November 2020

Sexual harassment :
Mattel must do better
New investigation into sexual harassment in a Mattel Group factory in China

This report is dedicated
to the memory of Marie-Claude Hessler,
a tireless campaigner for the rights
of toy workers.
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Abstract

Sexual harassment :
Mattel must do better
Sexual harassment in Chinese factories : a hidden reality
Undignified wages, hellish workload,
unsanitary housing, and sometimes
even forced labour... shocking
details about the working conditions
in China have been exposed one
after another since the 1980s. Major
brands that source their supplies
from the “workshop of the world”
are regularly singled out for these
flagrant rights violations.
But it is a little-known fact that
women represent up to 70%
of those employed on Chinese
production lines.1
Until the 2000s, a large proportion of
these women were “nongmingong”,
i.e. people who left rural areas of the
country to earn their living in the city,
without having obtained permission
to settle there. This administrative

situation forced them to accept
difficult working conditions.
For a long time, Chinese factories
have favoured the recruitment of
women, whom they considered
to be more hard-working and
docile than men.
But for the last ten years or so, for
both economic and demographic
reasons, they have had to resolve to
employing more men.2
The new composition of the
workshops has greatly changed
the
working
atmosphere,
creating a problem that remains
taboo: gender-based violence
and harassment.
In 2018, the #MeToo movement had

a strong impact in China, where,
despite censorship, there has been
a courageous liberation of speech
about sexism and gender-based
violence in some sectors. But the
movement has had very little impact
on the industrial sector.
It is increasingly difficult to investigate
working conditions in Chinese
factories, let alone to denounce
sexism and gender-based violence
against women workers.

Although long hidden,
sexual harassment is
a reality in Chinese
factories. Mattel directly
controls three factories
in China.

Sexual harassment in Mattel factories:
a long history
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Sexual harassment seems to have
been known for a long time in the
multinational’s factories. A first
audit in 2004 already revealed the
importance of the problem in two
of its factories in Mexico.

The investigation had taken place over
several weeks in the Foshan Nanhai
Mattel factory and revealed not only
labour law violations and security
problems, but also gender-based
violence and sexual harassment.

In December 2019, the three
NGOs - China Labor Watch,
Solidar
Switzerland
and
ActionAid France - published
a damning investigation report
on the trivialisation of sexism
and gender-based violence in
one of the group’s factories in
China. 3

Our observations showed that these
were not isolated situations and we
therefore questioned the company
about its policy for preventing and
punishing gender-based violence and
harassment.
Mattel refused to communicate on its
policy against sexual harassment and

did not announce any measures to
stamp out sexual harassment.
This year, we are publishing the
results of a new investigation of
several weeks in another Chinese
Mattel factory, the results of
which are once again worrying.
Inappropriate remarks about physical
appearance, remarks with sexual
connotations, touching, distribution
of degrading photos: in only a few
weeks of investigation on location,
many forms of sexual harassment
were noted.

These incidents, which are taking
place in full view of the team leaders,
do not seem to elicit any reaction from
management. Because of the climate
of impunity, women who are victims of
harassment did not dare to complain,

particularly for fear of losing their jobs.

It is difficult to ignore the
trivialisation of harassment
in the Mattel factories.

Mattel must open its eyes and act
For some twenty years, Mattel as one
of the world leaders in toys has been
committed to ensuring decent working
conditions in its factories and at its
suppliers. Its flagship product, the Barbie
doll, has been presented since 2015 as a
toy that allows little girls to free themselves
from preconceived ideas and become
emancipated.

Chine

Guangdong

It urgently needs to put an end to
the prevalent sexual harassment
by adopting an ambitious policy of
prevention, sanction and reparation.

Mattel must first of all carry
out a real assessment of the
situation, then communicate
the results and finally put in
place concrete measures to
At the very least, women who
produce Barbie dolls should be able protect its female workers.

Guangdong is the richest and most
populous province in China, which has
been booming since the liberalisation of
the Chinese economy in the 1980s. Close
to Hong Kong, it has around 40,000
factories and workshops. This is where
the three Mattel-owned factories in China
are located.

to work without fear of humiliation or
harassment.
Mattel has a code of conduct that
recognises the importance of a workplace
free from discrimination and harassment.
But in practice, the company has failed to
guarantee this right.
Audits commissioned, for example, by
the International Council of Toy Industries
(ICTI) in Mattel factories are questionable.
They are non-transparent and unreliable.
Worse: these audits offer an “ethical”
certification that allows Mattel to
absolve itself of its responsibilities.
The multinational has been informed
already for several years about rights
violations at their factories and is
responsible for ensuring decent working
conditions in its factories in China and
elsewhere.

Definition

Sexual harassment
Sexual harassment is a violation of human
rights, described and denounced by
Convention No. 111 of t
he International Labor Organization in 1958.
It encompasses a series of behaviors and
practices that are often persistent and
«normalized» although unwanted: sexual
remarks or advances, obscene remarks
and jokes, display of photos or images
objectifying women, forced physical
contactor sexual assault.
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First investigation,
first scandal
Barbie makes a mockery
of women’s rights... in our
report published a year ago in
November 2019, we revealed
serious abuses in one of the
factories belonging to the
Mattel group in China.3
This report was the result of an
undercover investigation lasting
several weeks at the Foshan Nanhai
Mattel factory in the industrial
province of Guangdong in the
summer of 2019.
The factory is directly owned by
Mattel. It mainly produces FisherPrice plastic toys and electronic
toys. Approximately 3,000 people
work there, with peak production
during the summer to prepare for
Christmas sales.
During this period, hundreds of
additional workers are hired, all
of whom have seen the working
conditions of the factory from the
inside.

Proven situations
of harassment
In this factory, in 2019, we saw
that the workers were subjected to
unsustainable workloads.
Female workers reported regular
verbal abuse and humiliation by
line managers, particularly targeting
young women.
Out of 10 women with whom our
investigator was able to talk to
at length, four women workers
described situations of sexual
harassment.
One of them had been followed after
work by two male colleagues who
took pictures of her. She felt in danger
but did not dare tell anyone about it.
Another said about a male colleague:
“He comes to me at every break, I
would like him to leave me alone. I am
very scared.”

Mattel directly owns or controls
eight factories in Mexico,
Malaysia, Canada, Indonesia,
Thailand and China.
The multinational also uses a
multitude of suppliers, but for
several years has not published
a complete list of its suppliers.
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Testimony
collected in 2019

« I have the impression
that the bosses never
shout at the men (...)
One girl in my line left
the factory because she
was being reprimanded
until she cried.»

The investigator herself saw a man on
the women’s dormitory floor, standing
in front of the bathroom door and felt
very uncomfortable.
The harassed women workers did not
alert the factory management. At first,
they felt they did not have evidence and
that it would therefore be “word against
word.” Some thought that it would not
change anything and others feared for
their safety.
All these reasons show the
importance of implementing a
dedicated warning mechanism and
training on its use.

No real recourse
The investigation this summer revealed
that there were no specific warning
mechanisms in the factory for sexual
harassment, or that this procedure was
unknown to workers the investigator
had spoken to at the factory.

An employee service centre is located
at the entrance to the plant. During the
investigation period, the interviewer
did not see or hear anyone going to
the service centre to complain.
A hotline number is on the workers’
identification cards, but it was
not used, as the workers feared
that their anonymity would not be
respected or that calling would not
solve anything.
Finally, the unions in China are not
independent, so the workers do not
consider alerting their union at all.

Mattel,
a toy giant
Founded in 1945 in the
United States, the Mattel
Group dominates the world
toy market from conception
to sale. It markets the
Barbie, Fisher-Price, Uno,
Polly Pocket and Hot
Wheels brands in more than
150 countries.
Every minute, around
100 Barbie dolls are sold
around the world. These
sales represent more than
a quarter of its turnover,
estimated at 4,505 billion
US dollars in 2019.4
On its website, Mattel states:
“We provide a safe and
ethical working environment
in the factories that make our
products. In 1997, we were
one of the first companies
to create standards (...) to
manufacture responsibly.”
However, repeated research
into the group’s factories
since 1996 have revealed
unacceptable
working
conditions.
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Testimony
collected in 2019

« There are a lot of men
in this factory and they
always ask the young
seasonal workers to
go out with them. I
am often approached
by older men. »

Barbie s
des droit e moque
s des fem
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Chine
ouvrières

Our recommendations
for tackling sexual
violence

• the support for victims by granting
them specific social rights and by
providing legal, psychological and
financial support ;

Our report, published by several
major European daily newspapers5,
ad a strong impact on the general
public: one interview was seen more
than a million times.6

• the organisation of training on
sexism and gender-based violence
for all staff, including supervisors,
by presenting the remedies
available at work and outside work.

We then asked Mattel to act by
taking measures commensurate
with the gravity of the situation.
We called for:
• the adoption of a “zero tolerance”
policy towards sexual violence and
to communicate internally on this
subject ;

2019

• the establishment of an internal
procedure for reporting and dealing
with sexual harassment and to
require all business partners to have
mechanisms in place to deal with
complaints ;
• the provision of remedies available
to all women workers that guarantee
anonymity, protect complainants
from retaliation and provide for the
dismissal of perpetrators ;
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End the refusal of Mattel
In January 2020, more than five
weeks after the publication of our
report, Mattel announced that a twoday audit of the factory had just been
carried out and that they “found no
allegations to be in violation of the
IETP standard”.
The audit was carried out by IETP,
an organisation of the International
Council of Toy Industries. Mattel did
not provide us with any information
on a possible policy to combat sexual
harassment and no specific measures
seem to have been put in place in this
factory or in the company as a whole.
The fact that the audit did not
reveal any violations of the criteria
for awarding the certification
does not, however, demonstrate
the absence of gender and sexual
violence in the factory.
It has now been demonstrated by
research that audits are ineffective
in uncovering many rights violations
in factories, such as violations of
freedom of association, discrimination
of all kinds or sexual harassment.7
Moreover, the method used by the
IETP, which consists of entrusting its
audits to third parties, has a major
flaw: it does not effectively involve
workers, who are the central people
concerned.
We asked the IETP about the
methodology used for the audit.
They never replied.

But we do know that the issue of
sexual harassment is only dealt
with anecdotally by IETP.
Confronted with the accusation
of widespread sexual harassment
in its factory, Mattel preferred to
sideline the issue by hiding behind
the conclusions of a general audit
whose precise methodology was not
publicly available.
In doing so, Mattel brushed aside
the serious facts documented
in the report and refused to act
transparently to fight against genderbased and sexual violence.

Mattel failed to take
its responsibility as a
purchaser and did not
prevent such violations
of rights from continuing
to happen in the Group’s
factories.

Photo credit : Erika Wittlieb / Enora Bource

So, we do not know the scope of the
audit: its timing, the number of people
interviewed, their jobs, their gender,
etc. We do not know the scope of
the interviews, or the documentation
taken into account.

We do not know whether the audit
was announced or not, how the
interviewees were selected or
whether there was a double check
of documents and interviews. Nor
do we know who was conducting
the survey and what the “specialists
in the internal technical team of the
IETP” are specialised in. Do they
have training on gender-based and
sexual violence ?
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New evidence
in another factory
In 2020, an investigation lasting
several weeks in another Chinese
factory belonging to Mattel, in the
city of Dongguan, confirms the
extent of the phenomenon.
The Dongguan Changan Mattel
factory employs more than 2,300
workers and mainly produces plastic
toys, including the famous Barbie
doll.
As in Foshan last year, this
immersion of several weeks in
the factory reveals a climate of
frequent and trivialised sexual
harassment.

years her senior. He was very insistent
in regularly calling her “darling” in
the workshop. He explained to
colleagues that he called her that to
“excite her.” He also used to sit at
her workstation and invite her to sit
on his lap.
The young woman wanted to “block”
the man on the social media app
WeChat - the Chinese equivalent of
the Whatsapp application - to prevent
him from harassing her on her phone,
but he forced her to “unblock” him by
threatening to hit her.

Sexual harassment on
the production line

These events took place in
full view of the other people in
the workshop without anyone
intervening.

For example, a 19-year-old student
complained to our on-site witness
about harassment by a colleague 10

The same male worker was seen
caressing the hands and hair of
a worker who reacted by saying

very loudly, “Stop always touching
my hands and pulling my hair.” He
said to her in public, “I don’t have a
place to sleep tonight, can I come
to your place?” But again, nobody
intervened.
During the on-site investigation,
two assistant team leaders to the
production line manager were often
smug, either by refraining from
intervening, or making sexually
suggestive comments in the
workshop.
For example, one of them asked
the same, afore mentioned male
worker if he had masturbated the
day before, before saying that it was
a slip of the tongue.
Another student, working in the
factory to finance her studies,
had to go through constant
inappropriate remarks about her
chest and physique.
She regularly cried in the workshop,
but no one intervened to solve
the problem. The young woman
explained that she was afraid to
complain because she had taken
out a loan for university and feared
losing her job.
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Outside view of the Mattel
factory in Dongguan
Photo credit : China Labor Watch, 2019 - Foshan Nanhai Mattel Factory

Degrading comments
sent on the phone
Workers are automatically registered
in a WeChat discussion group for their
workshop. This discussion group is
for sharing work information, such
as production targets or schedules.
We had access to one of these
groups, in which some members
take the opportunity to make sexist,
sexualized comments and create
a hostile or humiliating working
environment for female colleagues.
Some of the facts constitute
sexual
harassment.
They
establish a hostile working
environment, which our witness
experienced during her few
weeks of work in the factory.
Although no rapes were reported,
female workers feared sexual
assault and felt unprotected. Such a
climate does indeed raise concerns
that something more serious could
happen.

A certain
“corporate culture”

According to the International
Labour Organization (ILO)8, sexual
harassment is in fact defined as:
• any unwanted conduct with a
sexual connotation expressed
physically, verbally or non-verbally ;
• any other conduct based on sex
which has the effect of violating
the dignity of women, which is
unwelcome, unreasonable and
offensive to the individual ;
• conduct that has the effect of
creating an intimidating, hostile or
humiliating work environment for a
person.
Sexual harassment can become
entrenched in the corporate culture
if those in positions of authority
do not take appropriate action to
remedy it.

In a WeChat group discussion,
a male worker wrote: “You who
comes from the same town as me,
are you going to look for a sexual
service tonight?”

In this case, the team leaders
never intervened to stop the
harassment, except for a
warning on WeChat, which was
completely ineffective and was
not followed up on.

Sexual harassment encompasses a
range of unwanted sexual behaviour
and practices, such as obscene
language and jokes, the display
of photos or posters that objectify
women, forced contact or sexual
assault.
A male worker posts a photo of a naked
woman in the WeChat workshop group
that includes male and female workers
of the workshop line.
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Impunity
is the standard
The prohibition of sexual
harassment and the possibility
of making complaints were
not discussed during pre-job
training at the beginning of the
season.
The training session lasts half a day
and includes an introduction to the
company and the workshop, safety
training, information on wages,
signing of employment contracts
and other agreements, issuing
of business cards, presentation
of accommodation and meal
arrangements, and allocation of
workshops.

Sharing
business
cards
of
prostitutes. The male worker
who posts them writes: “For
those who need them, they make
appointments.” Then: “For all the
male colleagues, here is everything
I can do to help you.” Another
replies: “Wow, what a body.”

A team leader calls out to the male
worker who posted the business
cards: “Be careful what you say,
it’s a working discussion group”
and the man responds by posting a
photo of a child on which is written:
“Got it!”

to go to the office to use the fixed
line and make the phone call, in full
view of everyone. The confidentiality
of the exchange cannot be
guaranteed in this situation.
Furthermore, the 10-minute break
during work is too short to make
a call, as the office in question is
closed in the evening when workers
get off work.
It is no wonder that this system
is little known and not used by
the workers.

This type of mechanism,
deliberately rendered
The person who infiltrated the ineffective, seems only
factory then heard about a “Home to be used to be able to
of Mattel” in the factory, which tick a box during audits.
would receive complaints from
Such that the company
workers. None of her colleagues
can claim if there are no
knew what it was for.
complaints, then there is
There was a telephone number no problem.
that could be dialed to make
complaints, but this is an extension
of the factory number, which is
impossible to call with one’s own
mobile phone: apparently one has

This photo was taken during the 2020 investigation into Mattel’s Dongguan factory. We make every
effort to ensure the anonymity of people who investigate working conditions in Chinese factories, by
recruiting them for several weeks or months.
Photo credit : China Labor Watch, 2019 - Foshan Nanhai Mattel Factory
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Nearing the end of the taboo
in Chinese factories?
While gender-based and sexual
violence at work is unfortunately a
reality for women around the world,
very little is said about it in China
and the major brands that source
from these factories do not seem to
consider it a serious risk.
Of the 50 million judgements officially
recorded in China from 2010 to 2017,
only 34 relate to sexual harassment,
according to a study by the Beijing
Yuanzhong Gender Development
Center.9 However, a 2009 report by
the University of Hong Kong estimated
that 80% of Chinese women
experience sexual harassment during
their working lives.10
There are several reasons why
such a frequent phenomenon is
so little denounced and fought
against.
On the one hand, until this year11,
hinese law did not precisely define
the offence of sexual harassment. On
the other hand, it is very difficult to
publicly address the issue of sexual
harassment, which is a taboo subject
in Chinese society.
In 2018, however, the #MeToo
movement had a strong impact in
the country..
The movement was initiated by
female students who described that
they had been sexually harassed by
their professors. Women who spoke
of their experiences on social media
had their posts censored. They have
sometimes been threatened with
arrest and petitions have been erased,
but despite censorship there has been
some space for freedom of speech.
The #MeToo movement has mainly
been relayed in student circles12 and in
the cultural sector, but one testimony
stands out as an exception..
In a letter dated January 2018, a
female worker at Foxconn, a large

electronics factory in China, asked the
factory to set up systems to combat
sexual harassment and address
gender inequality issues.
She wrote13 : « Telling dirty jokes out
loud, ridiculing female colleagues
about their appearance and figure,
using the excuse of ‘giving directions’
to establish unnecessary body
contact... in the factory workshops,
this kind of ‘sexual harassment
culture’ is widespread. »

important and welcome step, although
employee lawsuits will have to meet
narrow criteria to be successful.
On the other hand, Chinese feminists
continue to mobilize with pugnacity,
as the scholar Leta Hong Fincher
testifies: « Even if all feminist activists
in China are arrested or otherwise
silenced, the forces of resistance
they have unleashed will be extremely
difficult to stamp out ».17

It is very difficult for women
workers to mobilise to reduce
sexual harassment.
Trade unions and women’s movements
have been under strong pressure from
the Chinese government since 201514.
Many workers’ rights organisations
have been forced to close down, such
as the Sunflower Women Workers
Centre.
The NGO had carried out a survey
on sexual harassment in Guangdong
factories in 201315.

In this 2016 photo, Li Tingting poses to mark
the anniversary of her detention with four other
feminists on the eve of International Women’s
Day.

In this study - the only one of its kind
still available on the internet, as it is
relayed by international media and
NGOs - one in four workers said they
had received obscene phone calls or
pornographic messages, and almost
one in ten said they had been directly
asked for sex at work.

On her sign: “The full name of ‘Women’s Day’ is
‘International Women’s Labour Day.’ We don’t
want your concern, we want rights!”

The director of the Sunflower Women
Centre Luo Hongmei explained16 :
« As with domestic violence, the
police and society largely consider it
a private matter, not something to be
discussed or judged in public. ». Luo
Hongmei was arrested in 2015.
However, the adoption of China’s
new Civil Code in 2019 represents
hope for change.
For the first time, the law expressly
obliges companies to adopt policies
against sexual harassment. This is an
13

Mattel and its policy
of social irresponsibility
In 1997, under pressure from NGOs, Mattel was one of the first multinationals to draft and adopt an
ethical code of conduct for its factories and suppliers: its Global Manufacturing Principles.
This code, applicable to “all parties that
manufacture, assemble or distribute
its products” covered issues such as
wages and hours, child labour, forced
labour, discrimination, freedom of
association, legal and ethical business
practices, product safety and quality etc.

Mere compliance with
the law is not guaranteed

Principles gradually
abandoned

The code of conduct is monitored
by the ICTI Ethical Toy Program
(IETP), an offshoot of the
association, which has developed
its own auditing system.19

While this type of code is very classic
for a company seeking to improve
its image, the Mattel Principles were
rather ambitious, with an external and
transparent audit system to monitor
compliance.
However, doing business in a
responsible and ethical manner
obviously has a cost.
It is necessary to organise and
pay for audits, remedy violations
of rights, improve the working
conditions in factories, improve
safety at work, convince suppliers
to adopt the principles and monitor
their compliance with the rules...
No doubt because of the costs
involved, Mattel has gradually
reduced its ethical requirements.
Precise and protective rules have
gradually become broad, ill-defined
principles.18
n 2009, the multinational finally
abandoned its independent auditing
system, the International Center for
Corporate Accountability (ICCA),
whose detailed reports were
published on its website.
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In the same year, Mattel joined the
International Council of Toy Industries
(ICTI), which developed its own code
of ethical business practice.

As one can imagine, the International
Council of Toy Industries has not
chosen to set very binding rules for
itself.
On the issue of overtime, for example,
the code provides that the number of
hours of work per week should not
exceed 72 hours, with a maximum
of 32 hours of overtime. However,
Chinese law limits the working
week to 44 hours, and the number
of overtime hours to 36 hours per
month.
Not only is this code lacking in
ambition, but it allows “ethical”
certification to be granted to
factories that don’t respect the
law!

A non-transparent and
unreliable system
IETP’s certification has been
strongly criticised for many years by
NGOs for its lack of independence,
transparency and effectiveness.

This initiative was indeed launched
and is only managed by company
representatives.
No
workers’
representatives or civil society
organisations are involved.
It does not publish the results of the
audits it claims to conduct annually
in the thousands of factories it has
certified.
And the reference system used the IETP checklist - does not even
guarantee compliance with Chinese
labour laws.
Unsurprisingly,
the
IETP’s
audits have thus proved to be
ineffective in uncovering human
rights violations in factories and
enabling brands to remedy them.

Taking the temperature of the
workers at the entrance to the
factory, whose activity seemed little
affected by the health crisis at the
time of our investigation.

Photo credit : China Labor Watch, 2020 - Foshan Nanhai Mattel Factory

Sexual harassment at Mattel:
a problem that has been long known
Mattel could have tackled the
problem of sexual harassment
in its factories years ago.
The
independent
auditing
mechanism that the group set
up in 1997 - the ICCA, whose
reports are no longer available on
the Internet - reported the problem
several years ago in Mexico.
A 2004 audit in two of the group’s
factories in Mexico20 ndicates
that some workers «have been
victims of verbal abuse and sexual
harassment by their colleagues.
Workers also indicated that they
considered their supervisors to be
indifferent to their concerns and
complaints. Actual or perceived
sexual harassment of workers was
found in both plants.».

In one plant, 30% of respondents
reported abuse. In addition, 13%
of the female workers were aware
of at least one case of sexual
harassment. It was commonplace
for a female worker to be whistled
at while walking around the factory.
Finally, in both plants, one-third of
respondents indicated that they
feared losing their jobs if they
reported sexual harassment.
At the time, Mattel indicated
that it was taking the issue
seriously, but the audit report
still concluded : «the company’s
current efforts have not been fully
effective and the issue of workplace
harassment - particularly with
regard to women - would require
additional measures.»

Three years later, in a new audit,
cases of sexual harassment
seemed to have disappeared in
both plants.21 The 2007 report
says little about the actions
taken and such a complete
disappearance of the problem is
unconvincing.
Mattel could have made progress
if they had taking cases of
sexual harassment seriously, and
subsequently putting in place
effective measures throughout its
supply chain. But this does not
appear to have been the case.
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Photo credit : China Labor Watch, 2019 - Foshan Nanhai Mattel Factory

Mattel’s commitments
are merely a façade
On its website, Mattel states :
«Promoting
ethical
sourcing
throughout our supply chain
is fundamental to the way we
do
business.».
It
describes
its «responsible supply chain
commitments».22
For example, Mattel’s suppliers are
expected to «commit to uphold
the human rights of workers, to
treat them with dignity and respect
and to maintain humane working
conditions.» They
«must be
committed to creating a workplace
free of harassment and abuse.».

require workers to work more than 66
hours per week or more than the local
legal requirement, whichever is lower. ».
So not only does it refer to the lax
ICTI code of conduct, but it publicly
admits that local labour laws can
be flouted «in exceptional business
circumstances.»

Mattel therefore sets its
own rules of the game
and controls which
of these principles to
respect and how they will
be respected.

But aren’t these statements
ultimately worthless if adherence
to them is not effectively
monitored?
In this extract from the employee’s
handbook, photographed in Foshan’s Mattel
Factory in 2019, the matter of fighting against
discriminations is talked about.

Moreover, they seem to apply only to its
suppliers, and not to its own factories.
Finally, the multinational expressly states
: « except in exceptional commercial
circumstances, the supplier may not

Do like Barbie,
not like Mattel !
According to Mattel, «Barbie has shown little girls that they can be who they
want to be».
After a significant drop in sales between 2012 and 2014, Mattel decided to
change the image of Barbie to adapt to the 21st century. The kick-off came in
2015 with the campaign : « You can be anything ! ». Mattel then launched a line
of dolls with more varied body types and featuring female icons such as Rosa
Parks or Frida Kahlo.

Photo credit : Alexas Fotos / Enora Bource
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The Barbie doll, once condemned for the unrealistic and hyper-sexualised image
of the female body that it projected to little girls, now presents itself as a toy that
contributes to their empowerment and fights against gender stereotypes..
This marketing campaign has increased sales of Barbie, but the gap
between Mattel’s advertising and the working conditions of the women
who produce the Barbie dolls is all the more shocking.

A lack of ambition against gender-based
violence and harassment
The IETP, which is responsible for
ensuring that toys are produced
in good conditions, has yet to
develop a real programme to
combat sexual harassment in
factories.
No specific rules or procedures are
envisaged. Such violence does not
appear to be considered a risk in
the toy industry. However, this risk
is recognised in many other «labourintensive» industries.23
Female workers are usually the victims
of rights violations in the toy industry.
Does this mean that the violations in
the toy industry and hence that of
women’s rights, considered to be less
serious ?
The IETP Toolkit only mentions
some general measures in its
section 7, which prohibits physical
violence,
coercion,
corporal
punishment and harassment.
For example, auditors hired by
the IETP must check whether the
factory has «a written policy detailing
procedures for handling disciplinary
cases.» A commentary states that
this policy must include that workers
are free from all forms of harassment
and abuse, such as verbal and mental
violence, physical coercion, corporal
punishment, intimidation and threats.
The same comment states that the
document in question must «have
procedures for dealing with any
disciplinary matters, include guidance
on unacceptable behaviour, include
complaint procedures, including the
method of investigation and resulting
actions.»

But simply communicating these
elements orally, in the absence of
any written policy, may be sufficient
to obtain or maintain IETP’s «ethical»
certification.

Worse, it suggests that it is up to the
victims of violence to denounce the
facts: would those who dare not to
become solely responsible for their
situation ?

Mattel has also adopted an
internal code of conduct, but this
code is also very inadequate.

A genuine policy to combat sexism
and gender-based violence is
accompanied, at the very least,
by training at all levels, adapted to
different national contexts and the
particular risks of each profession.

It applies «to employees of all Mattel
family companies, including Mattel Inc,
Fisher-Price Inc, American Girl Brands
LLC, Radica Enterprises Ltd and all
other Mattel subsidiaries worldwide.»
The code states : «We have the right
to work in an environment free from
discrimination and harassment based
on race, colour, religion, gender
(including pregnancy, childbirth or
related medical conditions), sexual
orientation, gender identity, national
origin, ancestry, social origin, age,
disability, marital status, genetic
information, veteran status, or other
characteristics. We must respect
the rights of our co-workers and
keep in mind that no discrimination
or harassment will be tolerated. We
must make this known when we are
uncomfortable with a colleague’s
conduct. It is the responsibility
of each of us to report to the
Human Resources Department any
harassment or discrimination we
witness or experience.»

One may be surprised
at the lack of ambition
shown by Mattel
against sexist and
sexual violence, with
its lenient certification
criteria and its evasive
code of conduct.

It’s hard to know whether the workers
of the factories managed by Mattel
can claim this. But without a definition
of prohibited behaviour, a dedicated
complaints procedure, disciplinary
sanctions and protective measures,
this code is of no practical use.
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Our recommendations

Mattel must put an end
to sexual harassment
Mattel’s
responsibility
Sexism and gender-based
and sexual violence in
the workplace is often
downplayed by companies
as
not
being
their
responsibility.
However,
there are many workplace
factors that can contribute
to or exacerbate it.
The use of precarious
contracts,
constant
pressure to meet production
targets, and low union
density all increase the risk
of violence against women
workers.

The multinational has
been alerted on several
occasions and our new
investigation
in
one
of its factories shows
that sexual harassment
is
present,
if
not
commonplace.
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In the present case,
Mattel
directly
operates the Foshan
and Dongguan plants
and cannot attempt
to escape liability by
invoking failure on the
part of the supplier.
The multinational is directly
responsible for the working
conditions and human
rights violations that occur
there.

Pro forma
commitment is
not enough
If
Mattel
does
not
follow through with its
commitments, the reasons
are simple: the multinational
does not effectively monitor
compliance, and does not
address the fundamental
problems in its supply chain.
Like other multinationals in
the sector, Mattel has stated
ethical commitments, but in

practice refuses to invest
in safe and decent working
conditions in its factories
and suppliers.
Nothing will really change
for the thousands of women
workers who produce the
group’s Barbies and other
toys as long as Mattel is
content with nice sounding
phrases and superficial
measures.

As long as
Mattel does not
put in place
an ambitious
policy against
gender and
sexual violence,
violence and
harassment will
continue.
Photo credit : China Labor Watch, 2019 - Foshan Nanhai Mattel Factory / Enora Bource

By exerting pressure on
the prices of manufactured
goods, setting production
deadlines
that
are
incompatible with legal
working
hours
and
demanding
maximum
flexibility, Mattel creates
the operating conditions
observed year after year in
the factories.

The International Labour
Organisation (ILO) adopted
a Convention on 21
June 2019 that commits
companies to take measures
commensurate with their
level of control to prevent
violence and harassment in
the workplace.24

Our 8 requests to Mattel
to end impunity :
Assess the situation of sexual harassment in its factories and throughout its supply chain, publish the
methodology, results and corrective measures taken.
Be clear with employees and business partners about the company’s zero tolerance for
gender-based and sexual violence by adopting a company policy that prohibits such behaviour
with a clear definition of sexual harassment, a clear and easy to understand complaint procedure,
disciplinary sanctions against the perpetrator and protection and reparation measures for the victim.

Require all its business partners to have a fully funded complaint handling mechanism and to
provide remedies accessible to all women workers that guarantee the anonymity of complainants, protects
them from retaliation and provides for disciplinary action up to and including the dismissal of perpetrators.

Conduct risk assessments that take into account the risks and dangers arising from discrimination, abuse
of power relations, and gender-related cultural and social norms that promote violence and harassment.

Support victims by providing them with specific social rights, legal, psychological and financial
support where necessary.

Enable local organizations to organize training on gender-based and sexual violence for workers,
supervisors and management, and inform them of the remedies available at work and outside of work.

Stop using the ICTI IETP certification system to guarantee that the fundamental rights of workers
are respected in factories.

Commit to international framework agreements or agreements with women’s and human rights
organisations that include suppliers and subcontractors.25
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Perspectives

For an international
regulation of companies
Worldwide, depending on the country, between 35% and 50% of women have experienced inappropriate
words or gestures, unwanted physical contact or other forms of sexual harassment at work.26
As recognized by the International
Labour Organization (ILO), violence
and harassment are widespread in the
world of work and affect all countries,
all professions and all organizations.

A violation
rights

of

human

Gender-based and sexual violence
and harassment occur in different
forms and in a variety of contexts.
They undermine human dignity and
are incompatible with decent work
and social justice.
Some women are even more affected
than others because of the intersection
with other forms of discrimination
related to their real or perceived
migration status, origin or sexual
orientation.
In 2019, the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights highlighted that violence against
women in the world of work is a major
and widespread obstacle to the
enjoyment of their human rights.27

Coroporations have a
responsibility to respect
human rights
Yet gender-based violence in the
workplace is often downplayed by
employers, who see it as not their
responsibility, even though there are
many occupational factors that may
contribute to or aggravate it.
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Multinational companies such as
Mattel have an important role to play
in stopping gender-based and sexual
violence in their supply chains.
For more than 20 years we have
seen large companies adopt
charters, codes of conduct and
other voluntary standards which
have been largely ineffective.
Multinational companies have an
obligation to ensure that their activities
do not cause human rights abuses.
They should be held accountable if
they do.

Regulating Multinational
Enterprises
Our three organisations – China
Labor Watch, Solidar Suisse et
ActionAid France – are actively
advocating for the adoption of a
UN treaty on multinationals and
human rights.
This treaty must make multinationals
responsible for human rights violations
caused by their activities, taking into
account the specific abuses suffered
by women.
On the other hand, the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted, on
21 June 2019, the first international
standard condemning gender-based
violence in the workplace.
ILO
Convention
190
and
its
accompanying Recommendation do

not explicitly mention corporate supply
chains. But the Convention states
that every State «which ratifies this
Convention shall respect, promote
and realize the right of everyone to a
world of work free from violence and
harassment.»
Article 9 of the Convention further
requires states to adopt legislation
requiring employers to take «appropriate
measures commensurate with their
degree of control» to identify, assess
and prevent risks of violence and
harassment, including gender-based
violence and harassment, in consultation
with workers and their representatives.
There is an urgent need for the
ratification
and
subsequent
implementation of ILO Convention
190 by as many States as possible.
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The origin of this report :

China Labor Watch

Solidar Suisse

ActionAid France

China Labor Watch is a New Yorkbased NGO founded in 2000
by a Chinese worker in exile to
denounce working conditions in
the “workshop of the world.”

With more than 60 projects on
four continents, Solidar Suisse
is an NGO committed to decent
working conditions, democratic
participation and social justice.

ActionAid France is an association
recognised as being of public utility,
which brings together some forty
international solidarity associations
and hundreds of activists.

Through its advocacy campaigns,
Solidar Suisse puts pressure on
political and economic actors
to put an end to human rights
violations in the poorest countries.

Since its creation in 1983, the
association has been lobbying
political and economic decisionmakers to give a voice to those
fighting for the respect of their
economic, social and cultural
rights.

The NGO regularly publishes the
results of field investigations carried
out by people who have infiltrated
the country’s largest factories, and
informs workers about their rights.
chinalaborwatch.org

solidar.ch

actionaid.fr
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