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1. INTRODUCTION

This literature review was written in the context of a research project investigating the causes 
of labour turnover and absenteeism as a major challenge in the relatively young textile industry 
in Ethiopia. The three-year project (2020-2022) based at Giessen University (Faculty of Social 
Science and Cultural Studies) is funded by the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (Germany). The background to the funding is the Ministry’s Special Initiative 
on Training and Job Creation that has been designed to foster growth in enterprises to help 
create jobs.

The following review presents the state of research on labour turnover and absenteeism in the 
textile and garment industry with a special focus on Ethiopia. Without claiming to be exhaus-
tive, research and other documents and sources were included in the evaluation.

Ethiopia, though remaining one of the least urbanised countries in the world, has taken im-
pressive actions to transform the state into a more industrialised nation (The Federal Demo-
cratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2010; Gebre-Egziabher/Yemeru, 2019). Several industrial parks 
have been built in recent years throughout the whole country (Cepheus Research and Analy-
tics, 2019). The textile sector is one of the sectors subsidised heavily by the Growth and Trans-
formation Plan (GTP) I and II, which is one measure to enhance Ethiopia’s productivity, includ-
ing that in manufacturing capability (Diriba et al., 2019). The Ethiopian government aims at 
turning the country into an economic hub for textile exports in Africa and has been growing 
the sector enormously (Barrett/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; Cepheus Research & Analytics, 2019; 
Salingré, 2018; ABA ROLI, 2017: 3; Khurana, 2018). The industry furthermore is expected to 
provide employment for hundreds of thousands and, thus, improve people’s living conditions 
and contribute to the socio-economic development of the country (The Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia, 2010).1

While one reason manufacturers and investors shift their focus in the textile sector to Ethiopia 
and away from East-Asia is the improved work safety in terms of infrastructure and higher 
working standards in general, another major reason is the extremely low wages and the low-
er production costs involved (Barrett/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; ABA ROLI, 2017; Diriba et al., 
2019; Staritz/Whitfield, 2019: 704; Beatrice et al., 2019). There are several reports on poor 
working and living conditions for workers in Ethiopian textile and garment factories (Salin-
gré, 2018; Francis, 2017; WRC, 2018; ABA ROLI, 2017; Barret/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; Mitta, 
2019; Jego, 2019).

Just like in other countries, the textile and garment sector in Ethiopia has to deal with high 
rates of labour turnover and absenteeism, which harm the sector’s productivity (Barret/Bau-
mann-Pauly, 2019; Caria, 2019).2 From the perspective of the (mostly international) manag-
ers, the reason for these high rates is often attributed to the “mindset” of the predominantly 
female workforce (the “operators”) (Feldt/Klein, 2016). One thing is certain: If the industry 
wants to stay competitive and keep growing, measures need to be taken urgently.

1 The ambitious goal of the Ethiopian Government is to create 350,000 jobs in the textile industry by 
2022 (Rasche, 2018: 35). However, new crises such as COVID-19 or the current political conflicts 
could move this goal even further away.

2 Research distinguishes between “turnover” and “turnover intention” as well between “voluntary” 
and “involuntary resignation” (through organisationally internal or external factors). Pertinent 
research counts the following factors as determinants of turnover (and absenteeism): management 
style, demographic variables (high age, marriageable age etc.), wages, organisational culture/justice, 
stress at the workplace, job satisfaction (see for example Belete, 2018).
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To the best of our knowledge, there are only few studies particularly focusing on the phenom-
enon of labour turnover (and absenteeism) the textile and garment sector in Ethiopia (Hailu, 
2016; Kumar, 2011). A few more studies could be identified which address the issue in some 
part of their analysis (Belete, 2018; Gebremeskela et al., 2019; Feldt/Klein, 2016; Barrett/
Baumann-Pauly, 2019; Oya, 2019). Those studies partly incorporate cultural factors.

After an introduction (chapter one) and a brief summary (chapter two) of the report, chap-
ter three provides a more general chapter on Ethiopia, highlighting the most important infor-
mation on the country, and offering insights into globalisation, industrialisation, and develop-
ment in Ethiopia; including an overview of the role of women historically and more recently. 
Chapter four provides extensive information on the textile industry in Ethiopia. After offering 
an overview, it sheds light on the workforce, the work culture or work ethics, which can be seen 
as a synonym for “mindset”, and provides detailed insights into the working conditions and 
labour rights of the Ethiopian workers.

Adapting to the current exceptional state worldwide in the light of the COVID-19 outbreak, 
this report cannot disregard the situation of COVID-19 in Africa, in Ethiopia and, particularly, 
how the Ethiopian textile industry is affected by it. Hence, chapter five compiles the most 
important pieces of information on the current situation.

Extensive literature research was conducted on the issue of labour turnover (and absenteeism) 
in the context of organisational psychology study. Chapter six presents a comprehensive 
synopsis of current debates in this area of research.

Considering Ethiopia to be a relatively young actor in the global textile industry, in chapter 
seven, the report continues with detailed studies of the phenomena of turnover (and absen-
teeism) in different countries (like Bangladesh and Sri Lanka) where the sector has a longer 
history. The studies reviewed provide implications for practice, which might help study the 
situation in Ethiopia. As already stated, literature and research on labour turnover (and ab-
senteesm) in the Ethiopian textile industry are rather limited. Still, those few existing studies, 
two in particular, will be elaborated at the end of chapter seven. Chapter eight is a brief con-
clusion that summarises the key drivers of labour turnover and absenteeism in the Ethiopian 
textile industry, and identifies the need for further research. Chapter nine lists all works cited 
grouped by the different chapters.



2. SUMMARY 5

2. SUMMARY

The Ethiopian textile and garment industry is part of the government’s plan to develop 
Ethiopia into a fully industrialised country by 2025 (Diriba et al., 2019) as industrialisation is 
seen to be a key driver for the transformation into a middle-income country (Oquaby, 2015 in 
Feldt/Klein, 2016: 7). According to the World Bank (2020), “Ethiopia’s economy experienced 
strong, broad-based growth averaging 9.8% a year from 2008/09 to 2018/19, Ethiopia’s real 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth rebounded to 9% in 2018/19”.3 However, the success 
of the economic development is set back by steady population growth. On top of this, the 
Ethiopian Economics Association estimates that the COVID-19 pandemic might slow down the 
economic growth by up to ten percent. Depending on the pandemic duration, poverty in the 
country could increase significantly (Yevondwossen, 2020).

Nevertheless, both, a more technologized agricultural sector and an industrial sector shall con-
tribute to sustaining economic development and, ultimately, secure social justice and increase 
the per capita income of Ethiopians (The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2010). 
Though poverty rates have significantly declined in recent years, economic development in 
Ethiopia is not inclusive and unemployment remains high even though the development of 
industrial parks has contributed to a slight reduction in unemployment by the creation of more 
than 70,000 jobs (Cepheus Research and Analytics, 2019). The World Bank (2017) argues that 
only this traditional path of creating jobs outside agriculture can lead to a structural transfor-
mation in the country (World Bank, 2017 in Renkel, 2019: 8). Thereby, the textile industry is 
a major driver of job creation.

Foreign investors have shifted to Ethiopia, because, firstly, the wages in Ethiopia are substan-
tially lower than those paid to textile workers in South-East Asia and, secondly, because the 
industry and infrastructure is newer, hence, buyers hope to fulfil Western labour standards 
easier (Barrett/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; ABA ROLI, 2017; Diriba et al., 2019; Staritz/Whitfield, 
2019: 704). A further advantage for the investors is the provision of industrial estates for 
the new businesses by the Ethiopian Government. These estates have their own wastewater 
treatment plants and provide reliable electricity. Massive factory halls are available for lease to 
investors (Rasche, 2018: 35).

Considering the workforce, the fact that 80% of Ethiopians live in rural areas of the coun-
try cannot be disregarded as this is where most (female) workers (80 percent of workers are 
female) are recruited from (Francis, 2017: 3; Oya, 2019). The workers frequently struggle to 
adapt to the new work cultures and work ethic as they encounter a problematic clash of the 
two realities of agrarian and industrialised life (Rasche, 2019: 37). It is further stressed that 
many workers do not consider their involvement in the industry a long-term employment and 
often rather see it as a stepping-stone to set foot in the economic centres or to start their 
studies (Peou, 2016 & Tran, 2013 in Oya, 2019: 675). The “mindset” and “work ethic” of the 
workers are often criticised by the (mostly foreign) managers as we know both from our own 
research and from literature (Oya, 2019: 674; Thomson, 1967: 90-93 in Oya, 2019: 675). 
From the perspective of the managers, the low wages of the workers can be justified by the 
fact that the workers are unskilled, but also by what they see as a problematic work ethic. 
Oya (2019: 675) stresses the importance of “social norms and cultural adaption […] for the 
incorporation of women in factory work”; he strongly believes that “gendered socio-cultural 
‘clashes’ are worth considering” (Oya, 2019: 675).

3 “The World Bank in Ethiopia”: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/ethiopia/overview.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/ethiopia/overview
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The workers’ complaints relate mainly to what they consider inadequate pay, which they agree 
is not enough to cover their living costs. Besides the low pay, workers complain, for example, 
about mistreatment and unfair treatment at work, about spoiled food and about insecurity on 
their way home from work (Mitta, 2019).

Feldt and Klein (2016: 109) present an interesting thesis by saying that “the mentality and 
culture of the workforce, which currently hampers effective industrial upgrading in terms of 
productivity and quality, may hold the key to catalyze social upgrading in the Ethiopian textile 
industry in the long run”.

COVID-19 brings many new challenges to the textile factories. Due to order cancellations and 
safety regulations, many workers were challenged by income cuts in the two-month period of 
March/April (International Labour Organisation, 2020b). Internationally, 10% of workers have 
already been dismissed and the industry expects to be forced to dismiss another 35% in case 
current trends continue (Anner, 2020: 2).4

Looking at the phenomena of labour turnover and absenteeism from the perspective of 
organisational psychology, many different studies could be found, however, almost exclusively 
conducted in the Global North and in the context of skilled labour. Turnover, for example, is 
analysed as the final stage of a process in some studies; others identified that turnover results 
from different types of shocks, which can be negative, positive, or neutral. Possible moderators 
such as the different types of psychological contracts, the state of the psychological contract, 
job embeddedness, employee well-being, and organisational tenure have been analysed. Cor-
relations between the three withdrawal behaviours lateness, absenteeism, and turnover were 
evaluated, which lead to the realisation that these correlations are not very strong. Further-
more, it was observed that human resource practices have an enormous impact on employee 
retention. In case of the Ethiopian textile industry, this should be studied extensively.

In order to understand the phenomena better in context outside of the Global North, in the 
context of unskilled labour and in the textile industry, studies conducted in the countries 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, India, Myanmar, Pakistan and Indonesia offered interesting findings. 
The most important factors were found to be around the payment, compensation more gen-
erally and recognition, the working conditions, human resource practices, the social image 
of the job, and off-the-job factors such as accommodation. Here it is important to mention 
that different studies confirm that human resource practices can have a positive effect on job 
satisfaction and organisational commitment, which would ultimately reduce absenteeism and 
turnover.

The literature specifically on the Ethiopian textile industry is still rare, however, some studies 
have been thematising the issues of labour turnover and absenteeism in some way. At Hawassa 
Industrial Park, for example, a study found out that “annual attrition levels in the Hawassa 
factories have improved but still run from 60 percent to 120 percent (the latter meaning 
there’s more than complete turnover in just one year)” (Barrett, 2019; study from Barrett/
Baumann-Pauly, 2019).

Another study found that at Shints ETP Garment PLC, the turnover rate for women between 
2014 and 2016 amounted almost 90% (Hailu, 2016: 4). One major factor seems to be the dis-

4 For COVID-response in Ethiopia also see the podcast “AFRONOMICS: Responses to COVID-19 in 
Africa: Lessons from Ethiopia featuring Dr. Arkebe Oqubay, Senior Minister and Special Advisor to 
the Prime Minister of Ethiopia”, July 13, 2020.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/podcast/2020/07/13/afronomics-responses-to-covid-
19-in-africa-lessons-from-ethiopia-featuring-dr-arkebe-oqubay-senior-minister-and-special-
advisor-to-the-prime-minister-of-ethiopia.
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appointment about low wages and poor work and living conditions, which were expected to be 
different. Furthermore, lack of prospects of promotion, job security, transport and affordable 
accommodation, relationship with supervisor/manager, training, recognition of job and una-
wareness of contract details (both, in terms of obligations and rights) played important roles.

Due to the lack of research on the phenomena of labour turnover and absenteeism in the 
Ethiopian textile and garment industry, extensive research in that field is necessary to further 
strengthen the knowledge on this issue which can contribute to greater productivity in the 
sector and help Ethiopia steer towards its goal of becoming an industrialised and middle-in-
come rated country.
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3. ETHIOPIA

To better understand and provide more comprehensive insights into turnover in the textile 
industry of Ethiopia, the following chapter starts with some basic information on the country 
and afterwards puts a strong emphasis on the issues of globalisation, industrialisation, and 
development in Ethiopia, which is interconnected with the textile sector, as it is part of the 
broader idea of making Ethiopia an industrialised state. The chapter then briefly highlights the 
role of women historically and in the process of development and modernisation.

OVERVIEW

The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia is a landlocked country located at the Horn of 
Africa with a population size of approximately 109 million (Francis, 2017: 3; The World Bank, 
2018). It is the oldest state on the African continent as it was never colonised (Walz, 2019: 
31). About 80% of the population live in rural areas and almost 55% of the population is 
under 25 years old (Francis, 2017: 3). The Ethiopian government recognises more than 80 
different ethnic groups; however, Amhara, Oromo, Somali, and Tigray amount to around 75% 
of the population; Amharic is the official (working) language (Francis, 2017: 3). In 2017, 
agriculture still dominated the Ethiopian economy with a share of 47%, followed by services 
which made up about 42% and manufacturing with almost 11% (Francis, 2017: 4). Making 
up 34% of the GDP in 2019, agriculture remains the dominant economic sector in Ethiopia 
(Louhichi et al., 2019: 8). “In recent years, this traditional sector has accounted for about 68% 
of employment and 34% of GDP, but is making up a decreasing fraction of output over time” 
(Louhichi et al., 2019: 8).

GLOBALISATION, INDUSTRIALISATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Globalisation’s influence on increasing levels of economic integration is reported by different 
actors (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 7). Due to international division of labour, low-skilled and low-paid 
workers in countries of the Global South were enabled to become part of supply chains of 
companies as they outsource parts of their production (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 7). Many countries 
of the Global South were able to undergo economic or structural transformation thanks to 
being integrated into the global economy (Roberts/Tybout, 1996 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 7). 
Oqubay (2015 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 7), special advisor to the Ethiopian Prime Minister, states 
that the lack of evidence of low-income countries’ rising living standards without manufactur-
ing supports the thesis that industrialisation is a key element for the transformation into a 
middle-income country. As catching-up with more advanced and developed countries eco-
nomically is a challenging process, Fukunishi and Yamagata analyse “the means through which 
the garment industry contributes to industrialization, globalization, poverty reduction, the 
empowerment of undereducated workers, in particular female laborers, and shared growth in 
contemporary low-income countries” (2014: 2 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 8). They (Fukunishi/
Yamagata, 2014 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 8) further argue that many Asian countries, which took 
the road of entering the global textile market, have been able to further shift from garment to 
technical equipment and service. Also, Staritz and Whitfield regard the apparel sector as “a first 
step for low-income countries embarking on an export-oriented industrialization process” 
(2019: 705). Countries in Asia seemed to have aimed for strategic and more gradual integra-
tion with the world economy instead of pushing close integration in terms of free trade (Singh, 
2012 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 9).

“More than fifteen years into a period 
of sustained and rapid economic growth, 
Ethiopia has continued to attract inter-
national attention for its achievements 
and for pursuing a homegrown develop-
ment strategy, with an active industrial 
policy at its centre.” 

Arkebe Oqubay, Minister and Special 
Advisor to the Prime Minister of Ethio-
pia, (2019: 605)
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In the Ethiopian context, industrialisation has come far in recent years but still has a long 
way to go (Manyazewal/Shiferaw, 2019). Industrialisation is here seen as a post-World War II 
phenomenon, mainly influenced by the Imperial Era (1950-1974), the Derg Era (1975-91), 
which was the communist military regime, and the after-1991 era introduced by the Ethiopian 
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) (Oqubay, 2019: 607-623).

According to the World Bank (2020), “Ethiopia’s economy experienced strong, broad-based 
growth averaging 9.8% a year from 2008/09 to 2018/19, Ethiopia’s real gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth rebounded to 9% in 2018/19”.5 However, the success of the economic 
development is set back by steady population growth. On top of this, the Ethiopian Economics 
Association estimates that the COVID-19 pandemic might slow down the economic growth by 
up to ten percent. Depending on the pandemic duration, poverty in the country could increase 
significantly (Yevondwossen, 2020).

The long-term vision of the Ethiopian government is “to build an economy which has a modern 
and productive agricultural sector with enhanced technology and an industrial sector that play 
a leading role in the economy to sustain economic development and, secure social justice and 
increase per capita income of citizens so that it reaches the level of middle income countries” 
(The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2010). The Ethiopian EPRDF, in 1991, right 
after the communist era ended, targeted agriculture as the main industry, however, over time 
shifted the focus to the development of the manufacturing sector (Oqubay, 2019: 605). The 
Ethiopian agricultural sector still accounts for a large share of the country’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) although it was recently overtaken by the services sector as the new largest 
contributor (The World Bank, 2017: 7). However, figures vary here. The agricultural sector is 
also supposed to develop and increase productivity, which, ultimately, should lead to a decline 
in poverty and, thus, will enable those working in the sector to consume more, which in turn 
would bolster the manufacturing sector (Gebre-Egziabher/Yemeru, 2019). It continues to be 
crucial to diversify the economy, which the government has been aiming for by establishing 
and furthering the manufacturing sector including the textile industry (Manyazewal/Shiferaw, 
2019).

Historically, after a communist regime took over the country’s leadership in 1974, the eco-
nomic growth almost came to a standstill (Manyazewal/Shiferaw, 2019). However, after the 
EPRDF toppled the regime and came into power, they aimed to enhance the country’s eco-
nomic development through specific investments (Oqubay, 2019). Since then, the country’s 
unemployment and underemployment rates have declined overall (The World Bank, 2016: 33). 
Similarly, poverty rates have significantly declined in recent years and inequality is remarkably 
low, nevertheless, economic development in Ethiopia is not inclusive as stated by the World 
Bank, meaning that certain groups of people are excluded from it (2017 in Renkel, 2019: 8). 
This is also explained by an interviewee in Renkel’s master’s thesis: The Ethiopian government 
promotes industrial parks as they are boosting the economy, however, wealth is accessible only 
to a limited amount of people (2019: 21). Unemployment rates in, for instance, Addis Ababa 
remain high and Ethiopia, in general, continues to be one of the least urbanised countries 
in the world (Gebre-Egziabher/Yemeru, 2019). One reason for this condition is the lending 
structure which favours large firms even though most of the manufacturing firms are rather 
small and the policy fails to properly address them (Manyazewal/Shiferaw, 2019). Another 
reason is persisting high import rates which harm the local industry (Manyazewal/Shiferaw, 
2019). Hence, “[d]espite rapid growth, structural transformation of the economy remains Ethi-
opia’s central challenge” (Oqubay, 2019: 607).

5 “The World Bank in Ethiopia”: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/ethiopia/overview.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/ethiopia/overview
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WOMEN IN ETHIOPIA

Historically, women have always held significant positions, for instance, in the Middle Ages, 
women played a significant role economically, socially, and culturally even though they did not 
have access to resources such as education (Semela et al., 2019: 233). During a civil war in the 
Era of the Princes, eight women played a crucial role and, in 1898, the wife of the Emperor 
Minilik II had an influential role due to her political and military leadership, which eventually 
let Ethiopia win against Italian occupation (Semela et al., 2019: 234). In 1931, the first school 
opened its doors to female students, however, only taking in girls from a privileged background 
and the education they got perpetuated traditional gender roles (Semela et al., 2019). In 
the 1950s, the University College of Addis Ababa brought forward stronger and more or-
ganised resistance against male domination (Semela et al., 2019: 235). Access to education 
was expanded, which led to an increase in female enrolment (Semela et al., 2019). In 1957, 
Senedu Gebru became first elected women in parliament and was re-elected four years later 
(Semela et al., 2019: 236). During the Communist Military Era between 1974 and 1991, the 
Revolutionary Ethiopian Women’s Association was established which, unfortunately, failed to 
free Ethiopian women from their multiple forms of oppression and rather aimed at supporting 
the regime (Semela et al., 2019: 239). From 1991, with the start of the transition period to 
a democratic state, feminist movements were able to arise via civil society activism until “the 
government enacted a restrictive legislation that stifled women’s organizations” (Semela et al., 
2019: 242). Nevertheless, women took over leadership positions in both the EPRDF and the 
opposition parties and the Ministry of Women Affairs (Semela et al., 2019).

There are profoundly unequal power relations between men and women in the society of Ethi-
opia (Semela et al., 2019). In 2018, approximately 80% of the total population lived in rural 
areas where women both play a significant role and are particularly discriminated (Semela et 
al., 2019). In 2017, Ethiopia ranked below the African average when looking at the Gender 
Inequality Index, which stood at 0.502 (Semela et al., 2019). According to Semela and col-
leagues (2019), women in Ethiopia must be seen equally as contributors to and beneficiaries 
of the socio-economic development of the country.

To sum it up, Ethiopia has taken a road towards industrialisation and development and, gen-
erally, has good preconditions to become an economic hub, specifically in the textile sector, 
however, the government and actors within the (economic) branch need to take action and 
adapt policies to better promote this transformation. Women, who make up 80% of the work-
ers, and their needs must be taken into consideration.
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4. ETHIOPIA’S TEXTILE 
INDUSTRY

Even though 80 years ago, the first textile mill was established in Ethiopia and besides the 
country’s tradition in textile and clothing, the sector had been given weak attention to until 
recently (Böll, 2018 & RENEW 2018 in Walz, 2019: 32; Beatrice et al. 2019). This chapter 
provides an introductory overview of the Ethiopian textile industry historically and econom-
ically, then offers brief insights on the workforce employed in the industrial textile parks and 
their working conditions plus the respective governmental and international labour standards.

OVERVIEW

Striving for industrialisation and the classification of a lower-middle-income country, the Ethi-
opian government aims to turn its country into the largest manufacturing country in Africa 
(Barrett/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; Cepheus Research & Analytics, 2019; Salingré, 2018; ABA 
ROLI, 2017: 3; Khurana, 2018). According to Ethiopia’s Growth and Transformation Plan II 
(GTP II), the country’s goal is to achieve industrialisation until 2025 (Diriba et al., 2019). A 
study conducted by Gebremariam and Feyisa in 2019 assesses the performance of industri-
al parks in Ethiopia. The study is based on interviews with key informants, non-participant 
observation and various other sources such as reports and policy documents and focused on 
Eastern Industry Zone, Bole Lemi and Hawassa Industrial Parks (Gebremariam/Feyisa, 2019). 
The findings reveal that in the first phase of operation, the parks created 53,612 jobs and are 
making US$114 Million annually (Gebremariam/Feyisa, 2019).

Even though the Ethiopian government has established all kinds of industrial parks, 57% of 
the active firms produce textiles and garments (Cepheus Research & Analytics, 2019). While 
still small in absolute terms, the textile industry is experiencing substantial growth with an 
 average annual rate of 51% (WRC, 2018). Due to the extremely low level of wages, Ethiopia 
has become a relevant actor in the global textile sector and attracts not only foreign investors 
but also customers from Europe and the United States (Barrett/Baumann-Pauly, 2019; ABA 
ROLI, 2017; Diriba et al., 2019; Staritz/Whitfield, 2019: 704; Beatrice et al., 2019: 11). 
Moreover, low electricity and water costs and duty-free access to the market of the EU and US 
plus the government’s proactive industrial policy played a crucial role (Staritz/Whitfield, 2019: 
704). A further advantage for the investors is the provision of industrial estates for the new 
businesses by the Ethiopian government. These estates have their own wastewater treatment 
plants and provide reliable electricity. Massive factory halls are available for lease to investors 
(Rasche, 2018: 35).

Manufacturers and investors also turn away from Asia towards Africa because of new Western 
ethic and labour standards (Diriba et al., 2019). As a result of the increasing world popula-
tion, the demand for textiles and clothing will grow, assuring ongoing production (Diriba et 
al., 2019). Most industrial parks in Ethiopia are under governmental leadership according to 
Cepheus Research & Analytics (2019). ABA ROLI (2017), however, argues that 50% are for-
eign-owned and that those also claim to provide better working conditions than local firms. 
65 textile investment projects have been licensed for foreign investment (WRC, 2018). Due 
to the exposure to the foreign market, Ethiopian companies struggle to stay in business inde-
pendently (Khurana, 2018).

“Ethiopia has launched a bold  economic 
and social experiment by inviting the 
global garment industry to set up shop 
in the East African country.” 

Barrett/Baumann-Pauly (2019: 1)
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Historically, Ethiopia had been an important actor in the textile and garment sector in the 
1920s already with big cotton, textiles, and the clothing sector; however, due to the nationali-
sation of companies as part of the socialist agenda of the government, the sector lost its com-
petitiveness (Diriba et al., 2019). Almost a century later, in the financial year 2017/18, the 
sector amounted to an export value of US$72 million and, in 2019, was expected to exceed 
US$130 million (Cepheus Research & Analytics, 2019). In total, apparel exports from Ethiopia 
increased from US$9 Million in 2009 to US$68 Million in 2014 (Khurana, 2018). According 
to Khurana (2018), Addis Ababa can be regarded as the hub of economic advancement, how-
ever, other cities like Mekele and Hawassa are important locations, too. The parks appear to 
be the leading exporters with the industrial parks in Hawassa standing out (Cepheus Research 
& Analytics, 2019). The Hawassa Industrial Park is currently the largest in the country (Diriba 
et al., 2019). The emergence of the industrial parks brought an increase in employment by 
creating 70,000 new jobs, 24,000 of those in Hawassa only (Cepheus Research and Analytics, 
2019). Barret and Baumann-Pauly (2019) as well as Caria (2019) state that low efficiency has 
been an ongoing issue through, wherefore low wages, for instance, are being justified from 
the perspective of the companies. However, low wages in turn reinforce low efficiency and this 
also affects the quality of the end-product. The government currently tackles this challenge 
by, for instance, establishing fashion and textile institutes and TVET centers to skill the labour 
in low and middle managerial levels (Khurana, 2018). Hence, in an effort to make the sector 
sustainable over the coming years, this issue needs to be solved.

WORK FORCE

The Ethiopian textile sector is mainly sustained by women; in March 2019, 80% of all work-
ers were female (Cepheus Research & Analytics, 2019: 2). Those women mostly come from 
rural areas and often struggle to adapt to the new work cultures and work ethic, which differ 
significantly from what they know from home (Oya, 2019). It has been argued that many of 
the female textile workers do not consider themselves as urban workers nor do they strive to 
become ones as, from the start, the occupation in the textile sector is seen as a stepping stone 
rather than long-term employment (Peou, 2016 & Tran, 2013 in Oya, 2019: 675).

Gebremariam and Feyisa (2019) found that there is a supply gap of skilled and well-trained la-
bour force. Even though there should be an excessive pool of young female workers, transpor-
tation and living conditions often do not allow these women to enter or maintain employment 
in the industrial parks (Oya, 2019). They rent small rooms with shared kitchen and bathroom; 
furthermore, it seems to be no rarity that personal belongings or food are stolen (Oya, 2019). 
Housing in the economic centres is expensive which clashes with expectations raised in the re-
cruiting process (Oya, 2019). Hence, researchers advised the industry and the government, in 
cooperation with the private sector, to take measurements towards providing affordable rental 
residential houses (Gebremariam/Feyisa, 2019). The issue of housing will be elaborated on 
in more detail in chapter 4. Moreover, most workers are illiterate and have insufficient school 
education (Oya, 2019). Despite organised transport by the firms, many workers have to walk 
the last miles to the workplace (Oya, 2019).

According to Jego (2019: 64), workers in, for instance, the Hawassa Industrial Park are only 
selected if they are unmarried and do not have children. This is not only discriminatory but 
can also be seen as a factor contributing to voluntary employee turnover as, from the start, a 
temporary feeling is created (Jego, 2019: 64).
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INDUSTRIAL PARKS DEVELOPED BY INDUSTRIAL PARKS DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION (IPDC)

Name of In-
dustrial Park

Location of 
Industrial 

Parks

 Eligible 
Sectors

Land in 
hectare

Total 
Number 

of shades

Sizes in M2 and Number Of Sheds Status

11000 5500 3000 Other type

Bole lemi – I Addis Ababa Apparel & 
textile

172 20 10 10 - - • Operational

Bole lemi – II 
(2 sheds and 
serviced land)

Addis Ababa Apparel & 
textile

181 2 1 1 - - • Ready for 
sublease

• Service land 
available

Kilinto Addis Ababa Pharmaceutical 
Hub

279  - Serviced land - • Ready for 
sublease

• Service land 
available

Hawassa Hawassa Textile & Gar-
ment

 140 52 17 322 - 3 (total area 
39,680 m2)

• operational

Adama Adama Garment, Textile 
& Machinery,

120 19 6 9 4 - • operational

Dire-Dawa Dire-Dawa Garment, 
Apparel and 

Textile

150 15 5 6 4 - • operational
• Factory sheds 

available

Mekelle Mekelle Apparel & 
Textile

75 15 5 6 4 - • operational
• Factory sheds 

available

Kombolcha Kombolcha Apparel & 
Textile

75 9 2 7 - - • operational

Jimma Jimma Apparel & 
Textile

75 9 - 4 5 - • operational

Bahir-Dar Bahir-Dar Garment & 
Apparel

75 8 - 8 - - • operational

Debre-Birhan Debre-Berhan Garment & 
Apparel

100 8  - 8  - - • operational
• Factory sheds 

available

Addis Industry 
Village

 Addis Ababa Garment & 
Apparel

 8.79 Different buildings • operational

ICT Park  Addis Ababa ICT  200 Serviced land and Different buildings • operational

Semera Semera Multipurpose  50  8  -  8  -  - • Under con-
struction

December, 2020 | Source: Industrial Parks Development Corporation (IPDC), http://www.ipdc.gov.et/index.php/en/industrial-parks
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WORK CULTURE / WORK ETHICS

As we know from both literature (Oya, 2019: 674; Thomson, 1967: 90-93 in Oya, 2019: 
675) and research already conducted in Ethiopia, managers often complain about the workers’ 
“mindset” or their work culture or work ethics. This chapter provides insights into how through 
industrialisation and social change work cultures need to change, too, and outlines that this is 
a phenomenon, which takes time. Managers complain about aspects such as coming to work 
late and not understanding incentives (Oya, 2019: 674). Oya explains that history has proven 
that “building an industrial workforce is as much about social and cultural change as it is about 
economic” (2019: 674). Kohli (2004: 370 in Oya, 2019: 674) argues that work cultures derive 
from and are shaped by economic and political changes.

To understand the different mentality and work culture, it is helpful to take a look at traditional 
agrarian work culture which has been practised for centuries and even today is present in rural 
areas (Baye, 2017: 420). It can be seen as having a “long established cultural and religious 
foundation” (Baye, 2017: 421). Agriculture in the Ethiopian traditional sense is ox-drawn and 
allows for the preservation of the essence and substance of the Ethiopian civilisation (Huff-
nagel, 1961 in Baye, 2017: 421). According to an interviewee, “[t]he importance of farming 
lies in the fact that it enables one not to depend on others” (Baye, 2017: 421). Despite of 
this autonomy of subsistence-based agrarian life, many women wish for emancipation from 
their rural life world. However, at the same time, the industrial system stands for a new kind of 
dependency: wage dependency.

Peasants can produce everything that they and their families need to survive, they are even 
able to produce their home-made clothes (Baye, 2017: 421). Interestingly, even in ancient 
times, being a peasant was not a reputable station but was rather seen as one undeserving of 
respect (Baye, 2017: 423). Baye (2017: 424) states that as a peasant on Saturday and Sunday 
you do not move which intensely clashes with the working schedules and hours in most firms, 
which is described in more detail within the next sub-chapter. Furthermore, it is expected 
for families to attend at least two religious festivals a month on average (Baye, 2017: 425). 
This presents another aspect that goes against what is expected of people who are part of an 
industrial labour force.

This problem is further addressed in an article published by the GIZ magazine Akzente. While 
highlighting the importance of the enormous job creation through the industry, the article 
also mentions some of the problems, including the problematic clash of the two realities of 
agrarian and industrialised life: “They bring experienced managers with them when they set up 
in Ethiopia, but many of the people they employ locally have never even seen the inside of a 
factory: they are typically from agricultural worker families, and many find training in a factory 
environment difficult” (Rasche, 2018: 37).

WORKING CONDITIONS, WAGES AND LABOUR 
RIGHTS / LABOUR PRACTICES

Even though both local and global actors in the textile sector promised to keep certain labour 
standards, labour standards are poor and often not even met (Salingré, 2018; Francis, 2017; 
WRC, 2018; ABA ROLI, 2017; Mitta, 2019; Jego, 2019). Salingré (2018) states that Ethiopia’s 
will to become a middle-income country leads leaders to accept that labour and human rights 
are severely suffering from it; this, again, particularly affects women. There is only one labour 
union umbrella organisation called Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU), which 
is formally aligned with the World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) and the International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) (Salingré, 2018). CETU is first and foremost supposed to 
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represent the interests of workers on a national and international level, promote ethic conduct, 
coordinate responsibilities between the unions, and also represent the union members publicly 
(UNESCO, 2012 & ITUC, 2017 in Salingré, 2018: 36; Francis, 2017).

The Industrial Federation of Ethiopian Textile, Leather and Garment Worker Trade Union 
( IFETLGWTU) is one of the nine branch associations under the CETU and is part of the interna-
tional IndustriALL Global Union Federation (Francis, 2017). The IFETLGWTU covers 37 firms, 
which represent up to approximately only 25% of all firms in this sector and its financial means 
are insufficient (Francis, 2017).

Furthermore, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), which is part of the United Nations 
(UN) sets standards to create global justice in people and labour rights all over the world, how-
ever, Ethiopia failed to sign two of those conventions, which would have enhanced working 
conditions for textile workers in Ethiopia as well (Salingré, 2018: 39). Still, according to Francis 
(2017), Ethiopia adopted the following ILO main conventions:

1. Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention,

2. Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention,

3. Forced Labour Convention,

4. Abolition of Forced Labour Convention,

5. Minimum Age Convention,

6. Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention,

7. Equal Remuneration Convention,

8. Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention.

The government particularly committed itself to the fight against child labour, discrimination, 
to enhancing work safety (while this excludes measurements fighting sexual harassment at the 
workplace), restricting working hours to a maximum of 8 hours a day and 48 hours a week, 
introduction of paid medical leave, paid maternity leave and paid leave of 14 days a year, 
paying fair wages to secure a living standard, and allowing collective bargaining (ILO, 2013 & 
Francis, 2017 in Salingré, 2018).

According to surveys, it is a common view that neither forced labour nor child labour is carried 
out in the formal textile industry (Francis, 2017). Excessive overtime, however, is no rarity 
and often leads to a higher risk of accidents (Francis, 2017). In general, even though Ethiopia 
internationally committed itself to ensuring worker protection, on a national level there are still 
limited regulations by the government (ILO, 2013 in Salingré, 2018). Theoretically, Ethiopia 
offers labourers access to unions without having to fear consequences when in reality certain 
groups are excluded from this right; moreover, getting strikes approved is not easy and the 
CETU lacks necessary resources (Salingré, 2018). If at all, collective bargaining happens mostly 
on company levels, which does not allow for comprehensive governmental regulations (Salin-
gré, 2018). According to Salingré (2018), women are particularly discriminated in the sector. 
Even though de jure, paid maternity leave should be provided by employers, after bearing a 
child, there are little to no opportunities for childcare, hence, female workers see themselves 
forced to quit the job (Francis, 2017). Nevertheless, the promise of providing paid leave (ma-
ternity, sick, general) seems to be kept to a great extent (Abera et al., 2014 in Salingré, 2018).
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The Workers Rights Consortium (WRC) (2018) looked closer at the labour standards, which 
Western brands such as H&M have committed themselves to in the Ethiopian textile industry. 
Buyers confirmed to, “as a matter of both corporate policy and public promises [..] protect 
the rights of workers in their factories” (WRC, 2018). PVH, one of Ethiopia’s textile industry’s 
most significant buyers, state that they want to “show the world there is no conflict between 
companies doing well and companies doing right by the people, the community, and the envi-
ronment they operate within” (WRC, 2018: 2).

The WRC’s investigations (2018) uncovered several labour rights cases of abuse in all four 
analysed garment factories. Some of them were wage deductions as punishment for minor 
disciplinary infractions, supervisors using degrading words towards workers, discrimination of 
pregnant workers, punishment for workers who collapsed during their shift due to overwork 
and other factors plus forced overtime; all of those abuses can be seen as violations of the 
international and national law and buyer codes of conduct for suppliers (WRC, 2018: 5). The 
WRC (2018) concludes that H&M, PVH and co. either failed to identify or just decided to 
ignore those violations. Thus, there is no doubt that Western brands fail to fulfil their promises 
and, therefore, contribute to the perpetuation of low labour standards in the sector.

In the context of wages, Ethiopia has shown the lowest wages ever documented by the WRC 
(2018: 16) in recent years. Based on interviews with 45 garment workers from 4 factories, 
WRC (2018: 16) found “that workers’ base pay was as low as US$0.12 per hour while even the 
average hourly wage only stood at US$0.18”. This clashes with the calculated living wage of 
US$0.54 and US$0.93 per hour (WRC, 2018: 3). “The highest wages we found were a base 
wage of US$0.24 per hour, with peak take-home pay (including overtime, bonuses, other 
allowances, and payroll deductions) of US$2.52 per day.”

A study of Beatrice et al. (2019: 11) notes that “[w]ages in Ethiopia’s T&G industry are low 
even compared to Bangladesh. The wage paid for an operator is currently approx. $50,00 per 
month and can range from a starting salary of $32,00 to $122,00 for the most experienced 
operator. The ILO considers ETB3500 ($110) / month the minimum living standard.” The re-
ported amount for the worker’s wage includes bonuses that are mostly related to productivity 
and work attendance. Companies usually provide additional benefits such as free transpor-
tation and free meals; sometimes also child care and subsidised on-site housing and health 
care services (Beatrice et al., 2019: 11). However, the study concludes that “most employees 
struggle to get by, let alone save any money or send cash home to their families in the coun-
tryside” (Beatrice et al., 2019: 11).

A study by Barrett/Baumann-Pauly (2019: 4) also confirms that workers in the textile and 
garment industry receive extremely low wages since there is no mandatory minimum wage for 
the private sector in Ethiopia. The study, that was conducted at Hawassa Industrial Park, states 
that entry-level workers are paid an average basic wage of US$26 a month, which is only 40% 
of the average per capita income in the country and which does not cover the worker’s basic 
needs.

A Baseline Report for the ILO Programme “Siraye: Advancing decent work and inclusive in-
dustrialization in Ethiopia” (Abebe et al. 2019: 1 and 7) presents information based on actual 
self-reported earnings from workers. According to the report, “earning levels tend to vary 
depending on the skill level of workers.” “The monthly basic average salary of the sampled 
workers surveys was found to be 1,789 Ethiopian Birr (ETB) per month, before tax.” The report 
points out the importance to differentiate between the base pay of workers (gross and net), 
and additional bonuses and in-kind incentives that are common in the industry. The study 
provides valuable insights “into working conditions and business environment in a subset of 
the garment and textile industry in Ethiopia, as perceived by workers and managers, in 135 
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factories in a four-month time period in 2019.” It also identified a “substantial difference in 
monthly total net income earned by female and male workers: male workers earn on average 
ETB1,002 more (or 66% higher) income than female workers earn.” According to the report, 
“is not clear, however, whether the gender earning difference is because of productivity and 
skill differences and/or because of gender discrimination. Male workers tend to have relatively 
higher tenure at the factory and have higher educational levels than female workers.”

According to the American Bar Association Rule of Law Initiative (ABA ROLI) (2017), Ethiopia 
still suffers from trafficking in persons (TIP), which the country is fighting through entering 
(free) trade agreements, which in return obliged them to anchor human rights practices in their 
constitution and make sure to practically apply them. On a governmental level, the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs equally advocates for fair wages; this, however, seems problematic 
to realise as economic growth and industrialisation are prioritised by the government (ABA 
ROLI, 2017). Another advocator in the working conditions for textile workers is the Ethiopian 
Human Rights Commission (EHRC), which “investigates human rights violations and produces 
thematic report” (ABA ROLI, 2017: 11).

Mitta (2019) took a closer look at labour rights and working conditions in the Hawassa Indus-
trial Park in a working paper, which is of particular interest for understanding labour turnover 
in the same park. The Hawassa Industrial Park specialises in garment production and employed 
nearly 30,000 workers in 2020. The data for Mitta’s study (2019) were collected from six 
different factories in the park. Generally, it was found that employees explained that they ini-
tially thought the working conditions were much better than what they found; one employee 
even said that he felt workers in the park are “enslaved in our own country [Ethiopia]” (Mitta, 
2019: 45f).

The lack of minimum wage regulations by the government for workers in the private sector 
along with the government’s failure6 to sign the ILO’s Minimum Wage Convention have created 
a situation in which the wages of employees are so low that they cannot sustain their basic 
needs (Mitta, 2019: 46; United Nations Development Programme, 2015 in Francis, 2017: 
5). A daily wage of about US$1 and a monthly wage of US$23.53 plus a meal allowance of 
US$9.41 was reported (Mitta, 2019: 47). The extremely low level of wages clashes with the 
relatively expensive living costs for housing, food, and other basic needs in the cities. To il-
lustrate this, interviewees reported that their payment suffices for about two weeks while the 
other half of the month, they “suffer” (Mitta, 2019: 47). An employee’s wage is further cut 
whenever workers are absent or late – irrespective of the reasons for this (Mitta, 2019: 47). 
One respondent stated that employers should be thanking the government as it allows them 
to get labour almost for free (Mitta, 2019: 47). Upon demanding higher wages, employees 
are told by the management to raise their efficiency (Mitta, 2019: 48). Concerning overtime 
payment, some respondents reported not being paid at all, others stated that when forced to 
work overtime, the hourly wage is US$0.14 (Mitta, 2019: 49).

Working hours, in general, should be ILO-regulated with an eight-hour day and a maximum 
of 48 hours a week, however, according to the findings of Mitta’s study (2019: 48), only one 
of the surveyed factories abided by those regulations. In other factories, it was described that 
workers were made to work on their rest day and that usually they were working half an hour 
to an hour longer every day (Mitta, 2019: 49). Furthermore, if employees make faults, they are 
forced to stay longer to correct them – in both mentioned cases overtime is not paid according 

6 According to representatives of the Industrial Parks Development Corporation Ethiopia (IPDC), 
the Ethiopian government wishes fair wages for the workers, but fears losing investors and the 
opportunity of industrial development if a minimum wage is introduced (statement of representatives 
of the IPDC in an interview conducted by Fink/Gronemeyer in February 2020, ongoing research).
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to respondents (Mitta, 2019: 49). According to the Article 68 (b) of the Labour Proclamation 
No. 377/2003, night-shift work must be paid with a rate of one and a half of the ordinary 
hourly wage (Federal Negarit Gazeta, 2004: 2471 in Mitta, 2019: 49), however, was reported 
to not be done in the reported cases (Mitta, 2019: 49).

Regarding safety issues, workers complain about the lack of security especially for women but 
also for men during night-shifts as there have been a significant number of reported robberies 
and rapes while the actual figure is expected to be even higher as women seem to be reluctant 
to report and at the same time are not aware of the fact that their employer is responsible for 
ensuring safety for its workers (Mitta, 2019: 50). Furthermore, it seems to not be uncommon 
for employees to faint due to the strenuous workload and nutrient-poor foods (Mitta, 2019: 
50). Moreover, according to Mitta, the water and food, which is offered to employees during 
lunch are contaminated and, present a danger to the employees’ health (Mitta, 2019: 50). 
What seems to be no issue in the context of the textile sector in Ethiopia is general safety 
issues regarding the workplace in infrastructural terms (Mitta, 2019: 51).

As for contract policies, blue-collar workers receive a permanent employment contract after 45 
days of training depending on their level of efficiency, which makes workers in training work 
like “slaves” (Mitta, 2019: 51). In the case of illiteracy, the contract’s information is commu-
nicated verbally by the human resource departments (Mitta, 2019: 51). The contract does not 
provide any policy on wage increments, which leaves the employee in a precarious situation 
(Mitta, 2019: 51f). Instead of increasing wages, efficiency allowances can be added to the 
monthly wage (Mitta, 2019: 52).

Blue-collar workers are moreover much more vulnerable to mistreatments by the managers 
and supervisors; interviewees reported being disrespected by foreign production managers, 
being insulted “using words like ‘idiot’ or ‘stupid’” (Mitta, 2019: 52). They are shouted at and 
it seems to be not uncommon to see female workers crying at the workplace due to feeling 
humiliated and demoralised (Mitta, 2019: 52). Further, female workers are taken advantage 
of sexually in exchange for allowances (Mitta, 2019: 53). It was criticised that the government 
does not offer proper supervision of the managers (Mitta, 2019: 53).

Mulubiran (2016: 22) pointed out a weakness of Article 26 (1) of the Labour Proclamation 
No. 377/2003 as it “allows random dismissal and termination of contracts in cases of quarrel 
at workplaces, absenteeism without good cause, and workers’ manifestation of loss of capac-
ity” (Mitta, 2019: 53). Workers are hence being fired for simple disagreements with managers 
or for raising their voice when it comes to mistreatments or wages, thus, work security is 
non-existent for blue-collar workers at the factories (Mitta, 2019: 53f). It is further noted that 
human resource managers are afraid of managers themselves, which leads to them being par-
tial towards the side of the managers rather than supporting the employees (Mitta, 2019: 54).

Even though the right to freedom of association and bargaining collectively exists on paper at 
Hawassa Industrial Park, it has been “under attack both by the employers and the state in the 
HIP [Hawassa Industrial Park]” (Mitta, 2019: 54). Workers associations seem to be non-exist-
ent in all studied factories and, according to respondents, there has been no attempt to organ-
ise themselves among workers in the park. Meanwhile, respondents also make it clear that the 
right to founding workers associations seems to only exist on paper (Mitta, 2019: 55f; Francis, 
2017: 4). Workers do not have options of collective bargaining in the context of wages, for 
instance (Mitta, 2019: 58). Strikes happened only in the case of late payments, which ceased 
the moment workers received their payment (Mitta, 2019: 59).

In a master’s thesis from 2019, Jego particularly highlights the housing conditions of indus-
trial workers at Hawassa Industrial Park. Two different rental options operational workers of 
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the park make use of were examined: renting in the Adis Ketema area and Dato Odahe area 
(Jego, 2019: 61). The residences of Adis Ketema were constructed by the Industrial Park 
Development Corporation (IPDC) at Hawassa Industrial Park, Hawassa city administration and 
Hawassa residents who own a plot and are willing to provide rental shared housing for facto-
ry workers (Jego, 2019: 61). 536 rental rooms were built in total, all of them with a size of 
12 square meters and meant to be shared by four people (Jego, 2019: 61). The room costs 
ETB1,000 monthly, which is divided by four (Jego, 2019: 62). This accounts for 38% of their 
monthly income and workers find it too expensive (Jego, 2019: 62). Electricity for a light 
source and shared toilets are available, however, infrastructure problems were noted when it 
comes to shower facilities, cooking areas, and the waste disposal system (Jego, 2019: 61). 
Furthermore, sharing such limited space with three other people creates overcrowding and 
privacy is not possible; this is particularly uncomfortable when residents do not know each 
other, which often is the case in those accommodations (Jego, 2019). Many residents reported 
that at times roommates steal from them and the fear that someone leaves the room and the 
remaining three roommates will have to cover the rent for them is ever-present (Jego, 2019: 
61). Another social factor is that residents reported feeling unsafe around their homes as rob-
beries have been increasing on the way from the bus stop to the residence (Jego, 2019: 63). 
Furthermore, due to the work shifts, workers of the industrial park are less likely to engage 
with house owners or the neighbourhood in general, hence, they lose social interaction (Jego, 
2019: 63). Due to these circumstances, workers prefer to rent a space with a lower material 
standard but where they can stay together with friends (Jego, 2019: 63). On top of the phys-
ical, economic, and social conditions, the rooms are located in an area where there is no good 
access to services and markets to buy food at affordable prices (Jego, 2019: 62).

The second studied residences were located in the Dato Odahe area and were characterised 
by unfinished construction; they had good roofing conditions, medium doors and windows 
condition, and poor floor conditions (Jego, 2019: 61). Finishing materials were mostly absent 
(Jego, 2019: 61). The rent prices are lower than in the first location, however, accounted 
for up to a maximum of 42% of the resident’s total income (Jego, 2019: 62). The rooms are 
shared by two or three workers (Jego, 2019: 64). As workers can choose with whom they 
want to share a house with, social interaction was better and residents felt more secure here 
compared to the accommodation in the Adis Ketema area (Jego, 2019: 64). The location, 
moreover, offered better access to the local market and food can be bought for affordable 
prices (Jego, 2019: 64).

As the living conditions described above could be one factor for high turnover rates in the 
textile industry in Hawassa and, thus, endanger the economic success of the industrialisation 
plans of the Ethiopian government, some of Jego’s (2019) key recommendations to improve 
workers’ living situations will be mentioned in the following. Generally, as 60,000 employees 
are expected to work at Hawassa Industrial Park once it runs at full capacity, urban density and 
housing facilities to cater for their needs must be planned carefully in cooperation between the 
park and the government (Jego, 2019: 68). Jego explains:

“There should be institutional set up for proper planning of housing for Hawassa In-
dustrial park with well-coordinated efforts between the city, the Industry park and 
local authorities. Involving the private sector in housing provision is a creative solu-
tion, however, this should be comprehensively considered social dimension of housing 
condition including the integration of IP [industrial park] workers with local people” 
(Jego, 2019: 68).

Workers’ security, affordable shopping options, and appropriate service delivery should be en-
sured (Jego, 2019). Hawassa Industrial Park is furthermore urged to provide after-hour resting 



20 4. ETHIOPIA’S TEXTILE INDUSTRY

space to its employees so that they can go home after the peak hours where criminality around 
their houses is highest (Jego, 2019: 70). 

In a working paper from January 2020, Grant et al. present findings of their recent research 
into the shelter challenges faced by low-income and vulnerable groups in Hawassa. The paper 
provides policy recommendations for relevant stakeholders (governement, local communities, 
business, and donor community).  

An interesting study was conducted by Feldt and Klein in 2016 who, in the context of their 
master’s thesis, elaborated on the concept of social upgrading, its role in the Ethiopian textile 
industry, and analysed how different actors influence social upgrading in the textile industry of 
Ethiopia, looking at public, private, and civil society actors. Social upgrading is defined as “the 
process of improvement in the rights and entitlements of workers as social actors, which en-
hance the quality of their employment” (Barrientos et al., 2011: 324 in Feldt/Klein, 2016: 
30). There are two main aspects: measurable standards (regards workers’ well-being including 
“working hours, social protection and wage levels” (Barrientos et al., 2011 in Feldt/Klein, 
2016: 30)) and enabling rights including “freedom of association, right to collective bargain-
ing, non-discrimination, voice and empowerment” (Barrientos et al., 2011 in Feldt/Klein, 
2016: 30). Regulations for promoted social upgrading originated from different actors on sev-
eral institutional levels (Mayer/Pickles, 2010 & Barrientos et al., 2011 in Feldt/Klein, 
2016: 30).

They found that “measurable standards for workers in the Ethiopian textile industry are suc-
cessfully being targeted” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: III). It was further found that improvements in 
measurable standards occur due to both the vertical governance by leading firms and the 
“deeply enrooted cultural features such as pride and lack of industrial work mentality” (Feldt/
Klein, 2016: III). Hence, “the workforce culture seems to be the catalyst of what may be 
considered the greatest opportunity for social upgrading” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: III). This is of 
particular interest as it sheds light on the problematic work mentality, as stated by managers 
of the industrial parks, from a different and positive perspective. Feldt and Klein (2016: 78) 
found that the Ethiopian workforce facilitates social upgrading in the way that when employers 
want to enhance productivity they have to offer better working conditions to their employees, 
which, in return, gets them more engaged. The study’s findings regarding improving working 
conditions and promoting social upgrading, which may ultimately lead to the reduction of 
absenteeism and turnover, will be elaborated on more in chapter 7.

Concluding this chapter, it must be noted that the Ethiopian textile sector has been booming 
and is expected to continue to do so. Nevertheless, precarious working conditions, low labour 
standards, and severe labour rights violations cannot continue to be overlooked. Besides the 
severely unjust exploitation, which is happening in the sector, those conditions contribute 
to high voluntary employee turnover which in turn negatively affects the productivity and 
competitiveness of the sector compared to countries in East-Asia. Conversely, “fair wages and 
working conditions can be translated into greater workers’ productivity and lower employees’ 
turnover” (Mitta, 2019: 1).

“The cultural pressures coming from 
workers require better working condi-
tions, while price pressures on manufac-
turers require industrial upgrading in the 
value chain. The result of the colliding 
pressures seems to push manufactur-
ers to provide working conditions that 
workers can accept.“ 

Feld/Klein (2016: 78)
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5. COVID-19  
AND THE TEXTILE SECTOR

The ILO and WHO estimate that a number of 20 million people in Africa will lose their jobs to 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ammon, 2020 in Tetzlaff, 2020). In November, the “Le 
Monde diplomatique” also reports on the dramatic effects of the pandemic in Africa (Achcar, 
2020). The crisis also negatively affects the Ethiopian textile and garment industry.

This chapter thus aims to provide a brief overview of the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa and 
Ethiopia and particularly how it affects the textile sector and its employees. It starts by elabo-
rating shortly on what the pandemic and measurements taken mean to many African countries 
in contrast to Western countries such as the US or countries in Europe. It looks at how the 
lockdowns, which have been imposed in many states, might result in severe hunger pandemics 
and have negative effects on the people’s health and socio-economic situation. The chapter 
then offers insights on the cancellations in the textile industry internationally and how the 
textile alliance planned by the German Development Minister Gerd Müller and the German 
Federal Minister of Labour and Social Affairs Hubertus Heil was put on hold for now. A third 
sub-chapter is dedicated to outlining the current situation for the textile industry in Ethiopia. 
It provides an overview of the consequences of the lockdown, how jobs of textile workers are 
threatened due to the pandemic, and, finally, information on the situation in the Hawassa 
Industrial Park and the Bole Lemi Industrial Park.

COVID-19 IN AFRICA

Hunger Pandemic

In 2014, with the special initiative “EINEWELT ohne Hunger” (“ONEWORLD without Hun-
ger”), the BMZ reinvigorated their fight against hunger and malnutrition. According to the 
United Nations, this goal is to be achieved by 2030. In April 2020, the German Development 
Minister Gerd Müller, just like Beasley (2020), warns that the COVID-19 virus could be fol-
lowed by a “hunger pandemic” in Africa. Those who do nothing, he said, are partly to blame. 
He stresses that COVID-19 threatens the UN goals and might result in a catastrophe, hence, 
decisive counter measurements must be taken immediately.

Many people in Africa are dying not from the virus but from the hunger that the virus creates. 
The reasons for the hunger pandemic are curfews that prevent people from cultivating fields or 
food from being delivered. Day labourers, in particular, are in a difficult situation: they cannot 
earn money. Prices in parts of Africa have risen to their highest level since 2008. The minister 
fears that this trend could continue. According to Müller, the Sahel zone is at particular risk: 
“There is famine and unrest there. This will lead to civil wars and uncontrollable refugee move-
ments. This will also affect the EU” (Müller in Schwarte, 2020).

Increase in Tuberculosis

Further consequences of the pandemic are expected, for instance, a significant increase in 
tuberculosis in connection with Covid-19. According to the head of global partnership to end 
tuberculosis (TB), millions more people are expected to contract the disease as cases go un-
diagnosed and untreated due to COVID-19 restrictions (Cascais, 2020). The estimated figure 
stands at up to 6.3 million more people than expected which sets back efforts to end TB by 
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five to eight years. The fear is that there will be a roll-back to 2013 TB numbers and 1.4 million 
people might die due to Corona lockdown restrictions. Half a billion people would need to be 
vaccinated against TB by 2027, but there is no vaccine for adults. Dr Lucica Ditiu, executive 
director of the Stop TB Partnership, explains how everyone’s interest shifts to developing a 
vaccine for COVID-19 while other much older diseases seem to be disregarded and emphasises 
that the world is still in urgent need of vaccination for HIV, Malaria, and TB (Ford, 2020). For 
the textile industry in Ethiopia and the phenomenon of turnover, this could mean that the 
number of TB patients will increase again and, hence, is likely to diminish the workforce in the 
affected countries.

Africa’s Lockdown Dilemma

Imposing a lockdown as a reaction to the COVID-19 outbreak, which many African govern-
ments have done, results in different consequences for the countries than it did in Europe or 
the US. Kenya, as an example, decided to impose a strict lockdown for the capital Nairobi and 
parts of the coast. Kenya also imposed a night-time curfew and other restrictions. Cilliers from 
the Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria marks that lockdowns are unenforceable and un-
sustainable in most countries of the African continent because they result in citizens having to 
decide whether to starve or to get sick. It further creates severe problems for people who stay 
together with many in confined spaces (“’Starve or Get Sick’”, 2020). Lockdowns moreover re-
sulted in heavy unrest in countries such as South Africa and Kenya. A South African community 
leader says in a viral clip, “’Mr President we are in the middle of a food crisis. It’s war out here’” 
(Gant, 2020). In Kenya, the extreme lockdown seems to be deadlier than the actual disease 
itself (Ombuor/Bearak, 2020). Thus, Cilliers calls for unique solutions for African countries 
(“’Starve or Get Sick’”, 2020).

Retrospect on the First Wave

Though the scenarios for the African continent and the impact COVID-19 will have on it were 
expected to result in catastrophic levels, looking back at the first wave, it can already be noted 
that the COVID-19 virus is less deadly in most African countries compared with the Global 
North (Cascais, 2020). In the beginning of August, the Centres for Disease Control and Pre-
vention had recorded the one-millionth case of COVID-19 and less than 30,000 deaths, which 
makes it the continent with the lowest death rate in terms of the virus (Ngumi, 2020). The 
most important reason for low figures can be traced back to the fact that there is an extremely 
low prevalence of testing in most African countries, hence, infections with the virus might go 
unnoticed (Ngumi, 2020). In terms of deaths, only in South Africa was a surveillance possible 
and the number of excess death was four times higher than natural deaths; in other African 
countries, however, surveillance was halted due to restrictions and the need of health workers 
for tracing and testing (Ngumi, 2020). Furthermore, 10% of deaths recorded on the African 
continent annually can be traced back to respiratory diseases with similar symptoms to those of 
COVID-19, thus, cases of death might not be attributed to COVID-19 (Ngumi, 2020). Though, 
health facilities did seem to manage relatively well compared to those, for instance, in Italy or 
Great Britain, which is why we can assume that there are more factors playing into the low rates 
of infection (Ngumi, 2020).

One very crucial factor is the proportion of young people on the continent. More than 60% of 
people living on the African continent are younger than 25 years old and younger people are 
less likely to develop severe forms of the disease (Cascais, 2020). 50% are even younger than 
19 years old (Ngumi, 2020). Furthermore, the continent does have recent experience dealing 
with disease outbreaks, and has established the Africa Centres for Disease Control after the 
Ebola epidemic in West Africa. The Africa CDC aim to coordinate and improve disease outbreak 
responses across the continent (Ngumi, 2020). Ngumi further explains that social distancing, 
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hygiene regulations and tracing was promoted and ensured by community health workers, 
which was likely to have contributed to slowing down the infection spread. However, just like 
in most European countries, a second wave might be approaching in Africa as well as, in the 
beginning of November 2020, a rise in the cases of infection was noticed (Mwai, 2020).

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY

Brands’ Practices in the International Textile Industry

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatic consequences for the textile industry worldwide. For 
instance, “Bangladesh has lost around $1.5 billion (€1.4 billion), which has impacted some 
1.2 million workers, according to Rubana Huq, president of Bangladesh’s Garment Exporters 
and Manufacturers Association” (Ahmed, 2020). Many female textile workers have been laid 
off, mostly without continued pay, severance pay, or unemployment insurance (Schulz, 2020). 
Most of these people, according to Armin Paasch, a consultant for business and human rights 
at the Catholic relief organisation Misereor, have no savings. Poverty and hunger are the con-
sequences for families. The situation is similar in Myanmar, Cambodia, and Pakistan. The main 
reason for the layoffs is mass cancellations from textile enterprises from Europe and the US. 
It is reported that orders, which had already been produced or even shipped were cancelled 
or were forced discounts onto (Schulz, 2020; Ahmed, 2020; Clean Clothes Campaign, 2020). 
Primark and C&A reversed that decision after a while and promised to take most of the mer-
chandise (Schulz, 2020). Initiatives were brought up by textile enterprises and the Bangladesh 
government urged the European Parliament to make use of its influence to counteract these 
kinds of unfair mass cancellations (Wright, 2020). It is believed that due to COVID-19, labour 
rights in the textile industry will experience a severe setback everywhere (Schulz, 2020).

A research published by Anner, the director of the Center for Global Workers’ Rights in asso-
ciation with the Worker Rights Consortium in October 2020, offers important findings on the 
impact of apparel brands’ purchasing practices in times of COVID-19 on the worldwide textile 
industry. Their main findings concerning the affected workers in the industry are that already, 
10% of workers have been dismissed by suppliers and, when current trends continue, they 
expect to be forced to dismiss another 35% (Anner, 2020: 2). Furthermore, 75% of suppliers 
had to reduce the working time of their operators (27.40% a cut of less than 10%; 24.66% 
a cut of 10 to 25%; 17.81% a cut of 26 to 50%; 5.48% a cut of more than 50%) (Anner, 
2020: 8). Furthermore, brands follow very unethical practices not only by cancelling orders 
that had already been in production but also by delaying the pay of the orders for up to 120 
days. On average, the delay amounts to 77 days, comparing to 43 days in pre-corona times 
(Anner, 2020: 2). This has devastating consequences for the workers who are dependent on 
their punctual monthly salary (Anner, 2020: 3).

However, Sofia Nazalya, a human rights analyst at Verisk Maplecroft, explains that because 
of travel restrictions, companies could not have been able to ensure ethical working practices 
even if they wanted to (Abdulla, 2020b).

Textile Alliance

Minister Gerd Müller initiated the Textile Alliance after the collapse of the Bangladesh-based 
Rana Plaza textile factory in 2013 in which 1,134 people died (Safi/Rushe, 2018). The Tex-
tile Alliance’s goal was to encourage companies to cooperate in local reforms in the textile 
industry. The coalition agreement stipulates that national law should be drafted if voluntary 
corporate social responsibility is not sufficient. The EU should also lobby for legal regulation. 
Monitoring, Armin Paasch said, had shown that less than a fifth of German companies with 

“So today, with COVID-19, I want to 
stress that we are not only facing a 
global health pandemic but also a glob-
al humanitarian catastrophe. Millions 
of civilians living in conflict-scarred na-
tions, including many women and chil-
dren, face being pushed to the brink of 
starvation, with the spectre of famine a 
very real and dangerous possibility.” 

David Beasley, UN World Food Pro-
gramme (WFP) Executive Director, on 21 
April 2020 
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over 500 employees was fulfilling their human rights due diligence obligations in accordance 
with the United Nations human rights standards (Schulz, 2020). The plans of Ministers Gerd 
Müller and Hubertus Heil for a law against exploitation in global supply chains were postponed 
after an objection by the Minister of Economics, Peter Altmaier who argued that the uncertain 
economic situation given the Corona epidemic made such a postponement necessary (Siems, 
2020).

COVID-19 AND THE ETHIOPIAN TEXTILE INDUSTRY

Especially export-oriented sectors will be heavily impacted by the COVID-19 outbreak and 
economic growth will be drastically reduced (Tetzlaff, 2020). In the case of the Ethiopian tex-
tile industry, which depends on exports, the pandemic imposes obstacles for its success even 
though Ethiopian Airlines has provided discounts on flying exports of the textile factories out 
of the country (“Ethiopia Secures”, 2020). Ethiopia will also suffer from economic losses in 
the tourism sector, which amounts to a huge amount of exports, too (Beasley, 2020). Hence, 
in total, Ethiopia’s aim to become an industrialised nation with middle-income status is chal-
lenged intensely.

Most recent information of COVID-19 in Ethiopia is a reported case number of 98.391 of 
which 1.508 have passed on so far (CoronaTracker, 2020). By June 2020, a tested number of 
202,214 people with only 3,954 infections and 65 people deceased was reported (“Ethiopia 
Coronavirus”, 2020). It is moreover reported that “[a]ccording to officials, community health 
workers have screened an astonishing 40m people in 11m households, verifying their travel 
history and conducting routine temperature checks” (Pilling, 2020). For many Ethiopians, Co-
rona was initially a threat from outside. Corona was called a “foreign” or “Chinese” disease. 
Accordingly, foreigners were repeatedly excluded from rides in minibuses and were threatened 
and attacked on the streets (Manek/Meckelburg, 2020: 51).

In regard to the textile and garment sector in Ethiopia, an International Labour Organisation 
(2020b) study found that in June, 90% of workers reported feeling safe with the safety meas-
ures taken at their workplace. Nevertheless, workers fear they will have to move back home 
because of severe income shocks (International Labour Organization, 2020b).

Restrictions and Consequences

Ethiopia, having a population of over 100 million, decided to close borders and schools and 
urged for people to practise social distancing, however, a complete lockdown has not been 
imposed as Ethiopian president Abiy Ahmed explains that the country, unlike developed coun-
tries, cannot enforce a lockdown because many citizens do not have homes or savings to 
sustain themselves throughout a period of shutdown (“’Starve or Get Sick’”, 2020; “Ethiopia 
Coronavirus”, 2020). Oqubay says the government “could not afford a lockdown that would 
be difficult to enforce and socially costly” (Pilling, 2020). He further stresses that most impor-
tant measures in the case of Ethiopia are social distancing and hand hygiene (Pilling, 2020).

Nizar Manek and Alexander Meckelburg believe that the existing political, economic, and so-
cial dynamics are likely to accelerate significantly as a result of the Corona pandemic. Out-
breaks of natural plagues and medical disease have shaken the country recently, which had 
already led to food shortages across the country (Manek/Meckelburg, 2020: 51). Life is char-
acterised by great social closeness, family generations live together, food is shared, and even 
at the welcoming ceremony closeness and solidarity are expressed. Ethiopia’s urban poor are 
in a particularly dramatic situation. A street vendor points out that on a day where they do not 
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sell anything, they will not eat (Manek/Meckelburg, 2020). Mid-April 2020, 30,000 industrial 
workers were already on leave.

Threatened Jobs

The ongoing global pandemic (COVID-19) has affected the global economy tremendously with 
countries whose economy is very limited to a few export sectors being particularly affected. 
Ethiopia is among those countries whose economy is very fragile and dependent on limited 
export items to the biggest world markets in the US, Europe, and Asia. Among the export 
items, which had been gaining momentum before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Ethiopia are apparel products that are largely exported to the US and European markets. Yet, 
the sector is among the highly vulnerable business areas, which are threatened by the current 
pandemic due to the highest drop in demand in the global market. Accordingly, reports show 
that jobs in the textile and apparel sector are highly threatened by the economic impact of the 
novel corona virus (Misikir, 2020a). The sector in Ethiopia is experiencing core job cuts not 
only due to the drop in demand from major suppliers in the global market but also due to the 
nature of the garment operational structure which increases the possibility of the spread of the 
novel virus among the workers.

Amid the spread of the pandemic, the ILO held a webinar with representatives of the garment 
and textile factories and brands on April 10, 2020, to address challenges and a concern that 
has been emerging since the outbreak of COVID-19. The webinar was mainly aimed at increas-
ing the awareness of the workers in the sector and put in place preventive measures whilst 
still in operation (International Labour Organization, 2020a). This report further notes that 
some factories in the sector have taken the initiative to reduce the numbers of workers by half 
to ensure social distancing and provide additional buses for transportation to and from work, 
measuring temperature of the workers as well as making hand washing mandatory upon their 
entry to workplaces. These measures were also supported by the provision of sanitizers and 
facemasks to their employees.

However, as the global fashion brands closed down their stores in the highest hit places like the 
US and Europe and their demand for products went down or completely halted, manufacturers 
in Ethiopia were forced to close down their facilities while some others shifted their production 
towards much-needed personal protective types of equipment (masks) (International Labour 
Organization, 2020a). Nevertheless, these measures, however, have serious consequences for 
the workers as they have to accept heavy salary cuts; 59% of workers, for example, reported 
salary cuts for March and April and 44% stated that they had to start living off their savings 
(International Labour Organization, 2020b).

The Situation at the Hawassa Industrial Park

The negative effect of COVID-19 is very evident in the Hawassa Industrial Park (HIP). After 
the outbreak, almost half of the factories (ten out of 22 active factories) in the industrial park 
have stopped production entirely and provided three weeks of paid annual leave for their em-
ployees. According to a The Fortune newspaper report, the park, which exports over 90% of its 
products to the US and Europe, has had a significant dip in orders due to the effects of COV-
ID-19 (Misikir, 2020b). However, the newspaper also reported that a local company named 
“Nasa”, which has 340 employees, has been fully operational and exporting its production 
to Canada (Wondemagegn, 2020). Besides, the workers with whom Markos Gifawosen Mitta 
made a phone call in May 2020 also revealed that some companies have reduced the number 
of employees by half and continued their operations and have switched to making masks for 
the local market. The situation is ever-changing and will be something that needs to be moni-
tored during the process of the study by Gronemeyer et al. (2020–2022).
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The newspaper Mereja reported that the park has released over 14,000, out of 34,000, em-
ployees temporarily (Sitotaw, 2020). The report says that eight companies have suspended 
their production due to lack of demand from the US and European major companies who usu-
ally order products from the factories in the park. It further notes that the workers were told to 
stay at home for up to three weeks with full payment of their salaries. The return date of the 
workers had not been fixed but the newspaper mentioned that the workers would return to 
their jobs as soon as the US and European markets, which are highly affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, would be open for business again.

According to Demeke et al. (2020: 2), food insecurity is a great challenge for workers current-
ly employed at Hawassa Industrial Park. Demeke et al. (2020: 13) give an overview of the state 
of income income and living costs of female workers at HIP at mid-April 2020:

The Situation at the Bole Lemi Industrial Park

Thanks to personal interviews conducted via phone by M. G. Mitta in May 2020, it was pos-
sible to gather information on the situation of the Bole Lemi Industrial Park. If not indicated 
differently, the following information was drawn from those interviews. The economic impact 
of COVID-19 on the Bole Lemi Industrial Park is similar to the previously mentioned effects on 
the Hawassa Industrial Park. According to the officer from the headquarter of the Industrial 
Park Development Corporation (IPDC), none of the factories in the Bole Lemi Industrial Park 
stopped their production. The IPDC Bole-Lemi office confirmed that the production has been 
continuing, and their employees were at their workplace except those who are a bit older and 
those who were sent home with paid annual leave. Although the Park has been operational, 
the information obtained from the IPDC head office and the Bole Lemi branch office does not 
specify in what capacity the industrial park has resumed the production activities and it also 
does not specify what kinds of productions are underway in the factories. Concluding, infor-

Income and Expenses for female Employees at HIP

Mean Median Std. Dev.

Panel (a): Income and Expenses

Most recent monthly salary in HIP 1107.80 1000.00 524.55

Savings last 7 days 54.69 0.00 160.68

Food expenses last 7 days 257.24 200.00 157.10

Rent last month 309.09 300.00 205.31

Panel (b): Estimated Monthly Expenses

Combined monthly rent and food expenses* 1338.04 1200.00 699.05

Observations 1,785

*Monthly rent expenses plus food expenses in the last 7 days multiplied by 4.
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mation suggests that both parks have been treating their employees fairly, according to their 
possibilities under that difficult circumstances.

Case Example of Desta Garment PLC

Desta Garment PLC is a local garment production factory based in Addis Ababa. On its web-
site the company stresses its adherence to high working standards and fair treatment of its 
employees. They, too, provide information on their website on how they are dealing with COV-
ID-19. Since the start of the pandemic, Desta Garment PLC has taken necessary measures 
to ensure everyone’s safety to their best capacities by making facemasks and hand sanitising 
before entering the facility obligatory. Furthermore, they stressed the importance of education 
on the virus and initiated awareness work for their employees (Desta PLC, 2020).

The Corona pandemic has hit the Ethiopian textile industry hard. However, the apparel fac-
tories have not been shut down (“Better Work Ethiopia”, 2020). Better Work (a partnership 
between the UN’s International Labour Organization and the International Finance Corpora-
tion, and a member of the World Bank Group), in collaboration with the Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs (MOSLA) and the Industry Park Development Corporation (IPDC), has been 
trying to reach textile industry workers through posters, brochures, and flyers to promote pre-
ventative measures against COVID-19 infection.

Hanna Abdulla proposed the idea on May 7, 2020, that the pandemic could also bring op-
portunities for Ethiopia. Diversification of production could follow the pandemic. While in the 
past the textile industry had heavily relied on China, “after all the supply chain disruption, 
they don’t want to put all their eggs in one basket, so they’re using Vietnam, India, Myanmar, 
Ethiopia and other places in Africa” (Abdulla, 2020a).
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6. LABOUR TURNOVER 
(AND ABSENTEEISM) FROM 
THE PERSPECTIVE OF 
ORGANISATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY

Absenteeism and turnover are costly phenomena and result in disadvantages in productivity 
for employer organisations (Ahamed et al., 2011; Habib et al., 2018; Afroz, 2017), hence, 
research on the antecedents of both phenomena has been a crucial part of organisational psy-
chology. A wealth of studies has been carried out on the causes, correlations of causing fac-
tors, moderators and consequences, and different models of, for example, turnover (Conway/
Briner, 2009). Most studies are conducted in the context of the “psychological contract”. This 
chapter aims to shed light on the state of the research and the most important studies, which 
have been carried out on absenteeism and turnover in the realm of organisational psychology. 
It provides an overview of what is meant by the psychological contract and offers definitions 
of key terms used in studies on this topic.

Martocchio and Harrison (1993) defined absenteeism as lack of physical presence at a certain 
location and time of an individual when it was socially expected for them to be there (Johns, 
2001: 233). Turnover is used here as the termination of an employee with their employer or-
ganisation (Lee, 1997 in Johns, 2001: 12). Intention to leave is a state, which demonstrates 
that it is conscious, planned and purposed intention (Barlett, 2002 in Kosker, 2018: 2).

Definitions of Key Terms and Concepts

Psychological contracts are part of most studies carried out on the phenomena absenteeism 
and turnover. Although definitions slightly vary, according to Rousseau, one of the most influ-
ential psychological contract researchers, a psychological contract is “individual beliefs, shaped 
by the organization, regarding terms of an exchange agreement between the individual and 
their organization” (1995: 9 in Conway/Briner, 2009: 71). It includes mental models, which 
lead to an employee interpreting and predicting the employment relationship (Bal/Kooij, 2011 
& Rousseau, 1995 in van der Vaart et al., 2013: 357) and consists of individual beliefs forming 
an exchange agreement between individuals and their organisation (Rousseau, 1995: 9 in van 
der Vaart et al., 2013). Components can be job security, trust, loyalty, and appreciation (Tietel, 
2014: 4).

Within the concept of the psychological contract, it is often differentiated between transac-
tional, relational, and balance aspects (Conway/Briner, 2009: 78). Transactional psychological 
contracts can be defined as promises of exchange with short-termed specific, explicit terms 
and often entail the exchange of tangible resources while relational psychological contracts 
are implicit and highly subjective, there is no clear time frame and they are likely to entail the 
exchange of intangible socio-affective resources (Conway/Briner, 2009: 86). A balanced psy-
chological contract as a theoretical concept “emerged recently and combine[s] the open ended 
time frame and mutual concern of relational agreement with performance demand and rene-
gotiation of transactional contracts” (Wangithi/Muceke, 2012: 117 in Umar/Ringim, 2015: 
220). Whether or not promises and obligations are met is often referred to as the state of the 
psychological contract (Guest, 2004 in van der Vaart et al., 2013: 357). Contract breach is 
commonly thought of as the absence of fulfilment (Zhao et al., 2007 in van der Vaart et al., 
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2013). The psychological contract is widely viewed as an important aspect when striving to 
understand the employment relationship and workplace behaviour (Conway/Briner, 2009: 71) 
as it offers a clear framework for the analysis of the phenomena.

Several other concepts appear frequently in the reviewed studies. Their definitions, which are 
universal to all these studies unless indicated differently, will be briefly addressed. Psychologi-
cal or employee well-being is defined as a state in which individuals have positive perceptions 
about themselves and it consists of six components: autonomy, environmental mastery, pur-
pose in life, self-acceptance, positive relationships, and growth (Keyes et al., 2002 & Ryff, 
1989 in Kosker, 2018: 2). Van der Vaart and colleagues (2013: 358) further stress that it 
takes physical, mental and emotional aspects into consideration. Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 
describe work engagement as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind characterised 
by dedication and absorption (Bal et al., 2013: 110). The polling institute Gallup introduced 
the Engagement Index, which is a measurement tool for investigating employees’ engagement 
with their job (Tietel, 2014).

Employee contribution, in contrast, is defined by the employees’ perceptions of what their 
obligations are in contributing to the organisation (Bal et al., 2010 in Bal et al., 2013: 110). 
Organisational commitment is a term coined by Meyer and Allen in 1997 when they distin-
guished between three forms of commitment in the workplace: affective commitment (identi-
fication with the organisation), continuance commitment (considers gains versus losses), and 
normative commitment (feeling of moral obligation to stay loyal towards their organisation) 
(Tietel, 2014: 6).

Psychological Contract Research – Introduction

During a speech in 2014, Erhard Tietel aimed to highlight the state of recent studies and 
perspectives in the context of psychological contract research and organisational commitment. 
Tietel (2014) presented worrying results of a study carried out by the Gallup Polling Insti-
tute, according to which 24% of employees had worked without any emotional attachment to 
their workplace in 2012 and only 15% had reported a strong emotional bond (Gallup, 2013). 
In preparation of his conference speech, Tietel (2014) had conducted interviews with works 
councils and noted that management personnel was continuously made responsible for the 
deterioration of emotional attachment to employer organisations which can partly be traced 
back to the high turnover of management personnel itself.

Tietel (2014) portrays different standpoints on psychological contracts such as Kets de Vies’ 
(2001) who considers strong affiliations as non-existent anymore while Raeder and Grote 
(2012) retort that the psychological contract has actually just adapted to the new circum-
stances. In any case, according to different studies (Hauff, 2007: 25; Daser, 2009: 145), what 
employees, including the younger generation, are longing for is still a stable form of employ-
ment and stronger affiliation with their workplace (Tietel, 2014). The positive attachment to a 
workplace seems to increasingly result from the cooperation of colleagues and experiences of 
success (Heisig/Ludwig, 2004: 87 in Tietel, 2014: 7). For future research, Tietel (2014) em-
phasises the importance of differentiation in respect of age, area or work, and cultural aspects.

Withdrawal and Turnover Models

Johns (2001) draws attention to the withdrawal behaviour, which, according to him, is of 
importance when analysing the three withdrawal behaviours voluntary employee lateness, ab-
senteeism, and turnover. The withdrawal model at its core sees withdrawal behaviours resulting 
from unpleasant job or work attitudes which can be, for instance, job dissatisfaction or low 
organisational commitment (Johns, 2001: 233). According to Hanisch and Hulin (1991), the 
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different manifestations of withdrawal are seen as means of adapting to unfavourable job 
circumstances (Johns, 2001: 233). 

According to Johns, withdrawal research would need 

“more active integration with related literatures to which it has an obvious but un-
exploited affinity […]; to be less organization-centric, better incorporating how off-
the-job factors affect withdrawal […]; to better incorporate the role of time […]; to 
be more focused on the changing world of work, recognizing the influence of new 
technology, teamwork, and revised psychological contracts [and needs] to understand 
the cross-cultural similarities and differences in withdrawal behaviors and their deter-
minants and consequences (2001: 245).”

Voluntary employee turnover had been studied in great detail by different researchers with a 
particular emphasis on the unfolding model (Cook et al., 2007; Lee/Mitchell, 1994; Morrell et 
al., 2008). The unfolding model is theoretically based on image theory, which “suggests that 
some types of incoming information (e.g., a job offer) prompt comparison of that information 
to three job-related images. As an automatic, though conscious, process, the individual will 
compare the information with his or her value image […], the trajectory image [and] the stra-
tegic image [and then] compares the alternative with the status quo” (Harman et al., 2007: 
51). The unfolding model regards incoming information as shocks, which can then lead to the 
consideration of leaving (Harman et al., 2007: 52). According to Lee and Mitchell, “the un-
folding model portrays employee turnover as a complex process whereby individuals assess 
their feelings, personal situation, and work environment and, over time, make decisions about 
staying or leaving an organization” (1994: 84). It is a retrospective, classificatory account of 
voluntary turnover that threats quitting as a decision process (Lee/Mitchell, 1994). The shocks 
can be both internal and external, positive, negative, and neutral (Harman et al., 2007: 52). 
The unfolding model recognises five paths as distinct sets of psychological processes, which 
lead to voluntary turnover (Harman et al., 2007: 52).

According to Lee and Mitchell (1994: 85) who coined the term unfolding model, turnover oc-
curs over time and only by developing methods of understanding how the process evolves will 
future research manage to further explore the phenomenon of voluntary turnover.

Harman and colleagues (2007) refer to two studies which supported the unfolding model 
and were carried out by Lee and colleagues (1996) using multiple case studies of a sample 
of nurses who showed voluntary turnover and by Lee and colleagues (1999) replicating the 

Initiating Event  Cognitive/emotional Process  Search behaviour  Quit decision

Path 1 Shock (e.g. pregnancy) Prompts quitting script enactment None Automatic

Path 2 Shock (e.g. unpleasant new boss) Comparison of shock to images leads to 
high dissatisfaction

None Fairly automatic

Path 3 Shock (e.g. unexpected job offer) Comparison of shock to images leads to 
relative dissatisfaction

Search for alternatives Deliberate

Path 4a No shock Accumulating dissatisfaction None Fairly automatic

Path 4b No shock Accumulating dissatisfaction Search for alternatives Deliberate

Source: Harman et al. (2007: 52).
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study on accountants. Their studies identify the following specific contributions made by the 
unfolding model:

1. Introduces the notion of automated scripts,

2. Incorporates shock as a catalyst for turnover,

3. Multiple paths of the model allow for greater explanatory power,

4. Found that job satisfaction may not have the expected major effect on turnover,

5. Relative speed of the quitting decision,

6. And the possibility that turnover might happen even in the absence of job alterna-
tives (Harman et al., 2007: 53).

It was further found that the concept of job embeddedness contributes significantly to making 
people stay in their employment relationships, however, this is mostly the case with on-the-job 
embeddedness whereas off-the-job embeddedness rather predicts absenteeism and turnover 
(Lee et al., 2004 in Harman et al., 2007: 53). Here, specific contributions were made by signif-
icantly expanding the scope of the variables and by including of off-the-job factors (Harman 
et al., 2007: 53). A proposal for future research was to link both the unfolding model and job 
embeddedness by analysing whether embeddedness represents a moderator of the effects of 
shock in the unfolding model (Harman et al., 2007: 54).

In 2008, Morrell and colleagues revised the unfolding model established by Lee and Mitchell in 
1994, modified it slightly, and carried out a study to test whether the unfolding model deserves 
more attention in research as a valid theory and presents both theoretical and empirical refine-
ments to deepen the knowledge of voluntary employee turnover. Firstly, the authors (Morrell et 
al., 2008) criticise that the studies that were carried out, had only focused on two occupational 
groups (nurses/accountants) which is a severe limitation to the unfolding model and, secondly, 
used one item to test more than one construct. Thirdly, the original survey did not ask partici-
pants for the reason they left, fourthly, the model relied heavily on dichotomous measures, and, 
fifthly, the nature of shocks has not yet been sufficiently analysed (Morrell et al., 2008).

After modifying the study design and, for example, incorporating open items such as asking for 
a specific reason why the participants left the job, Morrell and colleagues (2008) carried out a 
study themselves using a sample of 352 nurses who had quit their job. It must be made clear here 
that involuntary turnover in this branch is very rare and the chance of finding new employment 
after quitting is fairly high (Morrell et al., 2008: 135). The study’s findings reveal limitations of 
the unfolding model as, for example, 23% of the participants could not have been classified 
into one of the five different paths, which is a significantly higher percentage than in Lee and 
colleagues’ studies (Morrell et al., 2008: 139). However, many of the respondents who could 
initially not be classified did not associate non-work image violations when answering the ques-
tionnaire; this discrepancy was identified thanks to the open items (Morrell et al., 2008: 142). 
It was further found that job satisfaction in path 3 (shock) was not significantly higher than in 
path 4b (no shock) which also challenges the model as it questions “the distinction between 
shock-induced quits and those based on creeping dissatisfaction” (Morrell et al., 2008: 146).

While Morrell and colleagues (2008) believe their research to be a more realistic account of the 
unfolding model than earlier studies were, they still propose further refinements to the model 
which include developing a typology of work events which potentially lead to the consideration 
of quitting a job, acknowledging that scripts may be more prevalent and less easy to identify than 
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initially thought, supplementation of the study with data such as data from company records, 
and making it clear that items also target off-work factors (Morrell et al., 2008: 143f, 146f).

Interrelationships between different Concepts/Moderating Effects  
of different Concepts

Different studies have been carried out studying the interrelationships between different con-
cepts, more specifically, the relationships between different concepts or behaviours and actual 
turnover. One study carried out in Nigeria by Umar and Ringim in 2015 examined which effect 
the psychological contract (transactional, relational, and balance) has on employee turnover 
(intention) and the differences between the three types of psychological contracts. The study 
aimed to offer qualitative research on the psychological contract and employee turnover from 
a perspective of the Global South (Umar/Ringim, 2015). They found that all three types of 
psychological contracts – transactional, relational, and balance – have significant relationships 
with employee turnover intention; however, strongest was the positive correlation found be-
tween transactional and turnover intention while balance and turnover intention show the 
least significant correlation (Umar/Ringim, 2015: 225). Even though the study presents re-
search in the African context, the authors warn that these results cannot be generalised in any 
way to the entirety of Africa (Umar/Ringim, 2015: 225).

Furthermore, in 2012, Berry and colleagues meta-analysed the correlations between the phe-
nomena of voluntary employee lateness, absenteeism, and turnover. They hoped to provide 
the most comprehensive estimates to date, to test the viability of a withdrawal construct and 
to evaluate different models of withdrawal behaviours (Berry et al., 2012: 678). Voluntary em-
ployee lateness, absenteeism, and turnover are commonly referred to as withdrawal behaviours 
as they all represent some form of physical removal from the workplace (Hulin, 1991 & Johns, 
2001 & Koslowski, 2000 in Berry et al., 2012: 679). Two different models of withdrawal be-
haviour were analysed which are, firstly, a withdrawal model which regards voluntary employee 
lateness, absenteeism, and turnover as manifestations of an overall withdrawal from work and 
results from unfavourable work attitudes such as job dissatisfaction and lack of organisational 
commitment (Hulin, 1991, Rosse/Hulin, 1985, Rosse/Hulin & 1984 in Berry et al., 2012: 
679). The second approach regards each behaviour as unique and driven by different ante-
cedents, the behaviours can therefore not be seen as an overall withdrawal construct (Price/
Mueller, 1981 & Steers/Mowday, 1981 in Berry et al., 2012: 679).

The results showed that the correlations between the three phenomena seem to have de-
creased in the recent years, which supports the presumption that employee-employer rela-
tionships have changed (Cooper, 1999 & Sullivan, 1999 & Rosse/Hulin, 1985 in Berry et al., 
2012: 692) just like Tietel (2014) had explained. One could therefore argue that the with-
drawal construct perspective lacks support whereas the uniqueness perspective seems more 
realistic in explaining withdrawal behaviours (Berry et al., 2012: 693). Nevertheless, the three 
behaviours were found to be related in a progressive fashion despite showing relatively weak 
correlations (Berry et al., 2012: 694).

Van der Vaart and colleagues, in 2013, examined the mechanism through which the state of 
the psychological contract influences employees’ intention to leave and found that “a positive 
evaluation of the psychological contract leads to positive emotions and job attitudes and ul-
timately lowers employee’s intention to leave” (364). Their study further raises the point that 
how psychological contracts are experienced in terms of fulfilment directly affects the wellbe-
ing of an employee (van der Vaart et al., 2013: 364).

Additional studies have been carried out to specifically look at the moderating effects of different 
concepts such as tenure or employee well-being in the context of employee turnover. Van der 
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Vaart and colleagues (2013: 365) also found that whenever a psychological contract is unbalanced, 
employee well-being will be influenced before it increases their intention to leave. The researcher 
found that employee well-being is a valid mediator between the state of psychological contract 
and intention to leave, which means that if employee well-being is present, contract breach might 
happen without resulting in an intention to leave the organisation (van der Vaart et al., 2013: 365).

A similar study was carried out by Kosker in 2018 among Turkish teachers. The study aimed 
to find out whether the psychological well-being of a teacher moderates the relationship be-
tween the state of the psychological contract and their intention to leave the school (Kosk-
er, 2018). Unlike van der Vaart and colleagues’ study Kosker (2018) differentiated between 
transactional and relational psychological contracts. The study found that transactional psy-
chological contracts lead to higher intention to leave even if the psychological well-being of 
an employee is high (Kosker, 2018: 6).

The moderating effect of another possible moderator, organisational tenure, was analysed by 
Bal and colleagues in 2013. Within the context of this study, the already proven correlation 
of psychological contract and work engagement with organisational tenure was observed re-
versely, by analysing whether organisational tenure had a moderating effect on the relation-
ship between psychological contract, work engagement and turnover intention (Bal et al., 
2013: 108). Bal and colleagues (2013: 119) discovered that the motivating factor of contract 
fulfilment was present with short tenure employees as they are primarily driven by exchange 
norms but not for employees who had been with the organisation for a longer period. It was 
furthermore found that short tenure employees with high turnover intentions seemed to re-
duce their contribution over time (Bal et al., 2013: 119). Contrary to expectations, the rela-
tionship between employee contribution and employer obligations was stronger for highly 
tenured employees (Bal et al., 2013: 119).

Effect of Human Resource Practices

Human resource practices have been studied as well in the context of turnover research and, 
more generally, psychological contracts as they are believed to heavily impact turnover (Ag-
garwal/Bhargava, 2009). Human resource practices are important in shaping employee skills, 
attitudes, and behaviours and are hence strongly associated with lower turnover rates because 
strong human resource systems have been found to promote job satisfaction (Arthur, 1994 & 
Huselid, 1995 & Guthrie, 2001 & Berg, 1999 in Aggarwal/Bhargava, 2009: 7).

In a paper published in 2009, Aggarwal and Bhargava offer a poignant review of the literature 
on the role of human resource practices in shaping psychological contracts. First and foremost, 
it is important to note that interpretations of human resource practices are likely to remain 
stable throughout the period of employment, which is why from the beginning human resource 
staff should communicate clearly (Aggarwal/Bhargava, 2009: 13). There are three different 
phases of communication, which make perceived contract breach less likely:

1. “Initial introduction, which commences with the process of recruitment,

2. Ongoing interaction through formal means such as performance appraisal, training,

3. Finally communication with employees over time in relation to the job and personal 
issues” (Aggarwal/Bhargava, 2009: 13).

Moreover, human resource practices can be differentiated into five aspects:

1. Offer a realistic description of the job,
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2. Offer learning and development opportunities,

3. Responsibly carry out rewards management (direct benefits – e.g. bonuses – or indi-
rect benefits (e.g. health and life insurance),

4. Carry out evaluation and appraisal as part of performance management,

5. And creating an overall positive organisational culture (Aggarwal/Bhargava, 14-18).

6. Most importantly here, Aggarwal and Bharkava (2009) found a moderating effect of 
human resource practices on employee attitudes and behaviours.

Implications for Practice

Thanks to the fairly extensive research on psychological contracts and, more specifically, ab-
senteeism and turnover, several possible implications for policymakers and human resource 
management have been proposed. Considering psychological contracts and psychological 
well-being at all stages of human resource management and making sure that psychological 
contracts are fulfilled fairly is highly encouraged (Kosker, 2008; van der Vaart et al., 2013: 266). 
Employers further need to communicate clearly the contents of the psychological contract to 
prevent (perceived) contract breach (Tietel, 2014: 8). Psychological contracts and organisa-
tional commitment should be key elements of supervision, too (Tietel, 2013: 8). Aggarwal and 
Bhargava (2009: 21) offer precise suggestions for human resource managers to enhance the 
chance of keeping employees. They should give direct and clear signals to employees about 
norms, expectations, and what the organisation is like, communicate to employees what they 
can realistically expect in terms of inducements by the organisation and endeavour to build a 
progressive culture in which an organisation communicates how it is trying to meet employees’ 
needs (Aggarwal/Bhargava, 2009: 21). Moreover, employers should talk to veteran employees 
and ask how positive attitudes towards work can be enhanced (Bal et al., 2013: 120).

Conclusion

The withdrawal behaviours absenteeism and turnover have been studied in several contexts 
and from different angles. Turnover, for example, is analysed as the final stage of a process in 
some studies, others identified that turnover results from different types of shocks, which can 
be negative, positive, or neutral. Possible moderators such as the different types of psycholog-
ical contracts, the state of the psychological contract, job embeddedness, employee well-be-
ing, and organisational tenure have been analysed. Correlations between the three withdrawal 
behaviours lateness, absenteeism, and turnover were evaluated, which lead to the realisation 
that the correlations seem to be less strong today (than they used to be). Furthermore, it was 
observed that human resource practices have an enormous impact on the tenure of employees, 
and especially in the case of the Ethiopian textile industry, should be studied extensively.

Nevertheless, it must be noted that most studies have been carried out in Western frameworks 
or, in the context of the research conducted in Nigeria and South Africa, on skilled labour. 
However, for understanding labour turnover in the Ethiopian textile industry, it needs to be 
questioned to what extend these research findings can be transferred to the Ethiopian context 
where working conditions, work force, and social framework are significantly different com-
pared to those analysed in the presented research.
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7. LABOUR TURNOVER (AND 
ABSENTEEISM) IN THE TEXTILE 
INDUSTRY

The phenomenon of labour turnover and absenteeism is widely considered a problematic issue 
for development of the Ethiopian textile sector and the development of the country in general 
as it harms the industrial productivity. Considering the relatively young status of the Ethiopian 
role within the global textile sector, it is understandable that there is only limited research 
available on the subject. Countries such as Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, which are well-estab-
lished actors within the industry, offer a significant number of studies on turnover and are, 
hence, in this chapter reviewed, which ultimately contributes to a better understanding of 
turnover specifically in the textile industry in countries of the Global South (unlike the studies 
reviewed in Chapter 6, which were mostly conducted in Western contexts). Though the focus 
of this chapter lies on the important textile sites Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, the issue of turno-
ver and absenteeism in further important textile sites which are India, Myanmar, Pakistan and 
Indonesia are briefly portrayed as well as we believe we can learn from those cases for a study 
on the Ethiopian textile industry. Finally, the few studies that have already been conducted on 
the phenomena of absenteeism and turnover in the case of Ethiopia are reviewed.

BANGLADESH

Introduction

For the past 30 years, the ready-made garments industry of Bangladesh has been the key 
export sector and one of the most important sources of foreign exchange (Ahamed, 2014: 
1). Rapidly, the sector gained huge importance “in terms of employment, foreign exchange 
earnings and its contribution to the national economy” (Ahamed, 2014: 1). Due to the rapid 
growth of industrialisation (Ahmed et al., 2018: 48), the Bangladesh economy transformed 
from being based on agriculture towards being export-oriented with manufacturing (Morshed, 
2007 in Hossain, 2016: 1). It started flourishing in the 1980s and 1990s; by 2013, the value of 
apparel exports had risen to $21,515.73 million, making it the second-largest apparel supplier 
after China (Main et al., 2013 & BGMEA, 2014 in Hossain, 2016:1). From 2002 to 2012, the 
sector enjoyed a growth rate of 55% and significantly contributed to the GDP of Bangladesh 
(Ahmed et al., 2018: 47). In 2013, the sector employed 4.4 million people (BGMEA, 2014 
in Hossain, 2016: 1). With 5.000 textile companies in the country, Bangladesh has become a 
leading actor in the South-East Asia ready-made garment sector (DEG, 2015). Its competitive 
advantages are the low manufacturing costs, high production capacity, and the custom-free 
access to European markets (DEG, 2015). The ready-made garment industry operates on a 
‘cut, make and trim’ model which means that buyers provide factories with material and receive 
back mass-produced finished clothing pieces (Unlimited Fashion, 2020; TIS, 2020).

Turnover in the Bangladesh Textile Industry

Turnover has a highly negative influence on productivity in businesses; it is a costly phenom-
enon, especially in low pay jobs where turnover rates are highest (Mbah/Ikemefuna, 2012 
in Afroz, 2017). In the context of literature on turnover in Bangladesh, employee turnover is 
commonly defined as the ratio of the number of workers that had to be replaced during a spe-
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cific period to the average number of workers (Agnes, 1999 in Afroz, 2017: 98). Afroz (2017) 
adds a valid point looking at how turnover can also have a positive influence on organisations, 
for example, when a poor performer is replaced by a more productive employee or an older 
one with a younger one.

Overview of Causes of voluntary Employee Turnover (Intention)

In his article on job dissatisfaction in the ready-made garment sector in Bangladesh published 
in 2014, Ahamed offers a good introduction to and overview of the most important factors 
which can lead to job dissatisfaction, and finally, turnover. Even though the sector has been 
booming, attention is more and more drawn towards poor working conditions in the factories 
and the absence of social compliances, especially in the context of the collapse of Rana Plaza 
in Dhaka (Ahamed, 2014: 1; DEG, 2015). The recruitment process is highly informal and of-
ten no written contracts between employee and employer exist (Dasgupta, 2002 in Ahamed, 
2014). Ahamed (2014: 2) states that most workers are illiterate and have little understanding 
of human rights, working conditions, and labour standards.

According to Ahamed’s literature research, the level of the wages is the most significant cause 
of dissatisfaction, which has not changed due to managers refusing to use their power to 
improve wages (Ahamed, 2014: 1). The wage of ready-made garment workers is among the 
lowest wage paid around the globe with a minimum wage of US$0.15 per hour (Islam, 2001 
& Rahman, 2004 & Chowdhury et al., 2006 in Ahamed, 2014). The legal minimum wage for 
the garment industry is 8,000 BDT (US$94), but general estimates indicate that workers, on 
average, take home a monthly payment of 9,580 BDT (US$112) (Textile Focus, 2020).

Further factors related to compensation are that there is no regulated overtime payment 
and that workers often receive their payment irregularly or late (Ahamed, 2014: 5). Besides 
that, prospects of promotion are rather rare in the ready-made garment sector of Bangladesh 
(Ahamed, 2014: 1). There is furthermore no scheme for benefit sharing and employees are not 
entitled to any benefits such as accommodation, allowances, health care, emergency funds, 
or transportation (Muhammad, 2006 in Ahamed, 2014: 6). Moreover, financial discrimination 
of workers, for instance, based on their gender is a persistent problem (ILO/BGMEA, 2003 in 
Ahamed, 2014: 6). Women are also discriminated when it comes to positions (Absar, 2001 in 
Ahamed, 2014: 7).

Afroz also highlights that it needs to be made clear that working conditions in the apparel sec-
tor in Bangladesh are below-average and do not meet the International Labour Organisation’s 
standards (Ahamed, 2012). Poor practices also include the absence of trade unions and the 
use of child labour (Afroz, 2017: 98). The list goes on to include long working hours, unsafe 
work environments, poor working conditions, and gender discriminations (Kumar, 2006 in 
Afroz, 2017: 98f). Afroz (2017: 99) even goes as far as to comparing the workers’ conditions 
to those of slaves.

Empirical Studies on voluntary Employee Turnover in Bangladesh

Due to the significant negative impact that high turnover rates have had in terms of productiv-
ity, many empirical studies have been conducted on the phenomenon of voluntary employee 
turnover in Bangladesh’s textile sector. Most of them, just like most organisational psychology 
studies, were quantitative, however, this report also reviews one very extensive qualitative 
study which was carried out as a doctoral thesis project. Unfortunately, it is never indicated 
whether the interviews were carried out in English or a local language, which might have af-
fected the studies.
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In a 2011 study, Ahamed and colleagues aimed to identify, among other sub-objectives, the 
most significant causes of employee turnover in the Pretty Group (Ahamed et al., 2011). The 
Pretty Group, which was founded in 2002, is one of the rising ready-made garment industries 
in Bangladesh and has 100 employees working directly for the company and another 6,750 
employees working in different factories (Ahamed et al., 2011: 36). 50 direct employees and 
100 factory workers were interviewed using a structured questionnaire; furthermore, the study 
included secondary sources such as company records (Ahamed et al. 2011: 37). Out of the 
150 respondents, 105 were male and 45 were female (Ahamed et al., 2011: 38). In relation 
to the number of employees, employee turnover had been consistently high, being at 34% 
(Ahamed et al., 2011: 38).

After carrying out a hypothesis test on 12 different organisational variables, working condi-
tions, breach of law practices, and the lack of organisational culture were not found to signifi-
cantly impact employee turnover (Ahamed et al. 2011: 41). In contrast, managerial behaviour, 
equity reward, human resource policy, compensation, conflict, career planning and advance-
ment, organisational politics, intrapreneurial environment, and promotional policy were found 
to significantly influence employees’ decision to leave the Pretty Group (Ahamed et al. 2011: 
41). However, even though three variables were not identified as significant, they were still 
considered as factors influencing a decision to leave by a huge percentage of participants 
(Ahamed et al., 2001: 39f).

In 2018, Ahmed and colleagues carried out a similar study on the factors affecting voluntary 
employee turnover in the ready-made garment sector of Bangladesh. The survey set out to 
identify the factors and delivering implications for practice to reduce the possibility of employ-
ees leaving an organisation (Ahmed, 2018: 48). Management of employees is, according to 
Ahmed and colleagues (2018: 48), one of the most challenging practices of human resource 
departments in the sector. The research methodology used both primary and secondary data 
and aimed at contributing to previous research, using questionnaires including ten parameters 
(Ahmed et al., 2018: 49). About 120 employees were randomly selected to take part in the 
study and showed different characteristics in terms of age, experience and levels of occupa-
tion; only 40 of them were women (Ahmed et al., 2018: 49).

Employees were asked whether they strongly agree, agree, are neutral, disagree, or strongly 
disagree to the following statements (Ahmed et al., 2018: 49-51):

1. Salary is sufficient and compensates my work well (45% disagreed),

2. Rewarded both monetarily and non-monetarily for my good performance (35% dis-
agreed, 30% neutral),

3. Management motivates and inspires me well (40% agreed),

4. Work environment is friendly and supportive (40% disagreed),

5. Workplace is safe, and authorities ensure that standards are kept (49% disagreed),

6. Satisfaction with management behaviour (39% agreed),

7. Awarded increment and promotion promoted regularly and accordingly (45% disa-
greed),

8. Concerned about the security of my job (45% agreed),
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9. Organisation offers adequate opportunities for skill development and recreational 
programmes (41% disagreed),

10. I am paid accordingly for overtime (46% disagreed).

Interesting here is that with almost all statements, the biggest percentage (between 35% 
and 49%) disagreed with positive statements while two positive statements addressing the 
management (personnel) were agreed to (39% and 40%). It either seems that in this case 
management is perceived as good while working conditions are not, or participants might not 
have been honest concerning management as they are working with them directly.

A large number of studies reviewed in the context of turnover research in Bangladesh particu-
larly concerns the relationship between job satisfaction and voluntary turnover (intention). 
However, job satisfaction includes similar factors as those identified as the individual anteced-
ents of turnover mentioned above. A study published in 2014 by Jabber and Uddin on turno-
ver intention amongst telecommunication and banking employees supports the thesis that the 
greater the job satisfaction, the less likely employees are to have an intention to leave (148f). 
This was also studied in the context of the Bangladesh textile industry.

As mentioned before, in his doctoral thesis from 2016, Hossain carried out a qualitative case 
study, analysing eight different organisations in the ready-made garment sector of Bangla-
desh. The thesis aimed at providing answers to why the turnover rate is relatively high and 
explaining why the percentages are still varying significantly between different organisations 
(Hossain, 2016). The paper further fills the gap of non-Western research on turnover (Hossain, 
2016: 6). This is of particular importance as it can be assumed that there are different causes 
of turnover and different strategies to reduce it (Hossain, 2016: 6). The eight companies were 
located in different kinds of settings and varied in sizes (Hossain, 2016). In his study, Hossain 
(2016: 7) used a holistic approach and regarded turnover from a perspective, which sees it as 
highly influenced by context.

Hossain (2016: 186) found that overall turnover rates varied significantly between the differ-
ent companies, ranging from 11% to 33%. However, within one company, the percentages 
did not vary much with regard to the different occupational groups (Hossain, 2016: 186). This 
suggests that whenever a company controls turnover in one occupational group, it is likely to 
do so in all others (Hossain, 2016: 186). The study presents more interesting findings when 
looking at the characteristics of the company. For example, the turnover rate was lowest for 
bigger and older organisations, which were mostly located in the cities or export processing 
zones (EPZs) (Hossain, 2016: 188). This seems to contradict other studies. The study is bring-
ing forward the argument of work safety, which seems to be an extremely important factor in 
the context of the textile industry in Bangladesh (Hossain, 2016: 189).

Another very recent study carried out by Ahmed and Singh in 2020 particularly examined the 
effect that human resource practices and employee engagement have on employee’s loyalty. 
Empirical findings suggest that there is indeed a positive relationship (Ahmed/Singh, 2020).

In terms of theoretical contributions, most important is the acknowledgement that a more 
holistic approach towards voluntary employee turnover must be encouraged, which includes 
not looking at single human resource practices only but rather considering the whole package, 
supporting the idea of emphasising the importance of larger characteristics of organisations 
but also the context, country, industry in which it operates (Hossain, 2016: 189).

Considering the whole package of different practices is central as they are interconnected and 
were found to reinforce each other (Hossain, 2016: 190). It must further be acknowledged 
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that especially the smaller and younger organisations lack financial resources and management 
expertise (Hossain, 2016: 191).

Avenues for future research were found to be, amongst others, exploring more towards in-
cluding turnover intention, exploring the link between characteristics of organisations, their 
human resource practices and the turnover rate respectively, exploring the linkages between 
the different human resource practices, applying similar studies in both Western and Global 
South contexts but also carrying out more extensive research on developing countries, and, 
finally, studying the differences in voluntary employee turnover between different industries 
(Hossain, 2016: 197f).

Practical Implications (and Potential for future Research)

According to the studies portrayed above, the antecedents of voluntary employee turnover 
in the ready-made garments industry in Bangladesh seem to be mostly unambiguous, hence, 
different implications for practise have been proposed, which should enhance job satisfaction 
and ultimately lead to lower turnover rates. In terms of compensation, fairer wages, punctual 
payment, reasonable overtime payment, and organisational benefits sharing need to be intro-
duced strictly (Habib et al., 2018: 67; Ahamed, 2014: 9; Hossain, 2016: 192). Paid leave in 
terms of maternity, annual, and medical leave should be introduced as well (Hossain, 2016: 
193). Furthermore, employers should consider introducing benefits for employees such as 
medical care and on-site childcare (Habib et al., 2018: 67; Hughes, 1995 in Ahamed, 2014: 7; 
Afroz, 2017: 102). Moreover, the promotion of job variation and flexible work arrangements 
are encouraged (Habib et al., 2018: 67; Ahmed et al., 2018: 51; Afroz, 2017: 102). Working 
hours should be reconsidered and the government guideline of eight hours a day, a day off per 
week and sufficient break time should be adhered to (Hossain, 2016: 192f; Afroz, 2017: 102).

A safe work environment needs to be ensured by the management, as well as job security 
(Hughes, 1995 in Ahamed, 2014: 7; Habib et al., 2018: 67; Ahmed et al., 2018: 51; Afroz, 
2017: 102). Positive attitudes from supervisors must further be enhanced and management 
personnel should receive proper training on both legal rights and obligations and on the im-
portance of reducing turnover for higher productivity (Habib et al., 2018: 67; Afroz, 2017: 
102). Generally, training opportunities and perspectives for development and career advance-
ments should be given to employees (Hossain, 2016: 193; Hughes, 1995 in Ahamed, 2014: 7; 
Ahmed et al, 2018: 51; Afroz, 2017: 102). On a state level, the importance of the Bangladesh 
government putting pressure on the industry is stressed (Ahamed, 2014: 9, Afroz). Hossain 
highlights the importance of prioritising “’multiple HR practices’ which come as a package, 
rather [than] single selecting individual HR practices” (2016: 193).

The aforementioned implications can be hard to realise for smaller firms and subcontractors as 
it would heavily reduce their competitiveness, hence, Hossain (2016: 194) provides slightly 
different implications for those companies. Of particular importance in the context of small-
er companies is the topic of raising awareness among managers for the negative effects of 
voluntary employee turnover on productivity (Hossain, 2016: 194). At the government lev-
el, Hossain (2016: 194f) emphasises the importance of not only introducing stronger, more 
employee-friendly regulations but also enforcing the already existing regulations in terms of 
minimum wages, maximum working hours, and paid leave.

Experiences of Success in reducing Employee Absenteeism and Turnover

An evaluation report by the “Deutsche Investitions- und Entwicklungsgesellschaft” (DEG) 
from 2015 provides an exemplary shift of the DBL Group to an employee-friendly and, at the 
same time, more productive actor in the ready-made garment sector in Bangladesh. The DBL 
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Group in Bangladesh was established in 1991 and has since then been one of the leading 
textile fabricators in the country with 21.000 employees of which 7.400 are women (DEG, 
2015: 3). Since the Rana Plaza industry building collapsed in 2013, worldwide attention has 
been drawn to working and safety standards in the Bangladesh textile sector, which resulted in 
stricter regulations from both outside and inside the country (DEG, 2015: 4). For companies 
in the sector to stay competitive despite those costing improvements they had to take steps 
to ensuring safety for their employees, while they also had to improve productivity (DEG, 
2015: 4).

Even before 2013, the DBL Group had been taking different measurements to enhance work-
ing conditions and improve productivity through an internal company guideline (DEG, 2015). 
This process was made accessible to every employee using easy language and symbols (DEG, 
2015). Social workers were employed to make sure the employer kept its promises and a 
feedback mechanism was introduced for workers to express critique (DEG, 2015: 5). Thanks 
to the holistic approach of improvements, the DBL Group is now seen as a flagship company 
in the Bangladesh textile sector (DEG, 2015: 5). The most important measurements, which 
were taken and had a positive outcome in terms of employee absenteeism and turnover will be 
portrayed in the following.

Firstly, the DBL Group heavily invested in building and fire safety by not only improving tech-
nical aspects such as installing cooling units to enhance the air quality but also setting up a 
unit of workers who were trained as firefighters etc. (DEG, 2015: 5). Secondly, the DBL Group 
strived towards increasing staff satisfaction through ameliorating work and life conditions 
(DEG, 2015: 5). On the company ground, a fair price shop was set up where groceries and 
hygiene products can be brought for whole-sale prices by employees which increases the real 
wage (DEG, 2015: 6). Since, in a survey, female workers admitted that once a month they had 
to be absent from work for two days due to their menstruation, the company introduced sub-
sidised sanitary pads (DEG, 2015: 6). The DBL Group set up a health clinic where employees 
can get health support for free (DEG, 2015: 6). Furthermore, all employees are state insured 
through the DBL Group (DEG, 2015: 6). DBL Group moreover built a day-care centre for 
children of employees (DEG, 2015: 6). They also initiated a cultural club, which strengthened 
solidarity among workers as well as job embeddedness (DEG, 2015: 7). Moreover, they provide 
accommodation for their employees (DEG, 2015: 7). Thirdly, the DBL Group provides good 
training for current employees and particularly whenever employees newly join the organisa-
tion plus training especially for managers to enhance productivity (DEG, 2015: 7).

To conclude, the DEG (2015: 9) found that the absenteeism rate could be reduced from 3.35% 
in 2012 to 1.09% in 2014, and the monthly turnover rate from 4.7 to 2.8% respectively, 
compared to the textile industry’s average monthly turnover rate of 8–10%. Even though large 
investments had to be made to implement these changes, the DBL Group estimates annual 
savings of US$ 33.000 and could hence, declare policies, which aim at enhancing employees’ 
lives and particularly those of women and families to be profitable (DEG, 2015: 8, 10).

Conclusion

Looking at what factors were found to affect employee turnover negatively, studies showed 
significant overlaps. In broader terms, working environments of ready-made garment workers 
need to be vitally improved to enhance job satisfaction and, ultimately, prevent employee 
turnover. Even though some of the studies seemed rather vague in their research results, all of 
the findings across the different studies were proven by the DEG report of the enhancements 
and improvements at DBL Group and their success at reducing both absenteeism and turnover 
rates significantly. Most importantly, it should be kept in mind for future projects on reducing 
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turnover in the textile sector of Bangladesh and other countries that, according to Hossain 
(2016), human resource practices should be addressed as whole package.

SRI LANKA

Introduction

In 2012, the garment industry registered 23% of the total export earnings of Sri Lanka (Cen-
tral Bank of Sri Lanka, 2012 in Fernando, 2015: 439) making it the largest export industry in 
the country (Liyanage/Galhena, 2012). Two kinds of garment factories have been established; 
those opened under the Board of Investment (BOI) act and those, which were founded outside 
of the act (Fernando, 2015: 43). The Board of Investment act was introduced in 1978 and is 
also referred to as the Greater Colombo Economic Commission Law; it aims at enhancing Sri 
Lanka’s economic development (The National State Assembly, 1978). After in 1977 the Sri 
Lankan government lifted trade bans, ready-made garment exports within a few years over-
took the tea industry (Fernando, 2015: 43; Rajapaksha, 2015: 177).

The economic advancement achieved through the textile industry is seen as a solution for 
unemployment, offers employment especially for women, and provides industrialisation in rural 
areas (Fernando, 2015: 43). Particularly to tackle poverty in rural areas, as part of the Rural 
Development Industrialisation Programme, the government launched a 200 garment factories 
programme in 1992 which resulted in a more provincially balanced economy (Fernando, 2015: 
43). Thanks to development policies laid out by the Sri Lankan government, the sector started 
booming, however, this also made the country mostly dependent on one industry (Rajapakshe, 
2018: 215). In 2018, the sector employed 300,000 people of which the majority are women 
(“Sri Lanka”, 2018).

Sri Lanka lost a significant number of textile businesses in recent years, standing as low as at 
341 in 2013 compared to 587 in 2009 (Fernando, 2015: 43). According to Fernando (2015), 
this also results from high turnover rates, which, in turn, cause in an inefficiency of the sector. 
Furthermore, job vacancies in 2015 in the same sector stood at 30,000, which forced factories 
to shut down (Fernando, 2015: 43).

Research on Causes of voluntary Employee Turnover (Intention)

Reviewing literature and studies in the context of voluntary employee turnover in the ready-
made garment industry, several factors could be identified. Some of the most crucial findings 
in the Sri Lankan turnover research are summarised in the following. A 2012 study carried out 
by Liyanage and Galhena aimed at identifying the determinants for turnover in the Sri Lankan 
apparel sector and looked more closely at job satisfaction and organisational commitment plus 
the coping strategies for retention of sewing machine operators. It found that “residency, civil 
status, recognition, work load, social image, job alternatives, work life balance” are the most 
significant predictors of turnover intention (Liyanage/Galhena, 2012: 121).

In 2018, Rajapakshe conducted research on the major factors affecting turnover intention in 
the Sri Lankan textile sector; the study aimed at filling the gap of comprehensive research in 
that same field. It further strived towards providing guidance for potential policy alterations 
as unresolved policy issues might result in many socio-economic issues (Anderson, 2014 in 
Rajapakshe, 2018: 217). A policy problem can be defined as “a condition or situation that 
produces needs or dissatisfaction among people and for which relief or redress is sought” 
(Anderson, 2014 in Rajapakshe, 2018: 217).
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Moreover, Rajapakshe (2018) offers a poignant overview of existing literature and, thus, a 
good overview of the factors already identified even though they were mostly rather old and 
conducted in Western contexts. Nevertheless, from these identified factors, Rajapakshe (2018: 
220) was able to create four categories, which are listed below:

Particularly interesting and novel are the factors in the category living conditions and social 
environment. Literature review revealed that, especially among female workers, safety and 
social security in terms of accommodation and transport can directly affect intention to leave 
(Jayasinghe, 1998 & Madurawala, 2017 & Wijesekera, 2017 & Stum, 1998 & Kweller, 1998 
in Rajapakshe, 2018: 218). Furthermore, again – especially in the case of female workers, 
social stigma around and bad reputation of a job in the textile industry can play a significant 
role; female workers in this sector are at times considered to be sex workers and are rejected as 
potential brides (Madurawala, 2017 & Wijesekera, 2017 in Rajapakshe, 2018: 219).

The study found that labour turnover is mediated by job satisfaction, stress, and absentee-
ism with job satisfaction being the most significant factor (Rajapakshe, 2018: 226). Human 
resource practices were found to have a high direct impact on job satisfaction and, therefore, 
present the most significant effect for employees’ turnover intention (Rajapakshe, 2018: 226). 
Contrary to previous studies, working conditions and personal characteristics did not show 
significant correlation with voluntary turnover (Rajapakshe, 2018: 226).

In the context of another study carried out in the Sri Lankan textile industry on organisational 
factors, which affect intention to quit, Rathnayake and Gamage (2014) tested whether finan-
cial reward factors, physical working conditions, and fringe benefits play a significant role. In-
teresting here is that the research was conducted through an accountant of Plastipak Industri-
al Textiles (Pvt) Ltd in cooperation with the University of Kelaniya (Rathnayake/Gamage, 
2014: 76). This is a new angle, which has not yet appeared in any other study. For the study, 
180 employees with more than four years of experience in 22 different garment factories in Sri 
Lanka were randomly selected and data were collected using a structured questionnaire 
(Rathnayake/Gamage, 2014: 76). The analysis found that all three organisational factors – 
financial rewards, physical working conditions, and fringe benefits – showed significant rela-
tionships with turnover intention (Rathnayake/Gamage, 2014: 76).

In a study conducted in 2015, Rajapaksha investigates the factors affecting high turnover 
rates with emphasis on the impact of socio-economic and organisational factors (Rajapaksha, 
2015: 177). As socio-economic factors, education, income, and occupation were analysed 
(Rajapaksha, 2015: 177). The study found that high routinisation, missing work life balance, 

Job condition Salary and other benefits, salary equity, occupational category, 
number of working hours or shifts, work unit size, job content, 
working condition, supervision, job security, career opportunities

Living conditions and social environment Residential facilities, transportation facilities, physical environment, 
social recognition

Human resource management activities Recruitment and selection, orientation, motivation, training, and 
development

Personal characteristics Civil status, childcare and pregnancy, personal illness, new job 
opportunities, returning to the education

Source: Rajapakshe (2018: 220).

“Literature indicates employees are in-
fluenced by pay as the economic varia-
bles; age, marital status, sex, education 
as the demographic variables; upward 
mobility, integration, occupation, for-
mal and instrumental communication, 
community participation is the organi-
zational variables to influence on labour 
intention to leave the organization.”

Rajapaksha (2015: 177)
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and inexistence of upward mobility are the most severe antecedents of turnover in the sector 
(Rajapaksha, 2015).

A study conducted by Thiranagama in 2017 analyses the relationship between organisational 
commitment and turnover intention among Sri Lankan machine operators in the ready-made 
garment sector. Thiranagama (2017: 412) states that voluntary employee turnover presents 
a massive problem for the Sri Lankan textile industry and the issue can only be tackled when 
the preceding intention to leave is identified and understood. Especially for managers who 
play a crucial role in preventing high turnover rates, receiving practical implications to enhance 
organisational commitment is vital (Thiranagama, 2017: 413). Organisational commitment is 
a term coined by Meyer and Allen in 1997 when they distinguished between three forms of 
commitment in the workplace: affective commitment (identification with the organisation), 
continuance commitment (considers the gains versus losses), and normative commitment 
(feeling of moral obligation to stay loyal towards their organisation) (Tietel, 2014: 6). Studies 
propose that organisational commitment can reduce turnover and absenteeism significantly, 
which then improves organisational effectiveness and performance; however, it needs to be 
managed well in order to do so (Meyer/Allen, 1997 in Thiranagama, 2017: 414).

For the study, 169 machine operators were selected randomly and were given a questionnaire 
which retrieved, firstly, demographic information (age, tenure, gender, and educational level), 
secondly, measurements of intention to leave, and, thirdly, information on the level of or-
ganisational commitment with each type of commitment tested via six questions respectively 
(Thiranagama, 2017: 415). The questionnaire was translated into Sinhala to get most accurate 
results (Thiranagama, 2017: 415). About half the population of the sample was aged below 
25 years, most respondents (40.9%) had an organisational tenure of one to three years and all 
respondents were female (Thiranagama, 2017: 416).

The study found all forms of organisational commitment to have a relationship with employ-
ees’ intention to leave (Thiranagama, 2017: 417). When affective, continuance and normative 
commitment are high, an intention to leave the current employer is rather unlikely (Thiran-
agama, 2017: 417). Thiranagama (2017: 417) confirms what other researchers (Lee et al., 
2001) have found, but adds that all three commitment constructs address different aspects of 
employees’ involvement within an organisation. It follows that the three different constructs 
contribute independently to preventing turnover intention.

Work Life Conflict and Turnover

While authors identified both on-the-job and off-the-job causes for high turnover rates, some 
have combined the research on the different factors in studies on work life conflicts, which 
have been deemed crucial in the context of turnover and absenteeism in the Sri Lankan textile 
industry (Kumara/Fasana, 2018; Fernando, 2015).

In 2018, Kumara and Fasana empirically analysed the relation between work life conflict and 
turnover intention plus the mediating role of job satisfaction. The study also set a particular 
focus on incorporating gender into the analysis (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 478). Work life con-
flict occurs when “participation in one role is made more difficult by participation in the other 
role” (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 478). Work life conflict arises whenever the fulfilment on one 
role demands temporal and/or devotional resources to a degree that impedes the proper ful-
filment of another role (Greenhaus/Beutell, 1985 in Kumara/Fasana, 2018). The area of work 
life conflict most studied is conflicts resulting from roles in both the work environment and the 
family (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 479).
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Returning to the gender dimension of their study, Kumara and Fasana (2018: 480) emphasise 
that social judgement for women and men derive from different aspects; for men it is mostly 
determined through the work role while for women family role historically and traditionally 
plays a more crucial role. With traditions slowly changing and women having started to work, 
when women put too much time and effort in their job, their main role as mother and wife 
suffers from that, hence, work life conflict is more likely to result for women (Xu, 2009 & 
Greenhaus/Beutell, 1985 in Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 480), however, research has found con-
tradictory results.

The study supports previous studies in stating that the effect of work life conflict is still argu-
able, though a strong negative association was found between job satisfaction and turnover 
intention, which means that the higher the level of job satisfaction the less likely turnover 
intention arises (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 482). The findings further concurred with previous 
studies that work life conflicts lead to absenteeism and turnover (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 482). 
The hypothesis that job satisfaction presents a significant mediator between work life conflict 
and turnover intention in the apparel sector was supported (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 482). A 
higher level of turnover intention was indeed found for women, which leads to the assumption 
that all off-the-job responsibilities accompanying the job-related responsibilities lead to higher 
work life conflict levels for women (Kumara/Fasana, 2018: 483).

In his study from 2015, Fernando wanted to find out more about the nature of work-family 
conflicts, which are part of work-life conflicts in the Sri Lankan textile industry, their factors 
and whether it varies depending on the status of the employee in terms of management or 
non-management. Fernando (2015: 42) takes as a starting point that employees have both 
roles within their families and roles within their working Environment. Work-family conflicts 
can hence be described as “conflicting role pressures between job and family that are incom-
patible so that participation in one role is made more difficult by virtue of participation in the 
other (Greenhaus/Beutell, 1985 in Fernando, 2015: 42). It is important to note that most 
businesses are (rather) not family-friendly; job insecurity and financial crises can have sig-
nificant effects on the family (Fernando, 2015: 42). The moment an employee becomes very 
committed to and involved in his or her employer organisation, he or she will be less involved 
with the family, which can be a starting point for conflict (Fernando, 2015: 42).

Thanks to his literature review, Fernando (2015: 45) identified five variables affecting 
work-family conflicts: work role, psychological anxiety, family commitment, salary and job se-
curity and attitude. Based on these findings, he conducted a qualitative study with 417 partic-
ipants (350 non-management level employees and 67 management level employees) (Fernan-
do, 2015). The study found that all non-management level employees reported some degree 
of work-family conflict while the greatest percentage (40%) stated a fair degree (though 36% 
stated a rather low degree of work family conflict) (Fernando, 2015: 46). The findings for 
management level employees showed that the tendency in this category seems to rather lean 
towards a slightly lower overall degree of work-family conflicts (Fernando, 2015: 47).

It was then analysed whether the five different variables were intercorrelated; all variables were 
found to be significantly correlated except for salary/job security and family commitment (Fer-
nando, 2015: 47). This indicates that work-family conflicts can be triggered by one factor but 
“gradually other variables are contributing to accelerate the situation” (Fernando, 2015: 48). 
Fernando further claims to have proven that social stigma plays a role contributing to the high 
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level of turnover in the ready-made garment sector in Sri Lanka, just like work-family conflicts 
do (Fernando, 2015: 49).

Practical Implications and Recommendations

Finally, thanks to the several studies conducted, practical implications and recommendations 
could be formulated in order to reduce turnover in the Sri Lankan textile industry. Kumara/
Fasana (2018: 483) propose the following practical policies for managers and employers in the 
ready-made garment sector of Sri Lanka in respect to work-life conflicts:

Managers should:

1. Be sensitive to work life conflicts and, for example, reduce overtime or night shifts 
for employees with small children,

2. Improve employees’ benefits according to the tenure to make long-time involvement 
with organisation more attractive,

3. Establish welfare unions which enhance employees’ relationships with their employer 
organisation,

4. Clearly and realistically portray tasks, duties, and responsibilities to employees during 
the recruitment process,

5. Introduce special events for partners, spouses, and family members of employees to 
include them more,

6. Introduce better leave policies as most employees are working far from home and 
would need leave to visit their family more regularly and

7. Establish mentoring and counselling services for employees to enhance their mental 
health.

Kumara and Fasana (2018: 483) propose further research to be conducted on factors like 
training as mediator between work life conflicts and turnover intention.

Fernando (2015: 50) proposes to, firstly, introduce welfare activities to maintain good mental 
and physical health of both employee and employer, and, secondly, offer direct job-relat-
ed activities to maximise organisational profitability. In more detail, this means that working 
background is rearranged by the administration, that employers make sure to organise activ-
ities which promote holistic health of employees, to offer transparency and opportunities of 
involvement for the employees’ families for better identification with working environment, 
employees’ performances should be evaluated and feedback should be given accordingly and, 
finally, good industrial relations should be maintained between employee and employer (Fer-
nando, 2015: 50).

Rathnayake and Gamage (2014: 76) also strongly encourage managers of textile factories 
to improve working conditions, increase financial rewards, and provide higher fringe benefits 
(Rathnayake/Gamage, 2014: 76). Thiranagama (2017: 417) generally emphasise the impor-
tance of managers and how they should work towards enhancing organisational commitment 
in order to prevent high turnover rates. To reduce turnover rates, Rajapaksha (2015: 194) 
proposes to improve employees’ work environment, which includes reducing job stress and 
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workload, bettering organisational culture, introducing family-friendly policies, offer promo-
tion, and introduce parental leave.

Liyanage and Galhena (2012: 121) propose to increase the level of salaries, introduce skill-
based incentive schemes, provide facilities and treat employees friendly in order to reduce 
employee turnover rates. The importance of long-term policies is stressed which “should 
encompass basic human rights, recruitment and selection procedure, career planning and 
development, motivation, early socialization, labor administration, retirement benefits, and 
welfare of workers and legislation” (Rajapakshe, 2018: 227). In conclusion, it can be stated 
that though the studies tackled slightly different subjects and analysed particular factors, the 
implications and recommendations for practice and government are very similar and overlap.

Conclusion

In the case of Sri Lanka, companies in the ready-made garment sector seem to not only com-
pete for offering best prices and, hence, receiving good orders but there also seems to be 
necessity in competing for offering good, if not the best, working conditions as work force has 
shown to diminish in recent years. This opens up a new perspective to the analysis of the textile 
sector in Bangladesh where literature confirms the fact that voluntary employee turnover is 
a huge problem for the productivity, but where finding new employees was never said to be 
problematic, it was always just portrayed as costly. Hence, in the context of Sri Lanka, reducing 
employee turnover rates is not only profitable but rather vital for the survival of the industry. 
Furthermore, safety issues do not seem to play a role in the way they did in Bangladesh. What 
is mentioned in regard to safety, is the environment around workplace and residence, especial-
ly in the case of female workers. Moreover, managers are repeatedly said to be playing a crucial 
role in reducing turnover.

After an extensive analysis of the phenomena of absenteeism and turnover in the two main 
sites of textile and garment production globally, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, the following 
subchapters offer a brief summary of what was found concerning the problem in India, Myan-
mar, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Ethiopia.

INDIA

The Indian textile industry is amongst the leading ones in the sector (Chandiok, 2012: 90). The 
textile sector accounts for about 27% of India’s total foreign exchange and, in 2012, generat-
ed employment for more than 35 million people (Chandiok, 2012: 91). However, throughout 
the country, textile factories are struggling to retain their employees and, thus, struggle to 
ensure business success (Chandiok, 2012: 90).

The study conducted by Chandiok analysed which are the factors that lead to high turnover 
and which practices should be included in human resource management to retain employees. 
The study sets a particular focus on Grasim Bhiwani Textile Limited, but results apply to any 
other firm in the sector, too. According to Chandiok (2012: 91), “Grasim is world largest pro-
ducer of viscos staple fiber and edible oil and textile production”. Chandiok (2012: 92) further 
stresses the importance of good human resource practices and declares that top management 
often fails to see the needs and demands of their employees. There are few textile mills in the 
country, which have already introduced human resource policies counteracting high turnover 
rates which can be learnt from (Chandiok, 2012: 92). The three “Rs” of employee retention 
are important guidelines in this context: respect, recognition, and rewards (Chandiok, 2012: 
92). It is furthermore important to acknowledge that loyalty used to be the cornerstone of 
relationships between employee and employer, though “today, changes in technology, global 
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economics, trade agreements, and the like are directly affecting employee/employer relation-
ships” (Chandiok, 2012: 98).

The study found that employees who left an organisation named the leading reasons of “cul-
ture, recognition, environment, policies of the organisation and the relationship with company 
and co-workers” (Chandiok, 2012: 98). Monetary rewards were found to play a crucial role, 
though less important than the factors mentioned before (Chandiok, 2012: 98). According to 
Chandiok (2012: 99), the career path is the most important factor for retaining employees. 
Concerning the pay factor, it cannot be neglected that Grasim seemed to pay a relatively 
good amount of money as most employees stated they found salary and incentives very good 
(Chandiok, 2012: 99). Hence, this might vary with factories where employees are paid less.

Employees were further asked to state what are strong areas of their workplace climate and 
which are weak. Strong areas were enjoyment of work-life by the employees, regular feedback 
on performance, performance appraisal system, a healthy relationship among employees and 
the growth aspect of employees (Chandiok, 2012: 99). Weak aspects were identified in the 
aspects of level of training, communication of weakness to employees, motivating employees, 
job rotation, opportunity, conflict between departments, taking employees’ suggestions seri-
ously and, interestingly, low remuneration (Chandiok, 2012: 99).

Another study conducted by Rameshkumar and Subhashini in 2019 focused on the level and 
factors of stress that women experience in the textile industry by reference to Coimbatore City. 
The study found that workload, work condition, time management and environment among 
female employees play a significant role (Rameshkumar/Subhashini, 2019: 209). When asking 
for problems faced by women in the industry, it was interesting that no one stated that sexual 
harassment happens to them while it is known from other studies that it often occurs in textile 
factories (Rameshkumar/Subhashini, 2019: 209).

A study conducted by Nanjundeswaraswamy in 2016 aimed at identifying the reasons for ab-
senteeism. It found that the major factors for employee absenteeism are “wages, other source 
of income, and bad relationship with supervisors” (Nanjundeswaraswamy, 2016: 275). Hence, 
it was concluded that work environment, specifically, the relationship with supervisors, play a 
crucial role for employee absenteeism.

A sub-chapter of an ILO report concerning the working conditions of women in the textile 
industry published in 2015 depicts interesting findings on how workers perceive the work in 
the garment industry. This might assist in understanding turnover in the sector. The report 
found that even though 65% of the respondents like working in the sector, it was mostly due 
to factors such as that the work is close to home, that there are good benefits and amenities 
and that hours and pay are good while salary was less important than compatibility with family 
commitments (ILO, 2015: 10). As negative aspects, the following reasons were named: poor 
wages, high production targets, poor working conditions and poor relationships between man-
agement and workers (ILO, 2015: 11). When being asked which one thing would keep them 
in the sector, higher wages was by far the most important factor, followed by better amenities 
and benefits (ILO, 2015: 11). On the other side, 45% of workers stated not imagining leaving 
the industry because of their dependence on the salary even though small (ILO, 2015: 11).

The respondents who already left the garment industry stated the following reasons: poor 
wages, high production targets, bad treatment, poor relationship with management, and the 
impossibility of taking leave (ILO, 2015: 12). An interesting question was asked on the level of 
contentment with the industry; whether they would like their children to work in the garment 
sector (ILO, 2015: 12). 88% of current and 86% of former workers said that they wish for their 
children not to work in the industry (ILO, 2015: 12). Concluding, first and foremost, employees 
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stay in the industry because of the “perceived lack of better income-earning alternatives” (ILO, 
2015: 13).

MYANMAR

The textile and garment sectors in Myanmar have a long tradition and currently count about 
400 factories with 350,000 labourers; the industry is constantly growing (Salingré, 2018: 60).

However, labour turnover and absenteeism presents a significant issue for Myanmar’s garment 
sector. An ILO study (published in 2020) found that over a period of 12 months, the average 
turnover rate was 54.17 per cent across the 14 surveyed factories. The study states that “[o]f the 
11,187 workers across the factories, 6,060 workers are leaving the factories each year” (ILO 2020: 
17). The following three main reasons why workers quit their jobs could be identified: “1. They 
do not feel safe at work and do not like the workplace culture. 2. They are unhappy with their 
salary. 3. They want fairer and different work opportunities.” (ILO 2020: 20).

Furthermore, the following two studies offer both facts and figures on turnover in Myanmar’s 
garment sector plus some insights into the state of working conditions, pay etc. which are most 
likely interconnected with turnover.

In a report published in 2017 on labour issues in the food and garment sector of Myanmar, 
Bernhardt and colleagues offer some insights into employment dynamics and labour turnover 
in the garment industry, which are briefly summarised in the following. Thanks to an exten-
sive survey, it was found that the average Myanmar garment enterprise employs about 650 
labourers; the garment sector is booming, thus, an increase of 27% in the size of the labour 
force could be observed in the year of 2014 (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 9). Almost 90% of the 
textile workers were women (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 12). The labour turnover rate (the average 
share in an enterprise’s total workforce of all quitting workers in 2014) stood at 57%, mean-
ing “an average factory saw more than half of its workforce leave in 2014” (Bernhardt et al., 
2017: 10). The authors (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 10) further draw on a study by Tanaka (2016) 
which found that between 2013 and 2015, on average, 6% of workers voluntarily ended the 
employment relationship every month, which leads to an annual turnover rate of 70 to 75%.

The survey did not aim to provide information on the specific causes for the high turnover 
rates, however, mentions several studies conducted on the topic and offers an overview of fac-
tors which (could) play a role. According to several studies, job dissatisfaction is a main driver 
of turnover in general and Tanaka (2016 in Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11) found that turnover 
rates are higher in the factories with lower working standards. The discontentment with the 
management is also believed to play a major role (Tip, 2013 in Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11). This 
also relates to the shortcomings in management practices (including human resource practices) 
and the insufficient skills of supervisors and overseers in managing and motivating employees 
(ALR, 2016 & Oxfam, 2015 in Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11). Generally, missing is “a culture of 
dialogue and willingness to resolve disputes jointly between employers and employees” (Bern-
hardt et al., 2017: 11).

Interestingly, another factor identified is the lack of professionalism particularly amongst new 
entrants in the textile industry; a low level of frustration tolerance was reported, hence, many 
employees quit easily whenever they feel treated unfairly (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11). High 
turnover rates might also be traced back to the constantly changing economy of the country 
and newly emerging job opportunities for low-skilled labourers (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11). It 
is also reported that the garment industry, just like in Ethiopia, is often regarded a “first stop” 
for entering the industrial sector or migrating to the urban centres (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11). 

“Within the region, Myanmar’s labour 
productivity is still significantly lower 
than its neighbours like Thailand, Viet-
nam and Cambodia (CEIC Data, 2016). 
The competitiveness of Myanmar’s gar-
ment industry on the global market is 
currently primarily based on low wages. 
Amongst other factors, two elements 
seem to have an important negative im-
pact on labour productivity in the sector: 
extreme high turn-over and absenteeism 
rate. On average, labour turnover rate in 
garment sector of Myanmar is at 7% per 
month (reaching the peak of 12% in Chi-
nese owned companies), which is higher 
than Bangladesh – 5 % per month.“ 

ILO (2019)
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Furthermore, migration back to their homes plays a crucial role which means that many work-
ers move back home “to engage in their communities, marry, start a family, take care of rela-
tives, or embark on further education” (Bernhardt et al., 2017: 11).

In a study conducted in 2017, a baseline survey of Yangon’s garment sector workforce was car-
ried out by the Enlightened Myanmar Research Foundation (EMReF) and Andaman Research & 
Methodology, supported by the C&A Foundation. Chapters were, amongst others, presenting 
findings on demography of the workforce and employment context with little reference to the 
phenomena of turnover specifically, though offering helpful insights into working conditions, 
which can be considered causes for turnover.

It was found that a great share of labourers were young women between the ages of 18 and 23 
(EMReF, 2017: 57). The workforce was not necessarily ethnically diverse with 75% of workers 
being Bamar (EMReF, 2017: 57). Moreover, 75% of the workers were single and of those mar-
ried, only 38% had children (those are information asked during the hiring process) (EMReF, 
2017: 32, 57). The sample showed that less than 20% of Yangon’s garment workforce had 
been in an employment relationship with their current factory for more than three years and 
turnover has been labelled a serious problem for the sector in news reports (EMReF, 2017: 27).

Concerning pay and working conditions, a couple of facts are highlighted in the following that 
might stand in correlation with turnover. 90% of respondents stated working between eight 
and ten hours per day while 8% reported working up to 12 hours regularly; Yangon’s garment 
workforce works six days a week (EMReF, 2017: 28). Almost 60% declared that they had 
worked in the sector for another factory before and bad pay was the reason for quitting in most 
cases (EMReF, 2017: 28). Moreover, mentioned were “the issues of factory rules and massive 
workloads; factory rules were often cited as oppressive, with severe restrictions on breaks (in-
cluding lunch or bathroom) to other prohibitions on thanaka [some sort of traditional make-
up], betel [plant chewing habit], or snacks. Also, a lack of time to drink water was reported 
by some workers, and leave restrictions were also burdensome” (EMReF, 2017: 28f). In their 
current employment relationship, for almost 90% an ID card was the only written evidence for 
the employment, hence, makes contract abuses more likely (EMReF, 2017: 29).

Furthermore, abuses in the workplace were reported with verbal abuse seeming to be the most 
common (39% stated having experienced themselves or witnessed) while for physical and 
sexualised violence, the figures were much lower, standing at 5.4% and 1.5% respectively 
(EMReF, 2017: 30). It is important to acknowledge though that especially with sexualised vio-
lence, the estimated number of unreported cases may be assumed significantly higher (EMReF, 
2017: 30). When having been asked what the three most important characteristics are that 
they wish to see in their current employment, again, good base pay stood out significantly 
(67%) (EMReF, 2017: 32). Monthly pay was reported to not only depend on the base pay but 
is added up with per piece and overtime or solely overtime pay (EMReF, 2017: 40). Overtime 
pay was obligatory in most firms and even for those, which did not declare it obligatory, there is 
pressure to work overtime both from the supervisors as well as from the aspect of the amount 
of monthly pay, which is not sufficient without overtime bonuses (EMReF, 2017: 40). Payday 
is at the start of each month and is mostly paid in cash, sometimes in small notes, which makes 
it hard for employees to count and check (EMReF, 2017: 40). Furthermore, for many workers, 
salary slips were not clear and sometimes even written in Chinese or English (EMReF, 2017: 
41). Interesting was that less-educated workers rather found their employment to be a “good 
job” compared to those with higher levels of education (EMReF, 2017: 33).
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PAKISTAN

Pakistan is also regarded one of the major actors within the global textile industry (Afzal, 
2012 in Makhdoom, 2017: 407). Textiles and garments are the largest industry in the country, 
counting about 40% of the country’s employees (Makhdoom, 2017: 407). There are about 
5,000 production units around Pakistan (Stotz, 2015 in Makhdoom, 2017: 407). As turnover 
is a severe problem for the industry as well (Makhdoom, 2017: 408; Nawaz et al., 2009), 
several studies analysed the phenomenon from different perspectives, and some will be briefly 
reviewed in the following.

In 2017, Makhdoom studied the causes of turnover in textile mills of Site Area Kotri, Paki-
stan. Site area Kotri hosts about 104 small to large scale firms, 30 of the 80 industrial units 
are textile mills and, in total, host about 18,000 employees (Makhdoom, 2017: 408). The 
study found that the most significant variable is the opportunity of alternate jobs, followed 
by job insecurity and poor rewards and benefits (Makhdoom, 2017: 417). Moreover, though 
less important, the variables work environment, management style and overtime availability 
were identified as being significantly related to turnover (Makhdoom, 2017: 417). In terms 
of demographics, only educational level was found to be correlated with turnover; the higher 
the level of education, the higher the chance of developing an intention to leave (Makhdoom, 
2017: 417).

Nawaz and colleagues found in 2009 during research for their master’s thesis that the average 
employee stays with one employer in the surveyed textile companies for five to eight months 
(Nawaz et al., 2009: 52). The study aimed to provide solid information on the factors causing 
voluntary employee turnover. The main factors were found to be job satisfaction, organisa-
tional commitment, working conditions, career growth, monetary rewards, better employment 
opportunities outside the current employer, ease of movement and employee’s age (Nawaz et 
al., 2009: 52). Furthermore, a crucial factor was found to be the supervisor’s negative behav-
iour towards subordinates (Nawaz et al., 2009: 52). This mostly overlaps with findings from 
Makhdoom (2017), an important difference is the age factor though.

In a study carried out in 2016 by Hassan and Mahmood, the relationship between human re-
source practices and organisational commitment was analysed. The study found a positive rela-
tionship between organisational commitment and human resource practices, including training 
and development, performance appraisal and compensation (Hassan/Mahmood, 2016: 27). 
Thus, human resource practices can have an enormous impact on the employee’s organisation-
al commitment and, hence, voluntary employee turnover can be reduced by enhancing human 
resource practices.

In a 2013 study by Qureshi and colleagues on how stress affects employee’s behaviour, it was 
analysed how high stress ultimately leads to employee turnover. The authors (Qureshi et al., 
2013: 764) identified ten different causes for work stress, which are overload, role ambigui-
ty, role conflict, responsibility for people, participation, financial insecurity, lack of feedback, 
keeping up with quick technological change, being in an innovative role, career growth. The 
study found that when job stress increases, employees are more likely to develop a turnover 
intention (Qureshi et al., 2013: 768). The major factor of workload was found to be positively 
related to turnover intention while a negative relationship was found between good workplace 
environment and an intention to leave (Qureshi et al., 2013: 764, 768). Thus, the authors 
(Qureshi et al., 2013: 768) stress the importance of reducing work stress for employees and 
enhancing an enjoyable work environment.
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INDONESIA

In all different country contexts, employee development in terms of career development and 
training was found to play an important role in retaining or losing employees. In the context of 
Indonesia, a study was published in 2019 by Kurniawati and Wahyuni focusing on employee 
development as a mediator and ultimately contributor to reducing voluntary employee turn-
over. Employee development was found to positively influence growth mindset meaning that 
they are willing to grow through training and constructive feedback from the management 
(Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 175). Furthermore, employee development was found to have a 
positive effect on empowerment; “workers feel that the results of their work have an impact on 
the company so that the promotion is considered by workers as recognition or appreciation for 
the contribution that has been given to the company” (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 175). The 
third hypothesis was also supported stating that employee development influences turnover 
intention in a positive way as they feel acknowledged and supported (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 
2019: 175).

It was further found that growth mindset positively influences empowerment as “when workers 
feel they have mastered the job well, then workers will increasingly feel confident in doing and 
completing their work properly” (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 175). Empowerment of workers 
further negatively affects turnover intention because employees that feel empowered will be 
more likely to feel motivated, connected and have a sense of belonging to the organisation, 
which counteracts turnover intention (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 175). Moreover, was job 
security found to negatively affect turnover intention as if workers feel like their job is not 
secured, they will always be looking out for better alternatives (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 
175). Interestingly and expected differently, perceived job security is negatively affected by 
employee development which can be traced back to the fact that most employees in the 
garment industry are low-skilled workers with a low level of formal education, hence, they de-
pend on employment in the sector (Kurniawati/Wahyuni, 2019: 175). Kurniawati and Wahyuni 
(2019: 176) hence propose to implement human resource practices, which prevent employees 
from feeling triggered by managers or supervisors in terms of perceived job security.

LESOTHO 

In 2015, the top ten apparel-exporting countries in Sub-Saharan Africa were Mauritius, South 
Africa, Lesotho, Madagascar, Kenya, Botswana, Swaziland, Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Malawi 
(McKinsey, 2015). Further textile and garment exporting African countries include Egypt and 
Ethiopia (Balchin/Calabrese, 2019; Chichester et al., 2017; Brooks, 2010). However, to date, 
the T&A export ratio remains fairly low in the continent (Textile Network, 2019). 

Research findings on turnover and absenteeism in the textile industry in African countries are 
rather limited, however, the following section briefly sheds light onto the issues in Lesotho. 
Overall, the main challenges for female workers in sub-Saharan Africa’s textile and apparel 
sector were identified to be: 

• poor remuneration relatively to rapidly rising living costs,
• job insecurity due to industry instability,
• a bad relationship with supervisors and lack of promotion possibilities,
• lack of (health) services, 
• work-life conflicts,  
• gender-based violence and sexual assaults both at home and at the workplace 

(Chichester, 2017).
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Lesotho’s textile and garment industry is a key driver of economic activities in the country with 
80 per cent of people in manufacturing employed in this sector; it contributes to about one-
third of Lesotho’s GDP and 60 per cent of total exports (Balchin/Calabrese, 2019: 34). Never-
theless, the sector is uncompetitive which is caused, partly, by relatively high labour costs and 
low productivity in the sector (Balchin/Calabrese, 2019: 35). Letele (2018), in her doctoral 
thesis, studied an employee satisfaction management framework for the textile and garment 
industry in Lesotho and came up with industrial and organisational strategies to enhance the 
satisfaction of employees. On the organisational level, “compensation and benefits, improve-
ment of working conditions, employee empowerment, training and development, employee 
and labour relations, organisational policy development and review, organisational leadership 
support, employment contracts, job, and recruitment and selection” (Letele, 2018: 385) need 
to be improved. Looking at the industry overall, “collective action strategies were the most 
essential among other strategies. These were followed by compliance strategies, legal support, 
training strategies, and social support strategies respectively” (Letele, 2018: 387).

KENYA

Wanja’s master’s thesis from 2009 assesses the factors of employee turnover in the textile and 
apparel industry in Kenya, particularly looking at the EPZs in Nairobi and Athi River. Though 
agriculture is the base for economic growth in Kenya, since the country’s independence, the 
textile has become an engine of growth in the private sector, being the second largest employ-
er after the service sector. The industry is divided into three segments which are yam, fabric 
and apparel manufacturing, however, owing to the climate conditions in Kenya, the focus was 
mainly on the production of cotton. Thanks to great investment in the sector, the number of 
weaving mills rose from six at independence to 52 in a short period of time (Wanja, 2009: 5). 
Due to several events, many textile firms eventually collapsed, nevertheless, the government 
came up with a strategy to revive the industry and in 2004, the textile sector employed almost 
38,000 workers. Again, after the purchasing power of the majority of the population deterio-
rated and new import regulations had been decided by the United States, more than 12,000 
workers lost their jobs (Wanja, 2009: 8). According to a research report from 2015, Kenya 
currently has 52 textile mills while only 15 of them are operational and with only 45 per cent 
capacity. They use outdated technology and demonstrate low productivity. Furthermore, the 
apparel sector contributes another 170 medium and large companies and about 74,000 small 
and micro-companies. 21 companies are located in the EPZ (Adamali et al., 2015: 9). 

Wanja (2009) used semi-structured interviews on 45 respondents out of five different firms 
in the two EPZs. 71 per cent of all respondents obtain O-Level education while the remaining 
had a college certificate (Wanja, 2009: 29). The salary of most workers of the middle and 
lower levels of employment stood at 10,000 Ksh. and below (Wanja, 2009: 30). Following, 91 
per cent of employees with low earnings express an intention to quit which lets remuneration 
stand out as a factor for voluntary turnover (Wanja, 2009: 33). This becomes even clearer 
when looking at a question where respondents had to indicate whether or not they agree with 
the statement that there is appropriate remuneration; 48 per cent indicated “strongly disa-
gree” while another 21 per cent said “disagree” (Wanja, 2009: 34). When asked for the reasons 
which make them stay in the organisation, no one indicates that high earnings are amongst 
those. Another aspect which was is not seen as a reason to stay for most respondents (84 per 
cent) is career growth (Wanja, 2009: 36). This is underpinned by 48 per cent of respondents 
stating that they “strongly disagree” that career growth prospects in their employment con-
tribute to their job satisfaction and another 9 per cent stating “disagree” (Wanja, 2009: 34). 
Furthermore, 91 per cent indicate that younger employees are more likely to quit their job 
(Wanja, 2009: 33). The factors least perceived with voluntary turnover by respondents were 
found to be a relocation of spouses and pregnancy. Another factor why employees might not 
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leave their job was that the employment in the textile and garment industry is the first step 
into the formal industrial employment for most workers which is why they are not leaving be-
cause they fear not being able to find a new job (Wanja, 2009). Concluding, poor remuneration 
was found to be the key factor for employee dissatisfaction, intention to leave, and ultimately, 
voluntary employee turnover.

GHANA

Nearly two decades after independence, the textile industry in Ghana was a very vibrant in-
dustry with more than 25,000 workers, producing for local, West African and international 
markets, contributing significantly to the economic growth of the country (Asare et al., 2019: 
1). Then, however, the textile sector has experienced a considerable decline over the years, 
mainly as a consequence of “liberalisation programmes which made it almost impossible for 
Ghana’s textile products to compete with the cheap imports, particularly from Asia“ (Quartey, 
2006: 144). This eventually resulted in shutting down of most of the textile companies (Asare 
et al. 2019: 1).

To the best of our knowledge, there is no explicit literature on labour turnover and absenteeism 
in Ghana‘s textile industry. In a report on women’s economic empowerment in respect to the 
apparel sector, Chichester and colleagues identify challenges, which might also contribute to 
turnover and absenteeism. For example, in the case of Ghana, public transportation and that 
female workers often struggle to find housing as landlords asked for a rent deposit were found 
to be challenges (Chichester et al., 2017: 12, 24). Many workers, furthermore, are interested 
in continuing their studies, for which they would wish for support from their employer (Chich-
ester et al., 2017: 26). Interestingly, they report that to advance in their careers in the industry, 
they need additional education as on-the-job training is described as insufficient (Chichester 
et al., 2017: 26).

NAMIBIA

Namibia, like many other countries on the African continent, established Export Processing 
Zones (EPZs) as an attempt to become internationally competitive and move towards ex-
port-led growth (Jauch, 2007: 1). A national EPZ law was passed in Namibia already in 1995 
as, according to Jauch (2007), the government believed that “EPZs were the only solution to 
high unemployment” (2f). A first study of the success of the EPZs was carried out in 1999 and 
presented findings which showed that very few jobs had been created thus far (Jauch, 2007: 
3). Amongst other projects was the establishment of the Malaysian textile and garment com-
pany Ramatex in 2001 part of Namibia’s plan to create jobs and enhance economic develop-
ment (Jauch, 2007: 3). The company started operation in 2002 and was expected to eventual-
ly create 5,000 to 7,000 jobs (Jauch, 2007: 4). Other sources even speak of 10,000 and more 
jobs (April et al., 2019; Flatters/Elago, 2008). In 2004, Ramatex indeed employed around 
7,000 workers; 1,000 of them (even 2,000, according to Kameeta and colleagues (2007: 17), 
however, being Asian migrant workers (Jauch, 2007: 5). Ramatex had lower-than-expected 
productivity throughout all years of involvement in Namibia and shut down its operations in 
2008 (Flatters/Elago, 2008; April et al., 2019: 92).

In terms of labour rights and working conditions, in 2004, a study found that, including long 
overtime work, employees only received N$700 (which at that time was equivalent to about 
US$100) per month and, hence, saw themselves forced to work overtime to cover their living 
expenses while foreign workers received a monthly salary of US$300 to $US400 plus overtime 
payment (Jauch, 2007: 4f.). Furthermore, most workers had to walk long distances to get to 
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work which, especially for women, presented a risk. Allergic reactions to the dust and chest 
problems were common, work-related accidents were happening frequently and sick leave 
was treated as unpaid leave (even if that violated the labour act). Workers further reported 
humiliation when being searched before and after work (especially for women), explained that 
they “experienced inhumane treatment from their supervisors” (Jauch, 2007: 5) and were 
described “’lazy and useless’” (Jauch/Shindondola, 2003 in Jauch, 2007: 5). Moreover, an-
other study from 2003 found that workers faced age and gender-based discrimination and 
unfair recruitment procedures (pregnancy test) and rules or criteria for promotion were unclear 
(Flatters/Elago, 2008: 13). Further, workers received late salary payment, had to clean offices 
instead of tailoring and had unclear contracts (Chilombo/Liz, 2005). 

Labour strikes in 2002 and 2003 brought about only minor changes and collective bargaining 
seemed to be unsuccessful. In 2006, however, a strike of workers brought production to a 
standstill and “achieved what 4 years of negotiations had failed to deliver: Wage increases 
of 37% plus the introduction of housing and transport allowances, plus a pension fund and 
an optional medical aid scheme” (Jauch, 2007: 7). Though wages remained below minimum 
wages of most other industries in Namibia, this case is an example of the potential power of 
labour strikes. Nevertheless, Ramatex has contributed to an increased number of working poor 
which, though working full-time, struggle to make ends meet (Kameeta et al., 2007: 18). 
Notwithstanding the problematic working conditions, labour turnover rates at Ramatex were 
reported to be very low, ranging from two to five per cent annually of which two per cent were 
attributed to HIV/AIDS (Flatters/Elago, 2008: 13).

ETHIOPIA

As previously mentioned, the literature on the phenomenon of turnover in the Ethiopian textile 
industry is still rare due to the sector’s relatively short history in the country. Nevertheless, 
to point out the current state of research, the studies already conducted in that field are 
reviewed in this chapter. In general, one main factor for high turnover rates seems to be dis-
appointment over low wages, which do not cover living expenses; it hence “depends on how 
expectations are managed and the tolerance that migrant workers display in each context” 
(Oya, 2019: 678).

The NYU Stern report written by Barrett and Baumann-Pauly (2019: 17) offers some basic 
figures on turnover and absenteeism rate in the Hawassa Industrial Park:

“At most factories, absenteeism and attrition have come down from the heights of the 
first year, although they’re still not at acceptable levels for efficient manufacturing. 
Attrition at Hawassa factories runs at 5% to 10% a month, according to employers. On 
an annual basis, this translates to 60% to 120%, the latter meaning there’s more than 
complete turnover in just one year.”

In a master’s thesis, Hailu studied the perceived causes of employee turnover in the case of 
Shints ETP Garment PLC in 2016, which offers first insights into what could be considered 
causes for voluntary employee turnover in the Ethiopian textile industry. The factory measured 
extremely high turnover rates especially for women between 2014 and 2016, which amounted 
89.34% in average per year (Hailu, 2016). Interviews were conducted first and foremost with 
former employees of the factory; furthermore, a human resource manager was interviewed 
(Hailu, 2016).

The study mainly focused on former employees in the production department; about 60% of 
respondents were female and almost 70% were unmarried (Hailu, 2016). Furthermore, the 

“The Ethiopian workforce is not yet 
programmed for industrialization. High 
turnover and absenteeism rates paired 
with a low level of demand for jobs in 
the textile sector challenges manufac-
turers, who aim to increase productivity 
and quality levels. The lack of industrial 
work mentality, however, pushes man-
ufacturers to act culturally sensitive in 
order to attract and retain workers.

Feldt/Klein (2016: 78)
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study found that most former employees show a low level of formal education (Hailu, 2016). 
Concerning wages, almost 50% of the respondents agreed that one significant reason they 
left Shints ETP Garment PLC was that they felt their payment was inadequate to their duties 
and that wages differed even though employees were doing the same job (Hailu, 2016: 29f).

Almost 50% further stated that they left the employment relationship because other com-
panies offered higher salaries (Hailu, 2016: 30). Another factor affecting employee turnover 
rates was found to be the lack of prospects of promotion; many respondents reported that 
they were not satisfied with the type of work (Hailu, 2016: 35). Job insecurity was another 
factor found to draw employees towards leaving the company and the problem of not being 
able to use skills plus outdated training were identified as potential factors (Hailu, 2016). 
The working environment in terms of, for instance, the organisation of transport and working 
hours was reported to not have had any negative influence on the former employees’ turnover 
intentions (Hailu, 2016). Concluding, Hailu (2016) found that the level of wages was the main 
factor affecting employee turnover intention at Shints ETP Garment PLC. The subsequent pol-
icy proposal is, besides improving other observed factors, to firstly improve the level of wages 
to sustain the workforce.

In 2011, Kumar published research conducted on causes for turnover based on the case of 
ArbaMinch Textile Company in Arba Minch. Kumar’s study (2011: 32, 43) regarded gender, 
age, experience and departmental dimensions and found that most important precedent for 
turnover are low wages and better opportunities elsewhere. Further found was “a lack of good 
relationship between superior and subordinate, training, recognition of job, evaluation of 
job performance, proper direction, promotion and participation in decision-making” (Kumar, 
2011: 32). Interestingly, turnover was highest among experienced and highly performing male 
employees (Kumar, 2011: 32). The author (Kumar, 2011: 44) further encourages an open 
dialogue between management and employees.

Feldt and Klein’s study from 2016 on the concept of “social upgrading” in the context of the 
Ethiopian textile sector offers some insights into what managers, human resource experts, 
civil society actors, and manufacturers perceive to have helped reduce turnover and absentee-
ism in their factories. While the Ethiopian work mentality is seen as one of the major issues 
leading to low productivity in the sector, it was found that because of the aforementioned fact 
employers are urged to take measurements to enhance productivity (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 72). 
The high turnover rates of employees were commonly seen as a problem and some employers 
have already come up with and introduced strategies to reduce it (Feld/Klein, 2016: 72). The 
authors argue that high turnover rates in the Ethiopian textile industry “stem from two factors; 
the pride of the Ethiopian people and very low wages” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 72). According to 
international managers and buyers, the Ethiopian history, which has, in contrast to all other 
textile countries, no colonial history, makes workers “believe that they are superior than any-
body else because they have never been ruled by anybody. […] they don’t have the colonial 
complex as people in for instance Bangladesh” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 72f). Many interviewees 
reported that they had had the experience that Ethiopians do not tolerate being treated poor-
ly and disrespectfully and would rather leave the job (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 73).

Feldt and Klein (2016) point out various strategies that are used by the industry to decrease 
turnover. Just like studies from organisational psychology and studies from countries like 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka suggest, career growth and development of workers within their 
employment was found to have an impact: this includes higher salaries and/or adjusting job 
titles and/or including additional benefits to show appreciation towards their contribution to 
the success of the business which, in turn, result in enhanced job satisfaction and, ultimately, 
in more productive workers and less absenteeism and turnover (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 73f).

“They will rather suffer and be hungry 
and die than working under bad condi-
tions and give away their pride. (...) This 
will lead the companies to not have the 
same conditions in Ethiopia as in Bang-
ladesh. The Ethiopian society is very 
sensitive. If they feel that something is 
not convenient they just say no.” 

Feldt/Klein (2016: 73)
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In the case of Ethiopia (if not in every intercultural context), human resource personnel and 
civil society actors state that it must be ensured that managers and supervisors are “trea-
ting workers respectfully and with cultural sensitivity in mind” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 74). One 
 manager quoted in the study explains he “has realized that you cannot make the Ethiopian 
workers work faster by increasing your voice” (Feldt/Klein 2016: 75).

Factories should start investing in their workers and regard them as a crucial asset to the 
business, as doing so would reduce turnover and enhance work engagement for employees as 
civil society actor C makes clear when illustrating the Ethiopian way of thinking: “If my child 
falls sick, and if my company is then giving me medical support for my kid or daycare, I will 
die for that company’s profit!” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 74). International manufacturer B explains 
how his strategy of adapting to the Ethiopian work mentality has helped him and his business; 
he, for instance, forbid supervisors to shout at workers and urged them to talk issues through 
with them to find a solution to the problem (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 75). He furthermore plans to 
introduce additional benefits such as a child day-care centre (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 75).

On the issue of absenteeism in particular, it was found that many low-skilled Ethiopian work-
ers “are not used to contractual work and do not understand the rights and obligations which 
come with industrial employment” (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 76). Often, after payday, workers do 
not return to the workplace until the salary is spent; or, sometimes, holidays or family func-
tions may be extended to several days and, without letting the supervisor or manager know, 
workers stay away from work (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 76). International manager B declares that 
because of the strong family support system culture in Ethiopia, workers are relatively relaxed 
about losing their job, however, to hold more appeal to continue to attend work regularly, most 
manu facturers offer bonus payments of about ETB150 a month to anyone to does not accrue 
any absent days for a whole month (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 77). International manufacturer B 
states that this has reduced absenteeism even though most months only 50% of the workers 
qualify for the bonus (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 77). Establishing child day-care centres might be 
another aspect, which can reduce absenteeism and enhance work engagement for employees 
at the factories (Feldt/Klein, 2016: 77).

This study emphasises cultural aspects should be taken into account when further developing 
strategies to attract and to retain workers. As much as the creation of industrial jobs is needed 
in Ethiopia, it should not be overlooked that for the people of Ethiopia, social security and 
survival has (traditionally and to this day) been strongly tied to the (extended) family net-
works. They play a crucial role in the Ethiopian culture. In case of unemployment, the families 
are expected to provide for each other. As one factory manager quoted in the study stated: 
“They are not bothered. They will think this way: ‘I’ll go back, I get the job back, otherwise 
fine. My family is there to feed me’. (Feldt/Klein 2016: 76). Another international manufac-
turer draws a comparison to Asian culture: “We (Asians) need money, we need a job. People 
are scared. People really want to earn money. But here they don’t care, you either raise the 
salary or people would say, ‘I go back home, I don’t want work’“ (Feldt/Klein 2016: 76). The 
kind of safety net that families represent allows workers more or less free choice regarding the 
acceptance and retention of industrial work. It “provides most Ethiopians with an alternative 
to work” (Feldt/Klein 2016: 76). The challenge to find the required amount of people willing 
to work for a low salary, not requiring much professional progression, has come as a surprise 
to the foreign investors (Feldt/Klein 2016: 76). However, also local manufacturers struggle 
with recruitment. Feldt and Klein conclude: “The low salaries coupled with the cultural habit 
of providing for your family members makes the textile industry unattractive for workers. […] 
Further research should shed light on how to attract the urgently needed workers to textile 
factories” (2016: 78).”
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In a master’s thesis from June 2020, Beyene empirically assessed high labour turnover in the 
Ethiopian textile industry. Beyene collected data from a sample of 142 respondents which 
were workers from four different textile manufacturing companies (Canoria Africa Textile PLC, 
Bishoftu; JP Textile Ethiopia Plc, Hawassa; Ammar PolicyPropile PLC, Kombolca; AlmendaTex-
tile, Axum) of which, however, 82 per cent were male. Both male (83%) and female (89%) 
workers stated their intention to leave the job (Beyene, 2020: 36). Important to regard is also 
that the salary of respondents ranged from ETB700 to ETB9,000 per month which indicates 
that the survey not only studied operators. In terms of wage, 61 per cent of respondents ex-
pressed their dissatisfaction with their salary and 86 per cent of those workers stated that they 
intend to leave the job, though, even of those workers who reported being satisfied with or 
neutral about their salary, expressed the intention to quit (Beyene, 2020: 40). Beyene (2020: 
41) found that machine operators are more likely to want to leave their job owing to the dif-
ficult nature of their job. However, similar to the context of wages, even 79 per cent of those 
who responded with satisfaction or neutrality towards the working environment, reported high 
likeliness to leave the job (Beyene, 2020: 41). Harming conditions of the working environment 
were found to be sound pollution, fatigue and dust which affect lungs, kidneys and sight of 
workers. In total, 84 per cent of the respondents reported an intention to leave the job (Bey-
ene, 2020: 42f). Through an econometric analysis, job dissatisfaction was found to be the 
most critical factor determining workers’ decision to leave (Beyene, 2020: 47). Furthermore, 
strong relations of actual turnover were found to exist with the working environment and sal-
ary (Beyene, 2020: 51). Beyene (2020: 52), furthermore, found a negative relation between 
good relationships with supervisors and bigger families, the latter indicating a risk aversion 
behaviour of workers of losing their job. 

Beyene (2020: 53) recommends for the management of textile firms to revisit and improve 
their management style, especially create a sense of belongingness. Furthermore, wages need 
to be adapted to workload and stress, female workers should enjoy certain working conditions 
such as not working night shifts and the establishment of a worker’s union is encouraged. 
Beyene (2020: 53) further recommends further research to better understand the factors in-
fluencing voluntary labour turnover.

In a study conducted to find out more about the state of the industrial workforce in the Tigray 
region, Gebremeskel and colleagues (2019) also provided information on turnover rates in 
different factories including those in the Mekelle Industrial Park. It is stated that the region 
is characterised by low productivity and high turnover rates; “about 250 workers leave the 
factories every week” (Gebremeskel et al., 2019: 37). Firms identified the following factors as 
hindering to find and retain employees: low wages, inconvenient working place, shortage of 
skilled labour, lack of labour incentives, high price of accommodation, implement job/nature 
of the job, lack of access to transport, lack of attractive social services, lack of training and 
development, etc. (Gebremeskel et al., 2019: 43).

Moreover, the researchers (Gebremeskel et al., 2019: 40, 47f) found that, compared to oth-
er states, a very small number (3.5%) of firms offer formal training to their employees and 
that most firms did not provide their employees with insurances or paid leave. Though, they 
observed that other schemes were used by firms to retain their labourers such as “recruit-
ment related realistic job previews, allowances, promotions, and privileges” (Gebremeskel et 
al., 2019: 45).

Hardy and Hauge (2019) describe turnover as an individual exit strategy of labourers who are 
not yet organised to come up with collective strategies in order to influence work practices 
in the textile industry. The authors state that a number of studies have shed light on policies 
implemented by the Ethiopian government to encourage labour-intensive industrial devel-
opment, however, labour dynamics have been neglected by research (Hardy/Hauge, 2019: 
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713). For the agricultural workers it does not seem to be easy to adapt to the industrial labour 
system and discipline of factory work (Hardy/Hauge, 2019: 713). Hardy and Hauge refer to 
E.P. Thompsons’s classic study of time discipline in British factories. The study has shown that 
similar problems could be observed during the early industrialisation and introducing of textile 
industry in Great Britain. In his historical analysis, Jeremy Rifkin (1987) has described the 
radical social change that came with the enforcement of industrial time discipline in European 
societies. 

During their fieldwork in 2015/16, Hardy and Hauge conducted interviews with managers and 
workers of textile companies in and around Addis Ababa. “[W]hile most managers described 
workers as undisciplined, the workers interviews revealed that the actions of protesting, leav-
ing a company, or failing to be present at work were motivated by more complex rationales“ 
(Hardy/Hauge, 2019: 723). Managers were challenged by high rates of labour turnover, al-
though many offer a range of non-wage benefits to their workers such as free meals, medical 
services, annual leave, free transport, and other incentives (Hardy/Hauge, 2019: 729, 731). 
The managers perceived high labour turnover as the main cause of poor performance of fac-
tories. Various explanations for the problem were given by representatives of government and 
firms: “low wages, workers‘ unfamiliarity with industrial work, higher salaries in the construc-
tion and service industries in Addis Ababa, and the fact that most workers view work in an 
apparel or footwear factory as a temporary stage in their lives.“ (Hardy/Hauge, 2019: 729-
730). The workers who were interviewed did not express major concerns around job security. 
Most of the workers expressed their desire to leave their current employer and to start their 
own business. Moreover, the informal labour market offers alternatives and insofar provides 
a safety net to the labourers. Several workers reported having second jobs in the informal 
sector (Hardy/Hauge 2019: 730). Hardy and Hauge conclude that “both foreign and locally 
owned firms generally addressed turnover without offering significant concessions to workers, 
particularly in terms of wages. The Ethiopian government has been broadly supportive of this 
strategy“ (2019: 732).

In a 157-page document, launched in 2020 by the Ethiopian Investment Commission (EIC), in 
consultation with the Ministry of Trade and Industry (MoTI) and the Ethiopian Textile Industry 
Development Institute (ETIDI), it is stated that despite the „statistical oversupply of labour and 
attractive nominal wage rates”, the country is struggling “to ensure a competitive supply of la-
bour to zone factories because of dysfunctional labour, housing, transport and other markets” 
(EIC/MoTI/ETIDI, 2020: 37). The paper further says that   

“[i]ncoming investors frequently underestimate, and fail to quantify, the impact of the 
labour and social issues that come with their investment. It is only when they reach 
full operating strength they try to cope with the symptoms of dysfunction such as 
late-coming, absenteeism, ill-discipline, errors and waste, strikes and labour turnover.“ 
(EIC/MoTI/ETIDI, 2020: 37)

It is also mentioned in the paper that “employers seldom conduct a root cause analysis to iden-
tify the real drivers of conflict and as such condemned to operate at low levels of efficiency and 
profitability, constraining company revenues and workers pay“ (EIC/MoTI/ETIDI, 2020: 37). 

The statement indicates that, from the stakeholders’ perspective, worker wages can only be 
increased if labour problems are better managed. By referring mainly to the problematic work 
attitude of the labourers (who „struggle to adopt to the rhythm and discipline of factory 
work“), the paper overlooks the fact that from the labourers‘ point of view, it is precisely the 
disproportionate pay that is seen as one major cause of high turnover. 
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The Ethiopian goverment’s strategy to create industrial job opportunities for low skilled work-
ers attracted foreign investors and companies to include Ethiopia into the Global Value Chain 
of textile and garment production. However, high rates of turnover and absenteeism present a 
major challenge for the companies. Based on the literature reviewed, it can be concluded that 
textile companies, in order to reduce absenteeism and to retain their employees, should in-
crease the workers‘ wages, and improve working conditions as well as their human resource 
strategies.

Concluding the chapter on labour turnover and absenteeism in the Ethiopian textile industry, 
table above offers an overview of the figures of labour turnover in the Ethiopian parks from 
July 2018 to June 2019. It is vital to regard the fact that these figures present the pre- 
COVID-19 state, however, they offer an orientation to the differences between the different 
parks. Here, it becomes clear that Hawassa Industrial Park seems to have the lowest figures 
for labour turnover ranging between three and six per cent (Bekkers/Ritchie, 2020: 42). The 
authors of the report explain the higher worker retention rates at Hawassa Industrial Park 
through the HIP Sourcing and Training Employees in the Region (HIPSTER) program that was 
launched in 2016.

Excursus I: Wages and Labour Turnover in other Employment Sectors

To better assess wages paid in the textile industry, the following section provides a brief over-
view of wages in other industrial employment sectors. Blattman, Dercon and Franklin (2019) 
argue that developing industrial sector jobs to foster decent employment for low skilled work-
ers and to build labour markets is often seen as a crucial step in broad-scale economic devel-
opment and poverty reduction. However, they point out, “while highly developed industrial 
sectors may result in competition and wage growth, factory jobs can also involve low wages 
and hazardous working conditions“. They further note that “[t]o date, little research has exam-
ined the effects of early-stage industrialization jobs on worker well-being, economic or labor 
market outcomes, or the preferences of workers themselves“. 

In their long-term study (2010-2018), Blattman and colleagues partnered with Ethiopian firms 
(a beverage producer, a horticulture farm, a flower farm, a shoe factory, and a garment facto-
ry) across four regions of the country, including rural and urban areas. In the study, randomly 
assigned mostly female jobseekers received an industrial job offer or an unconditional cash 
transfer which was meant to motivate self-employment. The industrial job positions involved 

Source: Bekkers/Ritchie, 2020: 42
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working in production lines (like bottling water, picking and packing products and flowers, 
cutting fabric, or sewing shoes). 45 to 50 hours of work over five to six days per week were re-
quired. The typically daily wages ranged from US$1 to US$1.50 (US$20 to US$36 per month). 

The study has shown that after one year of employment in the industries, the workers‘ wages 
were lower than the income of those who got engaged in informal self-employment. Further-
more, within the first year of employment, 77 per cent of the industrial workers who took part 
in the study had left their jobs and the industrial sector entirely – many of them without having 
alternative employment. After five years, only 12 per cent were remaining in their job. The au-
thors conclude that the jobs in the industrial sector were “unpleasant jobs, used by individuals 
as a last resort or safety net”. The study also indicates that a large number of industrial workers 
were regularly engaging in some self-employment activities as a temporary alternative to wage 
work. Those who worked in the factories for several months complained about serious health 
problems. The study suggests “a view that industrial work is not particularly high-quality, and 
not particularly skilled and high-paying (at least at this stage of development in Ethiopia)“. 
Workers could not get better wages than in other low-paid sectors. On the other hand, the 
start-up grants did not show a positive long-term effect on the beneficiaries. The cash brought 
about a temporary improvement in living conditions rather than a permanent end to poverty.

Another example is presented by Staelens (2016) in her PhD thesis on labour turnover in the 
cut-flower industry in Ethiopia. The author is focussing on workers‘ perceptions about their 
working conditions and how they themselves evaluate and seek to improve the quality of their 
working life. The thesis is structured in three parts: In part one, the author seeks to understand 
why Ethiopian flower farm workers massively quitted their formal wage work in the flower 
farms. In part two, she researches how flower farm managers developed strategies to deal with 
these high levels of labour turnover. Finally, in part three, she examines why workers choose 
an ‘exit strategy‘ instead of using their ‘voice’ to formulate their grievances and to improve 
their working conditions. 

To reduce internal competition, all flower farms agreed to pay similar wages to their workers - 
on average between ETB550 and ETB600 per month (US$14 to US$15) (Staelens, 2016: 48). 
In average, respondents stated to work 48 hours per week (Staelens, 2016: 50). The study 
highlights that workers did not understand how their wages were structured. Besides their 
formal (basic) wage, workers also received bonuses and penalties for a variety of occasions: 

“Reasons given by workers why they sometimes received a bonus included: hard work-
ing, no absenteeism (attendance bonus), having met targets (productivity bonus) and 
working during holidays (overtime premium rate). Reasons given by workers for being 
disciplined in the form of a wage deduction included: absenteeism, losing or breaking 
material, laziness and having a poor record system. All farms seemed to have adopted 
this complex carrot-stick approach, with the exception of one farm. This farm, which 
was a not-certified farm, did not believe in bonuses but only foresaw in penalties. 
Though managers argued that a carrot-stick approach was the best way to motivate 
workers, our findings suggest the need to make the wage structure more transparent 
and more simple than it was at the time of our data collection“ (Staelens, 2016: 48-
49).

Though well-intended and aimed to give workers a sense of job security, deductions for tax 
and pensions were also found to have an undesirable effect of inducing turnover (Staelens, 
2016: 50). After 45 days, workers in the cut-flower farms experience a wage reduction be-
cause they suddenly had to start paying taxes and pensions contributions. As the workers 
considered their wages already extremely low, several workers continuously tried to move in 
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and out of the farm, juggling between their flower farm job and short-term assignments like 
road construction work. One manager commented: 

“And then, maybe by that time they will come here to work for us and then when they 
get that advantage [of finding a short term alternative job opportunity] again, they 
will return back. And then also in the government policy, also they have to pay pen-
sion. So if they become permanent, after the 45 days, it means the wage will include 
to pay pension for them. It is the government regulation, we have to adapt! So they 
don’t want. They don’t want to pay for a pension [and because of this they leave]” 
(Staelens, 2016: 50).

Moreover, job security is limited in the cut-flower industry as workers are often hired on a sea-
sonal or even less secure basis. The cut-flower industry is also characterised by the intensive 
use of chemicals and fertilisers. Workers are often exposed to these agrochemicals which can 
cause serious health problems (Staelens, 2016: 64). Though, the study identifies low wages 
to be the main reason for the high labour turnover. Regarding the extend of turnover, one 
manager explains:  

“At least 40% are permanent, stable here. Then, about 30% you can take them, either 
next year they will go in the 40% or they will join the turnover. 30% is always [on the 
move]“ (Staelens, 2016: 49).

Staelens (2016: 59) concludes: 

“The results of the study show that workers left their formal wage work because they 
were dissatisfied with the extrinsic job rewards (wage, job security and a healthy work 
environment) offered by flower farms.“

Excursus II: Wages and Living Expenses in Comparison 

To better relate the analysis of factors influencing labour turnover in Ethiopia, this short ex-
curse into comparable wages and the general living expenses in economic centres of Ethiopia is 
essential to contextualise the workers’ discontentment with the profession of operators. First, 
according to the online page Wage Indicator (2019), “[t]here is not a single answer to what 
is the adequate cost of living. The result is complex, as the cost of living varies by household 
composition, location, and employment pattern”. Though, the living wage calculated for a 
single adult without children ranges from ETB3,880 to ETB5,790 (Wage Indicator, 2019).7  
Here, one can see an enormous gap between what the real average wage of workers in the 
manufacturing sector is. 

Looking at the issue of real wages, literature from 2019 suggests that in the manufacturing 
sector, average monthly wages stood at ETB1,217 (Chinese companies), ETB1,269 (other 
foreign companies) and ETB1,450 (Ethiopian companies) (Schaefer/Oya, 2019: 30). In the 
construction sector, in contrast, average wages ranged from ETB1,503 (Chinese companies) 
over ETB1,740 (other foreign companies) to ETB1,699 (Ethiopian companies) (Schaefer/
Oya, 2019: 30). Average wages in flower farms, however, presented themselves ranging from 
ETB800 to ETB1,100 in 2014 (Schaefer/Oya, 2019). The wages indicate the cash take-home 
pay for workers and do not include transport allowances, food provision, or other possible 
benefits. Schaefer and Oya (2019: 34) furthermore found that only 27 per cent of low-skilled 
workers in the manufacturing sector reported their earnings to be sufficient while in the con-

7 “The Living Wage is an approximate income needed to meet a family’s basic needs including food, 
housing, transport, health, education, tax deductions and other necessities“ (Wage Indicator, 2019).
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struction sector, 42 per cent did so. In the construction sector wages for low-skilled workers 
are higher than in manufacturing. 

Schaefer and Oya (2019), though, raise an important point by stating that only looking at the 
monthly wages disregards the differences in weekly working hours, hence, emphasise the need 
to look at hourly wages of low-skilled workers in the manufacturing sector which are ETB4.6 
(Chinese companies), ETB5.5 (other foreign companies) and ETB5.8 (Ethiopian companies). 
Moreover, wages seem to be significantly (19%) lower for workers in industrial parks compared 
to companies outside the parks (Schaefer/Oya, 2019: 40). In their study Schaefer and Oya 
(2019: 34), “large numbers of respondents report that the wages they receive are not suffi-
cient to cover their monthly expenditure“. 

A teacher in Addis Ababa, on average, earns ETB9,440 per month while, for example, an 
unskilled female labourer in the domestic industry works in a family for an average salary of 
ETB1000 with costs of food, accommodation and hygiene being covered by the employers.8  
In Hawassa, in comparison, a schoolteacher earns between ETB2,000 to ETB4,000 while the 
salary of housemaids ranges from ETB800 to ETB1,500.9  Informal daily labourer in the capi-
tal, such as in the construction sector or shoeshine boy, make between ETB200 and ETB250 
a day.10 

Blattman and Dercon (2018) found that “[a]fter one year, offers of an industrial job did not 
lead applicants to experience better economic outcomes relative to the comparison group – 
they did not have higher weekly earnings and their wages were also lower and hours longer 
than those who got engaged in informal self-employment”. The wage of workers in the textile 
sector is nowhere close to remunerate the workers for their hard employment (Kiruga, 2019; 
“Ethiopia Gambles”, 2019). One of the reasons for the extremely low wages lies in the absence 
of a sector-based minimum wage in Ethiopia.

Important, here, is also to shed light onto the living expenses that Ethiopian workers have. 
The location of an industrial park can negatively affect the living costs of workers. These 
“are substantially higher in Addis Ababa, meaning that Addis-based workers are likely to also 
demand higher wages“ (Schaefer/Oya, 2019: 40). Employees of industrial parks outside of 
Addis Ababa face lower living costs. However, rising living costs are also an issue outside of 
Addis Ababa. Also in Hawassa, workers “are deeply concerned about the high and rising costs 
of living“ (Schaefer/Oya, 2019: 40).

According to the WFP Ethiopia Market Watch report from May 2020, the prices for maize, 
which is the most affordable grain in Ethiopia, have increased alarmingly. The same report 
states that the teff retail prices reached a historic high of ETB37/kg in April 2020. This was 93 
per cent above the five-year average price in 2015 and 52 per cent above the corresponding 
average for the previous year. Overall, the the „December 2020 Country Level Consumer Price 
Index has increased by 18.2 percent as compared to December 2019“ (Central Statistics Agen-
cy, 2021). The inflation can be traced back to both the politically unstable situation and the 
restrictions of movements to control the COVID-19 pandemic in Ethiopia (Fews Net, 2020). 

The cost of rental housing on the peripheries of Addis Ababa, according to information gained 
through interviews with textile workers, stands between ETB1,000 and ETB1,500 (Mitta, 

8 These figures were researched by Gifawosen Markos Mitta, a PhD student in the project on labour 
turnover and absenteeism in the Ethiopian textile industry (Institute of Sociology, Giessen University; 
principal investigator: Prof. Dr. Reimer Gronemeyer).

9 These figures were researched by Setisemhal Getachew Teshale, a PhD student in the in the same 
project.

10 Research by Mitta.
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2019). In contrast, the Wage Indicator (2019) proposes a significantly higher average expense 
for housing which ranges from ETB1,760 to ETB2,520 per month for a single adult. The av-
erage monthly expenditure for transportation for a single adult is estimated to be ETB250 to 
ETB355 (Wage Indicator, 2019). In Hawassa, transportation by minibus or Bajaj costs about 
ETB15 per 5 km.11

11 Research by Teshale.



64 8. CONCLUSION

8. CONCLUSION

The presented research results indicate that the problem of high turnover and absenteeism of 
labour force in the textile and garment industry basically exists in all countries where textile 
industry has been introduced. Some of the reviewed studies present the attempts made to 
tackle the problem, highlighting those considered fairly successful. However, compared to 
other countries, in Ethiopia, recruiting and particularly retaining workers seems to be an even 
greater challenge for the textile and garment industry. Three factors can be considered the 
main reasons for this: 

1. Textile parks in Ethiopia present a relatively young development and the (mostly 
female) workers have not yet adapted to the industrial work culture; 

2. Textile and garment workers in Ethiopia get significantly lower pay compared to oth-
er countries and in relation to the basic living costs in the country; 

3. The (extended) families still provide a solid safety net, which allows people in Ethio-
pia to be largely independent from the formal labour sector.

The literature review presented here provides a steppingstone for further research. The aim 
of the review was not only to present existing research findings, but also to stimulate further 
research questions. 

From the authors’ point of view, it would be important that future research contribute to a 
deeper mutual understanding of the parties involved: regarding the perspectives of workers, 
factory managers, human resource managers a.s.o. 

To conduct extensive research on the issue of voluntary employee turnover and absenteeism in 
the Ethiopian textile and garment sector is seen as crucial, since the problem negatively affects 
the sector’s efficiency and threatens Ethiopia’s goal of becoming an industrialised country with 
a lower-middle-income status by 2025. 

The research project, in the context of which this literature review was developed, claims to of-
fer a broader study by examining and comparing various textile and garment producers across 
Ethiopia with regard to the massive problem of labour turnover and absenteeism, using primar-
ily qualitative methods and focussing mainly on the workers’ perspectives. The study features a 
multi-perspective analysis on socio-economic, organisational-psychological, structural-organ-
isational, and socio-cultural (as well as gender-related) influencing factors on labour turnover 
and absenteeism. 

The existing state of research on labour turnover and absenteeism in the textile industry, par-
ticularly on the Ethiopian one, shall be enriched and deepened through the study of the still 
relatively young textile parks in Ethiopia. 

Based on the results of the study and talks with the stakeholders, concrete measures to reduce 
labour turnover and absenteeism will be suggested. The proposed measures will differentiate 
according to whether employers, representatives of the employees, the government, NGOs, or 
the EU (particularly the German development cooperation) can implement them. First interim 
results will be published shortly.  
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