnerable employees can
be protected.

4.2. Policy Implications—The Role of Governments

Government support and timely intervention can play a significant role in assisting
workers and supply chain companies in lower- and middle-income countries grappling
with the effects of the pandemic.

Governments—both in the North and South—need to enforce international labour
standards and best practice guidelines concerning social sustainability to protect women'’s
rights and to ensure adequate working conditions for women to effectively help address
issues such as poverty, gender equity, and the overall wellbeing of women in the work-
force [77]. Pereira et al. [18] argued that, while government support is instrumental for
companies operating in lower- and middle-income countries to address the impacts of
the pandemic, timely and effective support was mostly lacking concerning social issues.
Hence, public policymakers need to acknowledge governments’ central role in enhancing
social sustainability and to develop policies that can assist companies in the development
and implementation of effective recovery plans. In their study, Karmaker et al. [86] (p. 411)
suggest thated “financial support from the government as well as from the supply chain
partners is required to tackle the immediate shock on SCS [sustainable supply chains] due
to COVID-19”.
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Additionally, a range of policy tools and instruments can be utilized through which
governments can support companies and employees to effectively manage the social
impacts of the pandemic. For instance, to recover from the economic impacts of the
pandemic, companies and suppliers in developing economies need not only government
assistance, social protection, incentives, and financial support packages but also continued
support from various supply chain partners according to their financial strength and
capacity [10,86]. In addition, financial relief packages, wage subsidies for workers, new
credit line facilities and interest-free loans for small and medium enterprises, tax relief,
and other incentives could help companies and their workers recover quickly from the
aftershocks of the pandemic [49,61,62]. “Supporting enterprises and workers through this
transition will be one of the main tasks of policymakers in the years to come. Social dialogue
between governments, enterprises, and workers is needed to find sustainable solutions for
helping enterprises and workers navigate through this unprecedented time” [69] (p. 16).
In particular, social sustainability-oriented solutions should be developed in an inclusive
way so that these solutions address the needs of all workers including women who hold a
significant share of employment in the garment supply chains.

4.3. Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration for Female Workforce Social Sustainability Recovery

Multi-stakeholder collaborations are central for sustainable development [59,78,85,87-89]
to enhance female workers’ social sustainability in global supply chains. “Collaboration
provides learning and insight into what is working, it offers an essential way to over-
come common barriers and allow companies to draw on diverse expertise to develop
and scale innovative solutions” [76] (p. 41). The social sustainability and livelihood of
female workers in global supply chains must be ensured by powerful brands, govern-
ment support, international development organizations, and other stakeholders using a
collaborative approach. It is vital that governments, big brands, and other stakeholders
fully understand the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the women in the work-
force and devise appropriate policy measures that could help build socially sustainable
and gender-sensitive recovery [90]. Institutional investors—shareholders and pension
funds—have a key role in enhancing social sustainability in global supply chains including
women’s empowerment and human rights. These institutions can use their influence and
mandate that investment markets promote socially sustainable supply chain practices in
line with international labour standards [77] that are essential to developing healthy and
resilient supply chains [76]. In addition to the main stakeholders in global supply chains,
multilateral banks, and national and international financial institutions such as the IMF
and World Bank need to advocate for workers’ rights including women and vulnerable
groups as this could enable achieving important international development goals including
poverty reduction, good health and wellbeing, decent work and economic growth, and
gender equity. Similarly, consumers can also influence big brands and MNCs can address
their ethical responsibility beyond their intra-organizational operations and take concrete
measures to support workers’ rights through incorporating social sustainability in their
sourcing and procurement decisions [77].

Jackson et al. [69] posited that the disproportionate effects of the pandemic on the
garment sector have highlighted that manufacturing firms in developing countries have
inadequate finances and resources to effectively address the social sustainability challenges
posed by the crisis. For instance, workers in developing countries have limited access
to health and social protection coverage. Thus, “in the aftermath of the crisis, greater
efforts will be necessary to tackle decent work deficits in GSCs [global supply chains],
ideally through multi-stakeholder approaches and social dialogue involving all firms
within the supply chain, governments, and the social partners”. In addition, develop-
ing countries must learn from the crisis and diversify their “economies away from an
over-reliance on export-led growth towards more sustainable and inclusive structural
transformation”. Furthermore, supplier companies and brands might also consider the
support and latest guidelines provided by the ILO’s International Finance Corporation
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Better Work Programme to address the impacts of the pandemic [69]. Thus, it is imper-
ative that national governments, civil society organizations, international development
organizations, employers, trade associations, and most importantly workers collaborate
with other key stakeholders and engage in social dialogue to determine effective and
enduring solutions to social sustainability issues faced by female supply chain workers
in developing nations [79]. Jackson et al. [69], and Yost and Moffat [83] also suggested
that brands and their suppliers, governments, garment associations, and labour unions
need to engage in social dialogue to develop and implement social sustainability recovery
strategies. Conversely, Majumdar et al. [64] highlighted the importance of NGOs’ and
labour unions’ participation in promoting social sustainability and the positive impacts of
social initiatives to reach the grassroots level.

4.4. Future Research Agenda and Implications

There are several research avenues to be investigated in future studies. First, emerging
evidence suggests that female workers face multidimensional socioeconomic challenges
during the ongoing pandemic that produce adverse impacts on them and their families
including children’s sustenance and their future development. Thus, it is important to
examine the role of big brands and MNCs in addressing these challenges and how focal
companies might govern and support producers in developing countries such as promoting
social sustainability during and in post-COVID-19 scenarios. Second, manufacturers in
the global South are key players directly engaging with and responsible for managing
supply chain workers both within their factories and in the lower supply chain tiers.
Thus, it is pertinent to investigate how manufacturers can support the livelihood and
wellbeing of their workers, including women in the workforce, to survive during the
ongoing pandemic and to recover and actively contribute to their economic and social lives
in the post-COVID-19 world. Third, while governments have introduced a range of short-
term measures such as financial support packages to support garment companies and to
protect employees in developing countries, policymakers should also think about long-term
recovery strategies and how these strategies can be implemented in a resource-constrained
world. Therefore, future research could potentially explore the effectiveness and viability
of long-term policy measures to deal with the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
vulnerable workers including women and to enhance overall social sustainability in the
garment sector in years to come. Fourth, international development agencies and civil
society organizations continue to advocate the significance of women'’s social sustainability
in global supply chains; nonetheless, it is becoming more obvious that old solutions might
be less effective, and thus, novel ways must be explored to overcome critical yet evolving
social sustainability challenges posed by the pandemic. Accordingly, scholars could explore
new advocacy tools, social sustainability approaches, and supply chain-specific initiatives
that could enable big brands, governments, and manufacturers to effectively address social
sustainability issues in global supply chains during the pandemic and in the post-COVID-
19 era. Another area of research is the investigation of how multi-stakeholder collaboration
could be further enhanced to mitigate women’s issues in the global supply chain. Thus, we
suggest to scholars to explore the current relationships between various stakeholders in
the global supply chain and to identify areas of failure as well as to suggest critical areas of
improvement to reduce female workers’ suffering in this sector.

5. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented threat to the human health,
wellbeing, and livelihoods of the global population. While the pandemic has affected
almost all major sectors of the global economy, female workers in lower- and middle-
income countries are one of the most affected groups. Against this background, in this
review article, we investigated the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on female workforce
social sustainability and wellbeing in global supply chains. To this end, we conducted an
extensive review of academic literature, reports published by international developmental
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organizations, and contemporary narratives on female workers’ social sustainability in
global supply chains. We particularly focused on emerging challenges faced by female
workers in lower- and middle-income countries in global supply chains during the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. Based on a critical analysis of the current scholarship as well as
reports and briefings published by international organizations and female advocacy groups,
this article provides fresh insights concerning the issues faced by the female workforce
in developing economies in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analysis suggests
that the pandemic has exacerbated women’s inequities in global supply chains and that
concerted efforts are needed from all stakeholders to build gender-inclusive and socially
sustainable supply chains. Thus, building on the current findings, the authors proposed
some potential pathways to promoting female workforce social sustainability and wellbeing
in global supply chains. In addition, the article offers some important guidelines for
managerial practices and policy development to enhance women’s social sustainability
both during the ongoing pandemic and in a post-COVID world.

While this article makes novel contributions to the extant supply chain sustainability
literature by demonstrating the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on female workforce
social sustainability in the global supply chain operations, it has some limitations. First,
the findings are mainly based on the synthesis and analysis of the global supply chain
sustainability literature, with no primary data collected (i.e., data were obtained exclusively
from secondary sources including academic articles and policy reports), which makes
it limited in terms of drawing conclusions on a broader population. This provides an
opportunity to scholars to empirically investigate female workers’ social sustainability
issues in global supply chains using qualitative methods such as qualitative interviews,
case studies, and focus groups as well as quantitative methods such as survey research.
Second, we mainly focused on female workers’ social sustainability issues in the garment
supply chain. Accordingly, our findings are limited in scope in terms of other challenges
that female workers confront in developing countries in other sectors such as agriculture
and horticulture, tourism, and electronics, where female workers face critical challenges
including discrimination, child labour, poor access to maternity rights and childcare, unsafe
working conditions, sexual harassment and violence, extreme poverty, gender inequities,
as well as occupational segregation and exploitation [91].
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