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Abstract
Certification of banana plantations is widely used as a device for protecting and improving socio-economic conditions 
of wageworkers, including their incomes, working conditions and—increasingly—voice [related to labour relations and 
workplace representation]. However, to date, evidence about the effectiveness of certification in these domains is scarce. 
We collected detailed field data on (1) economic benefits for improving household income, (2) social benefits for labour 
practices, and (3) the voice of wageworkers focusing on identity and identification issues amongst wageworkers at Fair-
trade certified banana plantations and comparable, non-certified plantations in the Dominican Republic. We used different 
types of regression models to identify significant relationships. Econometrical analysis of survey results complemented by 
field observations and outcomes from in-depth stakeholder interviews indicate that the impact of Fairtrade certification on 
wageworkers’ economic benefits is rather limited. However, the impact on the voice of wageworkers (job satisfaction, sense 
of ownership, trust), is more evident. On Fairtrade certified plantations workers are more satisfied with the course of life 
and better represented. Thus while the additional value of Fairtrade certification on primary wages seems limited, Fairtrade 
has relevant positive effects on the labour force, particularly by delivering in-kind benefits, offering a sense of job-security, 
improving voice and enabling private savings. Benefits of (Fairtrade) certification, but also other interventions with a similar 
purpose, might therefore not be discerned in terms of economic benefits such as wages or basic labour conditions that are 
under direct control of (inter)national law, but they should be identified in terms of social benefits and improved norms of 
conduct for wageworker engagement.
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Introduction

Wageworkers on plantations and in factories in agriculture, 
forestry and fisheries represent around one in three out of all 
workers (FAO 2018a) and are among the most socially vul-
nerable people in the global commodity trade (ILO 2017a). 
They often face problems related to poor labour rights, lack 
of association, salaries that are below a living wage, and 
operating under abominable health, safety and environmen-
tal conditions. What’s more, they are rarely represented by 
labour unions and thus have a serious lack of social security 
and protection (Hurst et al. 2005; Mueller and Chan 2015).

To enhance farmers’ and workers’ welfare, there are sev-
eral ongoing efforts to certify tropical commodities. One of 
the best-known certification initiatives is Fairtrade. Fairtrade 
certification of plantations that produce tropical commodi-
ties aims to provide workers with more secure and sustain-
able livelihoods and support their empowerment. This is 
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promulgated through various interventions at the plantation 
level, such as setting labour standards for hired labour. These 
labour standards are designed to ensure that wageworkers 
operate under safe labour conditions, are treated fairly and 
receive a decent share of the economic returns, including a 
framework for joint decision-making on premium payments 
for community investments. In addition, policies focusing on 
the awareness of grievances and sexual harassment may have 
an impact on gender relations.

While there are several studies that report on the impact 
of certification for smallholder producers (e.g. Sirdey and 
Lemeilleur 2015; Ruben and Fort 2012; Weber 2011; Valkila 
and Nygren 2010), there is hardly any rigorous empirical 
evidence available on the effects of certification for wage-
workers on plantations. Some recent conceptual papers 
discuss the potential effects of certification as a tool for 
improving wageworkers’ welfare (Riisgaard 2015; Raynolds 
2014; Makita 2012). Current attention focuses mostly on 
calculating the necessary living wages to guarantee work-
ers enough income to cover basic expenditures for a dig-
nified and healthy life (Anker and Anker 2017). Far less 
attention is being devoted to some of the less tangible ele-
ments of livelihoods that might strongly influence workers’ 
well-being, such as perceived workplace safety, identity and 
transparency.

There are only a few empirical studies that address the 
net welfare effects of certification at the plantation level 
(e.g. Ostertag et al. 2014; Krumbiegel et al. 2018) covering 
the cocoa, coffee, flower and tea export sectors in Ecuador, 
Ghana, Ethiopia, Uganda and India respectively. However, 
these studies do not generate many conclusive outcomes on 
the role of certification in tropical supply chains due to the 
high diversity of outcomes and strong local spillovers to 
non-certified farms. It is also increasingly recognised that 
different impact pathways need to be distinguished to dis-
entangle the effects on wageworkers’ livelihoods (Ruben 
2017). In addition, there is clearly a need to collect sound 
empirical evidence given the large number of wageworkers 
employed in the agricultural sector in developing countries.

In this study we investigate the contribution between 
Fairtrade (FT) certification and well-being of wagework-
ers on banana plantations in the Dominican Republic. The 
banana is one of the most traded tropical commodities in the 
world. Most bananas produced at plantations in developing 
countries are sold to large global buyers and consumed in 
the United States, Europe, and Japan. The major export-
ing countries of certified bananas are Ecuador, Peru and the 
Dominican Republic. Bananas represent a significant prod-
uct category within the Fairtrade system—both in terms of 
market demand and producer coverage. However, of all the 
bananas produced worldwide, only an estimated 5–8% is 
Fairtrade-certified or covered under another sustainability 
standard (ITC 2017). In the Dominican Republic, banana 

production directly provides jobs to an estimated 32,000 
workers and generates US$ 430 million in export revenues 
(ILO 2017a).

We focus on three key impact pathways from FT cer-
tification related to wageworker well-being: (a) economic 
benefits for improving household income, (b) social benefits 
for labour practices and (c) voice-related benefits focusing 
on identity and identification issues. Whereas the first two 
issues are often prevalent in impact evaluation research of 
certification, the latter is not commonly addressed, while 
we consider it to be particularly important from a plantation 
level perspective.

To explore the impact of FT certification, we conducted a 
field survey among 161 wageworkers that are engaged with 
five FT-certified banana plantations and 222 wageworkers 
working at six comparable non-certified plantations. We 
complemented the survey data with in-depth stakeholder 
interviews. For the design of the surveys, we relied on the 
FT theory of change, translating the key topics of certifica-
tion into specific questions for the structured worker survey, 
and building as much as possible on existing indicators, defi-
nitions and instruments.

Our results show that the direct impact of FT certifica-
tion on wageworkers’ salaries and fringe benefits is limited, 
but that FT is positively related to in-kind benefits, a sense 
of job security, household savings and the number of leave 
days. The impact on voice indicators (job satisfaction, sense 
of ownership and trust) is even more evident: on FT-certified 
plantations workers are generally more satisfied with the 
course of life and feel better represented.

Role of standards for wageworkers on FT 
plantations

Most existing literature on the impact of FT certification 
in tropical commodity value chains focuses on individual 
smallholder producers (Oya et al. 2017; Sirdey and Lemeil-
leur 2015; Fort and Ruben 2008). However, since the late 
1990 s FT also certifies plantations, aiming to improve work-
ing and living conditions for wageworkers. In addition to the 
general FT principles that focus on social, economic and 
environmental outcomes, the FT standard for wage labour 
includes provisions for distributing the FT premium, facili-
tating freedom of association, ensuring safe labour practices, 
and providing arrangements for collective bargaining on 
safe, decent and equitable working conditions (FLO 2017).

The expansion of FT into the fresh produce plantation 
sector was initially a highly contested issue. Many perceived 
it as an effort to broaden the FT market share and speed 
up the mainstreaming of FT standards in a market that is 
dominated by large multinational companies. At the same 
time, FT activists remained concerned that FT might lose its 
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“transformative potential” (Raynolds 2007) by supporting 
the market inequalities it was designed to combat. Organi-
sations of smallholder producers and cooperatives were ini-
tially also reluctant to accept certification for wageworkers. 
Nevertheless, the importance of hired-labour organisations 
with FT certification relative to smallholder organisations 
increased considerably. In 2013 a total of 213 hired labour 
enterprises were registered with a total of 168,600 work-
ers, compared to 754 cooperatives with a total of 1026,000 
smallholder farmers (Riisgaard 2015).

The FT labelling organisations made a considerable effort 
to outline an appropriate theory of change for the certifica-
tion of hired labour plantations. In 2012, an FT workers’ 
rights strategy was announced, followed by a revised hired 
labour standard in 2014. Major attention is given to mini-
mum wages and equal salaries, elimination of child labour, 
guarantees for gender empowerment, safe working condi-
tions, freedom of union organisation and collective bargain-
ing, and procedures for the distribution of the FT premium 
for the benefit of workers and their communities. This theory 
of change is based on a framework for organised and joint 
bargaining on labour standards and working practices that 
should generate tangible and intangible economic, social and 
environmental benefits for wageworkers (Nelson and Martin 
2014). Frequent interaction between workers and the planta-
tion management as well as greater stability of labour con-
tracts may also be beneficial for increasing labour productiv-
ity at plantations and enhancing the quality of the production 
processes that could lead to better prices. The latter benefit 
motivates plantation owners to engage in certification.

Most impact studies of FT certification focus on the 
effects on independent farmers’ income and livelihoods (see 
Oya et al. 2018 for a concise summary). The appraisal of 
the effectiveness of FT labour standards for wageworkers 

and their communities needs to devote more attention to 
mediating variables at the plantation level (i.e. labour condi-
tions and wage bargaining) that may result in decent work 
and improved welfare. Moreover, the theory of change of 
certification for FT plantations considers both economic 
outcomes (wages and secondary benefits) as well as social 
effects (i.e. safe work, decent housing and fair treatment) 
that influence household well-being and life satisfaction in 
a broader sense. For the evaluation of such labour standards, 
Brown et al. (1996) distinguish three different—albeit mutu-
ally reinforcing—impact pathways: (a) economic benefits, 
(b) social benefits and (c) voice-related benefits from partici-
pation in decision-making. Economic effects mainly include 
improved wages and in-kind benefits that safeguard mini-
mum food security standards. Social indicators especially 
concern safe working conditions and acceptable workplace 
relationships. Voice-related indicators relate to opportunities 
for worker representation, job satisfaction and life course 
control resulting from identification with plantation affairs. 
For each of these three categories, we discuss relevant indi-
cators for capturing the potential benefits of certification and 
outline the evidence base that can be derived from earlier 
studies (see Fig. 1).

The evidence of FT’s contribution to economic benefits 
for wageworkers, in particular on wages, food security and 
living standards, is rather contradictory. Based on research 
on pineapple plantations in Ghana, Krumbiegel et al. (2018) 
conclude that wageworkers on FT plantations earn signifi-
cantly higher wages than wageworkers on non-certified plan-
tations. Ruben and Van Schendel (2008) find that workers on 
an FT banana plantation in Ghana earn higher hourly wages 
but receive lower total income than their counterparts on 
a nearby non-FT plantation. In contrast, Sáenz-Segura and 
Zúñiga-Arias (2008) find no significant income difference 

Fig. 1  FT impact pathways for 
plantation workers
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between the workers employed by an FT banana plantation 
in Costa Rica with those working on a non-FT plantation, 
even though there are some significant differences in both 
tangible and non-tangible assets, which are difficult to attrib-
ute directly to FT, however. In a similar vein, Cramer et al. 
(2014) conclude from a large-scale study using panel data 
from more than 500 carefully selected wageworkers in the 
tea and coffee sector in Ethiopia and Uganda that there is 
no conclusive evidence for higher wages among wagework-
ers of FT-certified producers. A major limitation of most of 
these studies is that they do not necessarily take into account 
that wageworkers on plantations may be receiving additional 
revenue from their homesteads and/or from engaging in off-
farm employment or seasonal migration.

Evidence on the impact of FT certification in terms of 
social conditions is slightly less ambiguous, albeit not very 
conclusive across countries. Nelson et al. (2013) find a sig-
nificant positive difference in labour conditions on FT tea 
plantations in Kenya (but not in India), but it proved hard to 
attribute this to FT certification as many of the non-certified 
comparison plantations became certified during the research 
period. Klier and Possinger (2012) record positive changes 
in community service provision, some reduction of child 
labour (due to awareness training) but still limited change 
in gender roles. Other studies by Cramer et al. (2014) and 
Valkila and Nygren (2010) conducted respectively among 
workers in Uganda and Ethiopia and in Nicaragua did not 
find evidence that FTs helped to improve working conditions 
for wageworkers.

Evidence on the extent to which FT plantations have con-
tributed in the voice and participation domain is mixed and 
contradictory. Krumbiegel et al. (2018) find that workers on 
FT-certified pineapple plantations in Ghana are more satis-
fied with their jobs than workers on non-certified planta-
tions. Likely drivers of increased job satisfaction are higher 
wages, permanent employment contracts, training opportuni-
ties, company services such as medical care and paid leave, 
as well as established labour unions on FT-certified planta-
tions. Besky (2013) provides detailed ethnographic evidence 
of the undervaluation of the workforce and the “tied” labour 
arrangements at Indian tea plantations that hardly changed 
with certification. In a similar vein, Makita (2012, 2015) 
demonstrates that traditional patron-client relations on Asian 
tea and sugar cane plantations largely remain in place and 
are sometimes even reinforced, whereas the more independ-
ent management structure of the FT premium did help to 
empower some workers. In a survey of FT-certified organisa-
tions in Malawi, Pound (2013) concludes that due to limited 
education and little management experience most workers’ 
organisations cannot assume an autonomous role. On the 
other hand, Lyall (2014) held in-depth focus group discus-
sions with wageworkers from flower plantations in Ecua-
dor and concluded that FT helped to strengthen individual 

voices and the collective influence and individual choices of 
these workers, especially through their engagement with the 
allocation of the FT premium. However, in their qualitative 
studies on tea plantations in India, Besky (2008, 2013) and 
Makita (2012) demonstrate that the FT premium received 
was not invested based on a joint decision-making process 
by wageworkers but instead fortified the existing patron-
client relationships between management and workers.

The wider effects of FT certification at the community 
and regional levels have been scarcely addressed in the 
literature. Brown (2013) provides unique insight into how 
certification of banana plantations in Urabá Valley (Colom-
bia) even created new disparities in material resources and 
negotiation structures that tend to undermine labour solidar-
ity and reaffirm elite control. In the Dominican Republic, 
Shreck (2002, 2006) found that minimum pricing and exclu-
sivity of FT certification reinforced socio-economic dispar-
ity within farming communities, and reduced non-certified 
farmers’ access to the labour market. Therefore, standards of 
certification programmes may (unintentionally) strengthen 
corporate interests and not workers’ rights and well-being.

For a balanced appreciation of the different types of ben-
efits that wageworkers might receive from FT certification, it 
is important to consider multiple indicators that together pro-
vide insight into the outcome of different impact pathways. 
In addition, due attention should be given to the appropriate 
sample size and composition in order to enable a balanced 
assessment of effects that can be attributed to FT certifica-
tion. Many of the studies discussed above suffer from serious 
methodological flaws such as being too small and not having 
representative samples, and the lack of a credible counterfac-
tual of non-certified plantations and households. In addition, 
they mostly focus on one of the three domains, and therefore 
do not provide a complete picture of the potential trade-offs 
between different impact pathways of FT certification for 
wageworkers, their families and communities.

Research context, data and methods

Research context: the banana sector 
in the Dominican Republic

Banana production plays an important role in the national 
economy of the Dominican Republic, because of its contri-
bution to both the gross domestic product and the Dominican 
diet—either as a fruit (mature) or as part of a meal (green). 
The Dominican banana sector is characterised by its strong 
and dynamic positioning in FT and organic certification. The 
Dominican Republic is one of the world’s leading exporters 
of organic and FT bananas, together with Ecuador and Peru 
(FAO 2018b). An estimated 27,000 hectares are dedicated 
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to the cultivation of bananas, 16,000 of which are exported 
mainly to Europe and the United States (Espinal 2015).

It is estimated that the sector employs 32,000 workers 
(ILO 2015). Of these workers, 53% are permanent work-
ers and 47% temporary. Many of the producers do not have 
permanent workers (almost 30%). The main planting areas 
are in Montecristi (38%), Valverde (31%) and Azua (27%) 
(Espinal 2015). The banana production sector in the Domini-
can Republic contains an estimated 1815 farms, of which 
almost 60% are small producers with less than four hectares, 
representing only 12% of the total banana production area. 
The farms with more than four hectares, as well as those 
belonging to a plantation, represent around 7% of the total 
number of farms, and represent 46% of the total banana pro-
duction area (BAM 2016).

While the banana sector provides a relatively stable flow 
of income to a large number of workers throughout the year 
(ILO 2015), the sector faces several challenges with respect 
to labour rights including the large portion of undocumented 
migrant workers, constraints on freedom of association, and 
salaries that are below a living wage.

An estimated 60–75% of wageworkers are migrant work-
ers from Haiti, almost all undocumented (ILO 2015). The 
percentage of undocumented migrant workers is even higher 
in Montecristi and Valverde, given the large plantations in 
the region and the proximity to the Haitian border. This is 
one of the key challenges the sector faces in terms of work-
ers’ rights. One of the consequences of this informality is 
that migrant workers (on plantations as well as on small-
scale farms) do not have access to social security. While the 
government, as well as national and international organisa-
tions, have been undertaking new efforts recently to docu-
ment migrant workers, these issues are far from resolved 
(ILO 2017b; BAM 2015).

A second challenge relates to the lack of worker repre-
sentation. While the banana production sector is organised 
at the level of producers, this is not the case at the level of 
workers (ILO 2017b). In general, few companies have col-
lective bargaining pacts in the Dominican Republic, nor are 
there any significant unions in the banana sector. Due to 
several formal and informal restrictions (Smith 2010), few 
plantations and/or workers are members. On some planta-
tions wageworkers are represented in various wageworker 
committees, including FT premium committees, but these 
only have limited influence or bargaining power (ILO 2015).

Another key challenge is that wages are not high enough 
for workers to enjoy a decent living. Wages and secondary 
benefits in the banana sector are higher than in other agri-
cultural sectors and above the minimum wage (ILO 2017b). 
However, ideally a fair wage should be judged according to 

the living wage definition.1 That wages do not yet provide 
a decent living standard, especially for migrant workers, is 
evident from the low living standards. For example, based 
on data from 370 workers, ILO (2015) showed that only 
11% of Haitians had access to water (vs. 50% of producers). 
Also, only 7% of temporary workers had access to healthcare 
(ILO 2015).

Data and sampling

For our research focus, the relationship between FT certifi-
cation and labour conditions for wageworkers, we collected 
data on plantations in Montecristi and Valverde. Most of 
the plantations, and thus workers, are located in these two 
regions. There are approximately 22 plantations operating 
in the northeast region, close to the border with Haiti. To 
analyse the relationship between FT certification and labour 
conditions for wageworkers we used data that we collected 
in the banana sector in 2015 with funding from FT Interna-
tional and one of its member organisations—the FT Founda-
tion in the UK.2 Data were collected between February and 
May 2015. Fieldwork started with interviews with planta-
tion management and other stakeholders; also to develop 
the appropriate sampling frame. In March and April, a team 
of local enumerators, trained by one of the authors of this 
paper, collected data among wageworkers. In May in-depth 
interviews were conducted with 12 wageworkers (six on 
FT plantations) and results were discussed in a validation 
workshop with plantations’ management and wageworker 
representatives of FT and non-FT plantations.3

The data collection occurred at the request of FT to mon-
itor progress in the implementation of FT’s revised hired 
labour standards in some key banana-producing countries. 
FT aimed to assess and analyse the difference that FT certi-
fication has made across economic, social and voice-related 
indicators thus far. Next, we discuss how we constructed a 
realistic counterfactual: what would have happened to the 

1 The concept of “living wage” is defined as “remuneration received 
for a standard work week by a worker in a particular place sufficient 
to afford a decent standard of living of the worker and her or his fam-
ily”. Elements of a decent standard of living include food, water, 
housing, education, healthcare, transport, clothing and other essential 
needs including provision for unexpected events. Living wage thus 
depends on many factors and is clearly a contextualised concept; it 
was outside the scope of this study to investigate this in its fullest 
extent (as done by Anker and Anker 2013, for example).
2 Fairtrade International, nor the Fairtrade Foundation, were directly 
involved in data collection, data analysis or report writing. FT was 
asked to provide information, feedback and validation at various 
stages in the research.
3 The survey and guidelines for in depth interviews can be accessed 
on www.wur.nl/uploa d_mm/d/e/9/8d34a 466-9c6e-4853-a627-47be4 
753a2 56_2015-056%20Rij n_final .pdf.

http://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/d/e/9/8d34a466-9c6e-4853-a627-47be4753a256_2015-056%20Rijn_final.pdf
http://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/d/e/9/8d34a466-9c6e-4853-a627-47be4753a256_2015-056%20Rijn_final.pdf
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hired labour conditions if the plantation had not received 
FT certification? This study compares the situation of wage-
workers from FT-certified plantations to the situation of 
wageworkers from otherwise similar but non-FT-certified 
banana plantations.

At the time of data collection, 14 of these plantations 
were FT certified, one was in the application process, and 
seven plantations were not certified.4 This region is suit-
able for organic banana production, and plantations can be 
characterised by whether they produce organically or not. 
Organic plantations usually have a different production 
system and cost structure than conventional ones (i.e. more 
labour, and fewer chemical fertilisers and pesticides), and 
they also provide different markets and are confronted with 
different price fluctuations. All these differences can affect 
the productivity and profitability of the plantation and hence 
workers’ wages and conditions. Also, similar types of work-
ers may have different loads and specific tasks in organic 
and conventional systems, so it is better to compare workers 
within the same production system. Another important dif-
ference among the plantations in this region of the Domini-
can Republic is their size in terms of workforce. Over half 
of the plantations in the region have fewer than 100 workers, 
five have between 100 and 200 workers, and 5 have more 
than 200 workers (based on primary data and data provided 
by FT, see Fig. 2).

To obtain a representative sample of plantations we 
selected FT-certified plantations and for the counterfac-
tual analysis comparable non-certified plantations. First, 
we deliberately selected a representative sample of five 
FT-certified wageworker plantations out of the total of 14 
FT-certified plantations. The selection was based on three 
key defining features of the banana hired labour sector in 
the Dominican Republic as described above: whether a 

plantation is FT certified,5 whether the plantation produces 
organically, and the size of the plantation in terms of the 
number of wageworkers employed. All plantations became 
FT certified between 2007 and 2009. Second, we deliber-
ately selected six comparable albeit non-certified plantations 
in the same areas, based on the same characteristics: organic 
versus non-organic production and plantation size in terms 
of the number of workers. The sample of plantations is well-
balanced with respect to organic status, but non-certified 
plantations are generally somewhat larger in terms of num-
ber of workers than the certified ones. Market relations of 
plantations with their buyers do not differ strongly in terms 
of the stability of markets.

To obtain a representative sample of wageworkers from 
the selected plantations we randomly selected 369 wage-
workers from the selected plantations; 161 from FT-certified 
plantations and 208 from non-certified plantations.6 Wage-
workers were selected randomly from wageworker lists 
provided by plantation managers, which resulted in a repre-
sentative sample. For plantations with more than 200 work-
ers we selected around 10% of their workers; for plantations 
with 100 to 200 workers 25%; and for plantations with less 
than 100 wageworkers we selected close to 50% of workers.

Table 1 compares wageworkers from FT-certified planta-
tions to those from non-FT-certified plantations. Wagework-
ers are comparable in several aspects. Twelve percent of the 
respondents are female. Due to the proximity of the study 
areas to Haiti and the large immigration of Haitians into the 
Dominican Republic, more than 60% of wageworkers in both 
types of banana plantations are Haitians. Migrants’ original 
households (the ones they left behind) consist of 1.7 mem-
bers on average. Only 4% of the respondents in both groups 
own the land they work on.

Wageworkers at FT plantations are significantly different 
from wageworkers at non-FT plantations in terms of various 
other characteristics. Compared to wageworkers at non-cer-
tified plantations, wageworkers at FT plantations have been 
employed longer at the plantation they work on, as well as 
in the banana sector in general, and have been living in the 
area for a longer time. They are slightly older, their (current) 
households are smaller, they are more often married, and 
their households tend to rely more often on other income 

Fig. 2  Number of plantations by production and workforce character-
istics

5 There are only 4 plantations in the area with other certifications, 
almost all of which are related to supermarket requirements. Two of 
the certified plantations in our sample have the Ethical Trading Ini-
tiative (ETI), focused on improving workers’ conditions and one also 
has a Tesco and Field to Folk certificate, focused on good agricultural 
practices required by supermarket chains.
6 To give an indication of the statistical power of the sample we cal-
culated ex-post that we could capture a 9% difference in wages (with 
mean values and standard deviations based on the data) and an 8% 
difference in terms of control over life.

4 Based on information provided by FT and Adobanano (Asociación 
Dominicana de Bananeros) (January 2015).
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sources than agricultural wage labour. The first two differ-
ences are especially interesting. In qualitative interviews 
during our first visit respondents told us that wageworkers in 
non-FT plantations are always looking out for job opportuni-
ties at FT plantations; they prefer to work at FT plantations 
because of more and/or better benefits. Plantation managers 
told us that workers, including Haitians workers, tend to stay 
longer on FT plantations than in non-FT plantations—prob-
ably for the same reasons. This may be related to the fact 
that FT policies make it mandatory for managers to help 
wageworkers from Haiti to obtain all the required papers to 
formalise their working status in the Dominican Republic.

Aside from these differences there may be other unob-
served differences between certified and non-certified plan-
tations, or the type of wageworkers they attract, that could 
bias our analysis if these same factors also influence wage-
workers’ well-being or voice. A first potential bias would be 
that the FT plantations are more efficient, which could be an 
additional factor influencing worker well-being, aside from 
certification (e.g. through improved profits). We consider 
this bias to be unlikely. All plantations included in our sam-
ple were already exporting to European markets—includ-
ing those that are not FT certified. Also, a recent study by 
the ILO (2017b) shows that productivity is not necessarily 
related to being certified or not. Some of the more efficient 
plantations, in terms of production and profitability, offer 
economic and social benefits that are in fact equal or higher 
than the ones available at some FT plantations. A second 
potential bias is that wageworkers who work on FT planta-
tions are on average more motivated—given the prospect 
of better working conditions promoted under FT certifica-
tion—or related to this, more ambitious or hard working. 
We control for these differences as much as possible by 

considering the variables listed in Table 1, including years 
of employment on the plantation.

Indicators

As argued before the study focuses on three key areas of 
benefits: economic, social and voice-related. The sub-themes 
covered under the economic benefits include wages, sense 
of job security, non-wage (in-kind) benefits and proxies for 
standard of living. These benefits relate to access to sanita-
tion, healthcare and food at the workplace; transport to the 
plantation; housing and/or access to water and electricity; 
but also schooling for children, recreation and sports, and 
access to education for adults. Another key theme for FT 
that could be subsumed under economic benefits is living 
wage.1 The living standard sub-theme is strongly related to 
the living wage discussion, and includes savings (provision 
for unexpected events), poverty levels and food access (two 
measures of a decent standard of living).

The sub-themes covered under social benefits include: 
(awareness of) working conditions on the plantations (work-
ing hours, holidays, social security, and occupational health 
and safety), quality of social dialogue (grievance redressal, 
relationship to supervisors and trust in relationship) and 
the FT premium. The FT premium is an additional sum of 
money which goes to communal funds for workers, to be 
used to their economic, social or environmental benefit. 
Examples of such projects reported during field work are 
helping a community member rebuild a house after it burned 
down, providing travelling dentist clinics and providing 
scholarships to children. Many of the indicators related to 
working conditions are based on ILO concepts and defini-
tions. In the survey we also asked wageworkers about their 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of the wageworkers interviewed

Characteristic Total (n = 369) FT (n = 161) Non-FT (n = 208) Diff. Sig.

Mean SD Mean SD

Years of employment at plantation 3.347 4.057 3.673 2.797 2.597 1.260 ***
Age respondent 32.732 34.261 10.685 31.548 10.038 2.713 **
Female respondent (% female) 0.119 0.137 0.345 0.106 0.308 0.031
Respondent not married (% married) 0.412 0.329 0.471 0.476 0.501 − 0.147 ***
Years of residence in the area 12.957 15.478 14.185 11.005 11.135 4.473 ***
Years of employment in the banana sector 1.688 2.031 3.300 1.423 2.883 0.608 *
Years of employment in the hired labour sector 3.238 4.199 7.573 2.495 4.517 1.704 **
Worked at another plantation before (% yes) 0.461 0.516 0.501 0.418 0.494 0.097 *
Respondent is a migrant (% migrant) 0.645 0.665 0.474 0.630 0.484 0.035
Household size for current home 1.382 1.137 1.468 1.572 1.827 − 0.435 **
Household size back home for migrants 1.686 1.621 2.174 1.736 2.636 − 0.114
Education level respondent 1.870 1.876 1.672 1.865 1.504 0.010
Main source of income not wage labour (% yes) 0.117 0.155 0.363 0.087 0.282 0.069 **
Owner of land (% land owner) 0.038 0.037 0.190 0.038 0.193 − 0.001
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access to social security as an indicator of social benefits. 
However, access to social security turned out to be a sen-
sitive issue in the Dominican Republic. Instead of asking 
wageworkers whether they received a certain security, we 
asked for details on the type of security received. However, 
these data turned out to be unreliable, probably because 
interviewees were often not aware of the details of the type 
of security they have access to.

The sub-themes captured under voice aimed to create 
a balance between the general literature and the definition 
of some empowerment practices (also see Lyall 2014). 
The sub-themes listed under voice are sense of ownership, 
membership in workers’ organisations, sense of control and 
life satisfaction, and changes in individual career prospects 
through participation in training. FT considers sense of own-
ership among workers as an important factor in ensuring 
future sustainability; it is expected to increase as an outcome 
of the joint decision-making process that Fairtrade aims to 
implement (for example, in the use of the FT premium). 
Ownership is based on a conceptual model used by Ruben 
and Van Schendel (2008) in a study of the banana sector in 
Ghana and in a study by Van Dyne and Pierce (2004) on psy-
chological ownership and employee attitudes. Membership 
in worker committees is an important element of empow-
erment because the use and management of the Fairtrade 

premium is part of the work of these committees. Finally, 
life satisfaction captures workers’ satisfaction in relation to 
income, housing, schooling, vocational training, heath, food, 
loans and public services.

Empirical model

We empirically test for the contribution of FT certification 
to the selected indicators based on the worker survey. We 
estimate the outcome indicators (I) as defined in Table 2 as 
a function of working on an FT-certified plantation (FT), 
wageworker characteristics (X), household control variables 
(Y) and plantation control variables (Z)::

The nth indicator is measured for worker i at plantation j 
in 2015 (see Table 1). To control for potential bias of worker, 
household or plantation level characteristics (aside from 
those controlled for in the sampling designs), we incorporate 
the set of worker covariates (X), household covariates (Y) 
and plantation covariates (Y) as listed in Table 1. Household 
and worker covariates relate to wageworker demographics, 
education, assets, work experience and residency history 
(see Table 1). We estimate the model using ordinary least 

(1)In = fn
(

FTj, Xij, Yij, Zj
)

, n = {1, 2, 3…}

Table 2  Indicators

a See Appendix Table 9 for a more detailed explanation of indicators

Theme Sub-theme Topic of analysis

Economic benefits Wages Average hourly wage rate last week in DR pesos
Job security Self-reported sense of job security
Non-wage benefits Number of received in-kind benefits, out of  12a

Average satisfaction with in-kind benefits
Standard of living Savings (no, yes)

Likelihood to fall below poverty line acc. to  PPIa

Household food security access (HFIAS)a

Social benefits Working conditions Number of paid leave days
Awareness of sexual harassment policies
Awareness of grievance policies
Number of protective measures taken, out of  7a

Quality of dialogue on plantation Self-reported relationship to supervisors
Self-reported trust in relationships

Voice-related benefits Sense of ownership Sense of ownership, factor of 7  statementsa

Workers’ organisation Membership in workers’ organisation (yes, no)
Sense of control and life satisfaction Life satisfaction

Sense of control over how life turns out
Current satisfaction over 8  areasa

Average prospects for future over 8 areas
Career satisfaction and progression Change in satisfaction with job

Reaching full potential at work
Having received in-house training (yes, no)
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squares (OLS). Since treatment is at the plantation level, we 
cluster the error term (εij) at the plantation level j.

Robustness analysis

To build a strong counterfactual—i.e. “What would have 
happened to the hired labour conditions if the plantation had 
not received FT certification?”—the results from model 1 
were combined with the results of qualitative data from the 
in-depth interviews to triangulate, validate and explain dif-
ferences or lack thereof.

Moreover, to make our empirical results as robust as pos-
sible we test for the effect of FT certification on working 
conditions and wageworker well-being using three alterna-
tive model specifications. Only a randomised experiment 
can fully eliminate biases in the covariables, both observable 
and unobservable ones. However, several practical factors 
and ethical considerations may prevent this type of experi-
ment from taking place. Hence, methods have been sought 
to approximate the robustness of randomised experiments. 
Pairing methods are among the most used and complex tech-
niques (Stuart 2015). As a robustness test of the traditional 
OLS regression with control variables and clustering (model 
1) we use propensity score matching (PSM) (model 2), and 
the entropy balancing method, with and without clustered 
standard errors at the plantation level (models 3 and 4). A 
result is considered fully robust if the four models show the 
same results in terms of sign and significance.7

The use of the propensity score—defined as the probabil-
ity of receiving a treatment given observable covariates—
has been popularised among researchers from different 

fields. This is the first alternative model we use to test for 
robustness of our OLS estimation (model 1).8

However, PSM can lead to bias when there is no clear 
treatment allocation rule or a very large set of covariates. 
While this method balances the mean values of the observ-
able covariables, it does not balance variance of observable 
covariates or differences across groups. In addition, when 
there are no symmetric distributions in the covariates—such 
as binary covariables, continuous categories and/or biased 
variables in a distribution—bias can be reduced in some 
variables, but it can be increased in others. Hence, PSM 
can lead to biased impact estimates (Diamond and Sekhon 
2013).

Hainmueller and Xu (2013) introduced the entropy 
balancing method as an alternative pairing method. This 
method relies on a maximum entropy reweighting scheme 
that calibrates unit weights so that the reweighted treat-
ment and control group satisfy a potentially large set of 
pre-specified balance conditions that incorporate infor-
mation about known sample moments (mean, covariance 
and bias). Entropy balancing thereby carefully adjusts ine-
qualities between workers from certified and non-certified 
plantations.

Results

Economic benefits

Table 3 presents the status of wageworkers from FT-cer-
tified plantations versus wageworkers from non-certified 

Table 3  Status of wageworkers in terms of economic benefits

n.s. not significant
Significance levels indicated as follows: ***(α = 0.01). **(α = 0.05) *(α = 0.1)
a Higher values indicate more insecurity in terms of food access

FT non-FT Diff. Sig.

Mean SD Mean SD

Wages Hourly wage last week (in pesos) 38.35 15.09 37.90 11.87 0.45 n.s.
Job security The plantation offers a secure job (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale) 1.06 0.52 1.01 0.65 0.04 n.s.
Non-wage benefits Number of in-kind benefits received (out of 12) 6.04 2.00 4.00 1.82 2.04 ***

Average satisfaction with in-kind benefits
(− 2/+ 2 Likert scale)

1.44 0.34 1.46 0.32 − 0.02 n.s.

Standard of living Savings (yes/no) 0.22 0.41 0.08 0.28 0.14 ***
Poverty probability index (PPI) 26.73 5.46 26.43 4.89 0.30 n.s.
HH Food Insecurity Access  Scalea 7.56 5.44 9.08 5.33 − 1.52 ***

7 In the results table we indicate the number of robustness models 
that give the same result in terms of significance and direction.

8 In the PSM procedure, only one wageworker fell outside the area 
of common support (the area where the two sub-samples overlap in 
terms of propensity score) which indicates a good overlap for statis-
tical analysis in terms of observable characteristics as provided in 
Table 1.
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plantations regarding four different types of economic ben-
efits: (1) wages, (2) security of employment, (3) non-wage 
benefits and (4) standard of living.

We do not find any significant differences in wages earned 
by wageworkers at certified or non-certified plantations, 
nor in terms of job security. The average hourly wage of 
wageworkers on FT plantations in the sample is RD$ 38, 
including extra hours or working on a holiday. Wageworkers 
reported an average working week to consist of 44 working 
hours. Assuming wageworkers work 6 days a week, this cor-
responds to a daily wage of RD$ 279. This is in line with 
the minimum daily wage according to Dominican Republic 
law at the time of study (RD$ 250), but well below the liv-
ing wage, which is between RD$ 460 and RD$ 533 per day 
according to a living wage study conducted by Anker and 
Anker (2013). Wageworkers from FT-certified plantations 
feel slightly but not significantly more secure about their 
jobs: 97% of wageworkers agreed fully or partially with the 
statement that the plantation offers them a secure job versus 
91% among wageworkers at non-certified plantations (see 
Appendix Table 9). The validation workshop clarified that 
workers perceived a job to be secure when they could count 
on having sufficient work and they were paid regularly (usu-
ally every 15 days).

Workers at FT plantations also receive more non-wage 
benefits: an average of six versus four non-wage benefits 
at non-certified plantations. This difference is most appar-
ent for adult education, transport, healthcare services and 
schooling for children (see Appendix Table 10). These ben-
efits quite clearly link to FT policies. According to the wage-
workers and management, all plantations provide at least 
food, healthcare, water and transport. Interestingly, many 
wageworkers indicate they do not receive these basic non-
wage benefits or are not aware that they are being provided: 
80% of FT workers indicated they received these four ben-
efits versus only 27% of non-FT wageworkers. Whether this 
is because of a lack of awareness or whether wageworkers 
actually do not receive them has not become clear during 
field research. There is no statistically significant difference 
in the average level of satisfaction with these benefits.

In terms of standard of living, it seems FT wagework-
ers are slightly better off in two out of the three proxies 
used. First, more of them have savings (22% vs. 8%). Most 
workers in both groups said that they save to anticipate the 
costs of unexpected illness or health problems. Second, more 
wageworkers at FT plantations are classified as food secure 
(34% vs. 19%) according to the Household Food Insecu-
rity Access Scale, while fewer wageworkers are classified 
as severely insecure in terms of food access (48% vs. 69%, 
see Appendix Table 11). No difference is registered between 
FT and non-FT wageworkers regarding the Progress out of 
Poverty Index (PPI) score. The PPI reflects the probability 
that a household will fall below a certain poverty line. Most 
of the sampled wageworkers (70%) have a probability of 
less than 40% of falling below the national poverty line. 
The difference between results from the PPI and the HFIAS 
index could not be explained by workers, management or 
other stakeholders.

Table 4 shows the correlation of FT certification with 
economic benefits in terms of wages, security of employ-
ment, non-wage benefits and standard of living according 
to model specification (1). First, results show that FT cer-
tification is not directly correlated to wages. Second, the 
model confirms FT certification is positively correlated with 
in-kind benefits. FT workers receive more in-kind benefits 
related to adult education, transport, healthcare and school-
ing for children (see Appendix Table 10), and these benefits 
are all traceable to the FT premium. Third, while workers at 
FT plantations report slightly higher levels of job security 
than workers at non-certified plantations, the difference is 
not statistically significant. Fourth, the model confirms the 
positive correlation of FT certification with savings. Note 
that the findings on hourly wages, non-wage benefits and 
savings are also confirmed by all other models specified in 
3.5 and therefore can be considered robust.

Social benefits

Table 5 shows the status of wageworkers from FT-certi-
fied plantations versus wageworkers from non-certified 

Table 4  Contribution of FT 
in terms of economic benefits 
(OLS estimate)

The model includes a set of covariates (Table  1) and clustered standard errors at the plantation level. 
Results are robust if all four models show similar results in terms of sign and significance

Results model (1) N Effect S.E. P value Robust

Wages Hourly wage last week 365 − 0.488 1.182 0.69 Yes
Job security The plantation offers me a secure job 363 0.044 0.065 0.51 Yes
Non-wage benefits Number of in-kind benefits received 369 1.805 0.451 0.00 Yes

Average satisfaction with in-kind benefits 369 − 0.033 0.051 0.53 2 out of 3
Standard of living Savings 369 0.090 0.048 0.09 Yes

Poverty scoring index 369 − 0.396 0.504 0.45 Yes
Food security scale 368 − 0.825 0.641 0.23 2 out of 3



363Does certification improve hired labour conditions and wageworker conditions at banana…

1 3

plantations in two different areas of social benefits: (1) work-
ing conditions and (2) quality of dialogue on the plantation.

On FT plantations, the average number of paid holidays 
per year among sampled wageworkers is significantly higher 
with 15 days per year, which is more than twice as much as 
on non-FT certified plantations, where the average is 7 days. 
On both FT- and non-FT-certified plantations, less than a 
third of sampled wageworkers are aware of grievance and 
sexual abuse policies. However, differences between FT-cer-
tified and non-FT-certified plantations are quite significant. 
Thirty-two percent of the surveyed wageworkers on FT plan-
tations are aware of a grievance policy, as opposed to only 
19% on non-FT-certified plantations. For sexual abuse poli-
cies, these numbers are lower: 30% for FT- and 11% for non-
FT-certified plantations. During the verification workshop, 
wageworkers indicated that on FT plantations, wageworkers 
are better educated to recognise signs of sexual abuse and 
more informed on how to communicate these.

We find that on average 16% of the surveyed wagework-
ers are exposed to chemicals in their work; this does not 
differ significantly between FT-certified and non-FT-certi-
fied plantations. Of those exposed, everyone at FT-certified 
plantations takes at least one precautionary measure, with 
an average of three measures; this is only slightly but sta-
tistically significantly higher than at non-FT-certified plan-
tations (2.5). The measures that score significantly better 
at FT-certified plantations are the use of suitable overalls, 
facilities for changing and washing clothing, use of respira-
tors and training received.

In terms of dialogue on the plantation we observe that 
FT wageworkers are equally confident in expressing their 
ideas to supervisors but feel significantly more listened to. 
More than 90% of FT wageworkers feel free and comfortable 
expressing ideas and concerns to administrators and supervi-
sors. For wageworkers at non-FT-certified plantations this 

percentage is slightly over 80% (see Appendix Table 11). 
The average difference in level of agreement (− 2 stands for 
do not agree at all, + 2 for completely agree) is not statisti-
cally significant. However, FT wageworkers do feel signifi-
cantly more listened to by their supervisors. This difference 
results from the fact that a significant portion (20%) of non-
FT wageworkers disagree with the statement that “admin-
istrators and supervisors listen and respond adequately to 
ideas and concerns”.

Wageworkers also report relatively high levels of trust. 
More than 90% at both certified and non-certified plantations 
indicate that they trust other people inside the community, 
such as fellow wageworkers and the plantation manage-
ment (see Appendix Table 11). The level of trust towards 
members of the plantation’s wageworkers committee is 
much lower—especially at non-certified plantations. At FT-
certified plantations, 81% report that they trust members of 
wageworker committees, including worker representative 
groups and FT premium committees, compared to 48% at 
non-certified plantations.

Table 6 shows the contribution of FT in terms of work-
ing conditions and quality of dialogue on the plantation 
according to model (1). First, FT certification is correlated 
to days of paid leave. Wageworkers at FT-certified plan-
tations have 7 days more paid leave than wageworkers on 
non-FT-certified plantations. This result is robust to other 
model specifications. Second, while the awareness of griev-
ance and sexual harassment policies is significantly higher 
among workers on FT plantations, results from model (1) 
do not attribute this to FT. Interestingly, all models without 
clustered standard errors do indicate a significant and strong 
correlation. This could be caused by the fact that FT might 
have influenced both the degree and/or awareness of griev-
ances among wageworkers. The same applies to the views 
of wageworkers regarding the role that FT certification plays 

Table 5  Status wageworkers in terms of social benefits

n.s. not significant
Significance levels are indicated as follows: ***(α = 0.01). **(α = 0.05) *(α = 0.1)

FT non-FT Diff. Sig.

Mean SD Mean SD

Working conditions Number of paid leave in a year (days) 15.115 4.629 7.036 7.656 8.079 ***
Awareness of policy against grievances (yes/no) 0.319 0.467 0.130 0.337 0.189 ***
Awareness of policy against sexual harassment (yes/

no)
0.298 0.459 0.106 0.309 0.192 ***

Number of protective measures taken (out of 7) 3.031 1.916 2.534 1.898 0.497 ***
Quality of dialogue (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale*) I feel comfortable expressing ideas to superiors 1.006 0.597 0.894 1.070 0.112 n.s.

I feel listened to by superiors 1.062 0.567 0.832 1.106 0.230 ***
I trust fellow wageworkers 1.131 0.490 1.193 0.837 − 0.062 n.s
I trust management 1.006 0.395 0.956 0.882 0.050 n.s.
I trust the members of the worker representation 0.839 0.769 0.377 1.038 0.461 ***
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in the relationship with supervisors. Third, our results show 
FT contributed to increased levels of trust in fellow wage-
workers and the union or group that represents them at the 
plantation level, but not in plantation management. Only the 
correlation between FT certification and trust in members of 
the worker representation is robust to all models. Contrary to 
the findings concerning economic benefits, various findings 
regarding social benefits are not robust to our alternative 
model specifications; this means that some of the observed 
differences (or the lack thereof) are not consistently linked 
to being FT certified.

Voice‑related benefits

Table 7 shows the status of wageworkers from FT-certified 
plantations versus wageworkers from non-FT-certified plan-
tations in terms of four different areas of voice-related ben-
efits: (1) sense of ownership, (2) membership in workers’ 
organisation, (3) perceived sense of control over course of 

life, and current satisfaction with life, and (4) career satisfac-
tion and prospects for progression.

Wageworkers from FT plantations have a stronger sense 
of ownership than wageworkers from non-FT-certified plan-
tations (80% compared to 51%—see Annex A2). The same 
pattern can be identified for other ownership-related state-
ments. Overall, wageworkers from FT-certified plantations 
have a significantly stronger sense of (co)ownership com-
pared to wageworkers from non-FT-certificated plantations. 
In the in-depth interviews various wageworkers explained 
that this sense of ownership is a way of expressing their 
gratitude for the extra benefits given by the FT premium. 
Furthermore, they feel better able to communicate with the 
administration via the wageworkers committee.

Significantly more wageworkers from FT plantations 
are members of a workers’ representative group (20% vs. 
2%). These groups are often directly related to the use of the 
FT premium as collective bargaining and representatives’ 
groups are not common on plantations in the Dominican 
Republic. During the verification workshop, wageworkers 

Table 6  Contribution of FT in terms of social benefits (OLS estimate)

Model includes a set of covariates (Table 1) and clustered standard errors at the plantation level. Results are robust if all four models show simi-
lar results in terms of sign and significance

Results model (1) N Effect S.E. P-value Robust

Working conditions Number of days paid leave in a year 349 7.250 3.250 0.05 Yes
Awareness of policy against grievances 368 0.144 0.084 0.12 No
Awareness of policy against sexual harassment 368 0.129 0.082 0.15 1 out of 3
Number of protective measures taken, out of 7 369 0.345 0.300 0.28 2 out of 3

Quality of dialogue on plantation I feel comfortable expressing ideas to superiors 368 0.072 0.110 0.53 2 out of 3
I feel listened to by superiors 369 0.214 0.137 0.15 1 out of 3
I trust fellow wageworkers 367 − 0.156 0.070 0.05 Yes
I trust management 366 0.016 0.036 0.66 Yes
I trust the members of the worker representation 306 0.421 0.150 0.02 Yes

Table 7  Status of wageworkers in terms of voice-related benefits

n.s. not significant
Significance levels indicated as follows: ***(α = 0.01). **(α = 0.05) *(α = 0.1)

FT Non-FT Diff. Sig.

Mean SD Mean SD

Sense of ownership Sense of ownership (factor of 7 statements) 0.366 0.703 − 0.282 0.848 0.648 ***
Workers’ organisation Membership in workers’ organisations (yes/no) 0.300 0.460 0.084 0.278 0.216 **
Sense of control and life satisfaction Life satisfaction (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale*) 1.099 0.421 0.957 1.016 0.143 *

Sense of control (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale*) 1.106 0.308 1.034 0.947 0.072 n.s.
Current satisfaction (8 areas) 0.836 0.548 0.514 0.623 0.323 ***
Average prospects for future (8 areas) 1.179 0.431 1.083 0.570 0.095 *

Career satisfaction and progression Job satisfaction (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale*) 1.491 0.708 0.791 0.821 0.699 ***
Reaching full potential at work (− 2/+ 2 Likert scale*) 1.801 0.621 1.779 0.742 0.022 n.s.
Having received in-house training (yes/no) 0.714 0.453 0.269 0.445 0.445 ***
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indicated that on FT plantations it seems more worthwhile 
to join a workers’ committee because they deem it benefi-
cial, while on non-FT-certified plantations wageworkers 
perceived fewer direct benefits.

In terms of sense of control and life satisfaction it seems 
that wageworkers from FT-certified plantations are more 
satisfied and feel that they have more control over their 
lives—although these differences are not, or only margin-
ally, statistically significant. However, wageworkers at FT 
plantations are significantly more positive about current 
and future areas of development compared to wageworkers 
from non-FT-certified plantations. Managers indicated that 
these results stem from a clear advantage of FT plantations 
because they have the funds to improve the services for their 
workers. The more optimistic development perceptions at FT 
plantations appear to be based on various benefits (includ-
ing housing, income and schooling). More access to loans 
is a salient difference between FT and non-FT plantations, 
while there appears to be hardly any difference in terms of 
better public services.

Finally, wageworkers from FT-certified plantations are 
doing better in terms of two out of three indicators related to 
career satisfaction and progression. FT wageworkers indicate 
they have experienced significantly more improvements in 
their job (90% vs. 57%, see Appendix Table 11). At both FT 
and non-FT plantations most of the wageworkers indicate 
that they fully agree with the statement that they are “able 
to reach full potential in their work”. The validation work-
shop did clarify that the positive attitude of wageworkers 
at banana plantations (FT and non-FT?) may have resulted 
from the fact that they are relatively better off than in some 
other sectors. The biggest and most significant difference is 
observed in relation to in-house training. Far more wage-
workers from FT plantations receive training (71% vs. 27% 
on non-FT plantations), and they also receive it more often. 
During the interviews with wageworkers from FT planta-
tions, many of them were proud to mention they feel more 

“competent”. Some started at the plantation as regular wage-
workers and got a better position through training and oppor-
tunity. Some former FT wageworkers even gained positions 
as technicians elsewhere. The major difference according to 
wageworkers between FT- and non-FT-certified plantations 
is that FT also provides technical training in areas different 
from the ones they need on the plantation.

Table 8 shows the contribution of FT in terms of sense 
of ownership, membership in workers’ organisations, sense 
of control and life satisfaction, and career satisfaction and 
progression according to model (1). First, FT has contrib-
uted significantly to the sense of ownership, which is per-
haps not surprising given the large difference in sense of 
ownership between wageworkers from certified and non-
certified plantations. Second, FT certification is correlated 
to a higher level of satisfaction with current development, 
but not to a higher level of development prospects for the 
future. Third, FT has increased the likelihood that a wage-
worker experienced improvements in job satisfaction and 
received training. These results are robust to alternative 
model specifications. The higher membership in workers’ 
organisations among FT workers is, however, not robust to 
alternative model specifications, meaning that the role of FT 
is not strong or consistent.

Discussion and conclusions

Wageworkers on plantations and in factories that produce 
and process tropical commodities are among the most 
vulnerable people in the global commodity trade. Labour 
standards, such as those promoted under FT certification, 
are designed to ensure that wageworkers can operate under 
safe labour conditions, are treated fairly and receive a decent 
living wage. However, there is still little rigorous evidence 
on the effects of certification for wageworkers on planta-
tions, and most earlier studies tend to focus only on direct 

Table 8  Contribution of FT in terms of voice (OLS estimate)

Model includes a set of covariates (Table 1) and clustered standard errors at the plantation level. Results are robust if all four models show simi-
lar results in terms of sign and significance

Results model (1) N Effect S.E. P-value Robust

Sense of ownership Sense of ownership (factor of 7 statements) 368 0.616 0.180 0.01 Yes
Workers’ organisation Membership in workers’ organisations (yes/no) 363 0.292 0.056 0.09 No
Sense of control and life satisfaction Life satisfaction 368 0.067 0.084 0.45 Yes

Sense of control 368 0.021 0.069 0.76 Yes
Current satisfaction (8 areas) 369 0.248 0.065 0.00 Yes
Average prospects for future (8 areas) 359 0.064 0.060 0.30 Yes

Career satisfaction and progression Change in job satisfaction 367 0.602 0.110 0.11 Yes
Reaching full potential at work 369 − 0.014 0.064 0.83 Yes
Having received in-house training (yes/no) 369 0.382 0.060 0.00 Yes
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income effects whereas other, less tangible benefits might 
be important as well.

This study evaluated the contribution of FT certification 
of banana plantations in the Dominican Republic on wage-
workers’ (1) economic outcomes, (2) social outcomes, and 
(3) voice-related outcomes. We collected household survey 
data from 161 wageworkers engaged with five FT-certified 
plantations and from 222 wageworkers working at six com-
parable non-certified banana plantations in the Dominican 
Republic. Survey data were complemented with data from 
in-depth stakeholder interviews. We corrected for sample 
selection bias to distinguish the effects that can be attributed 
to FT certification and from those that can be attributed to 
differences between wageworkers or plantations.

Our results show that FT certification is not directly cor-
related to primary wages; while wages paid are in line with 
minimum wages they are still far below a decent living wage 
However, wageworkers at FT-certified plantations report 
more in-kind benefits and a higher sense of job security. 
They also maintain higher savings. Both the better sense of 
job security and the higher savings might be related to the 
better in-kind benefits, such as adult education for wage-
workers at FT plantations, and company services of health-
care and schooling for children.

In terms of working conditions and the quality of dia-
logue on the plantation we find that FT workers have more 
paid leave days and have higher trust in worker represen-
tation compared to similar wageworkers on non-certified 
plantations. Both impact areas can be linked to stipulations 
in the FT standard. We find that approximately 30% of FT 
workers are aware of grievance and sexual harassment poli-
cies. While this is higher than on non-certified plantations, 
the difference cannot significantly be attributed to FT.

Our results also show that FT certification is most posi-
tively correlated to wageworkers’ voice-related benefits. 
While controlling for confounding variables and after match-
ing, wageworkers at FT-certified plantations demonstrate a 
significantly higher sense of workplace co-ownership, are 
more satisfied with their current level of development and 
are more likely to have received technical or vocational 
training.

Since data analysis is based on a cross-sectional design, 
we cannot fully attribute all wageworker differences to FT 
certification alone. Plantations might have been different in 
more respects than just in terms of certification status alone, 
and these initial differences could contribute to the outcomes 
as well. However, we tried to reduce selection bias as much 
as possible, both in the sampling design (by deliberately 
selecting nearby non-certified plantations) and through 
our statistical analysis (by controlling for potentially con-
founding variables in different model specifications and by 
applying matching techniques). Several differences between 
wageworkers at certified and non-certified plantations that 

could be observed from descriptive statistics have thus been 
corrected.

The results reported in this study are robust to various 
model specifications. Part of the results we registered may 
be due to unobserved characteristics that are difficult to 
capture. For example, workers at FT-certified plantations 
might be more motivated and better informed about working 
conditions than their peers at non-FT-certified plantations. 
Their level of motivation and awareness could be the very 
reason why they are working at FT-certified plantations, and 
not vice versa. This means that the coefficients we measure 
might overestimate the true effect of FT certification. Moreo-
ver, FT banana certification (and compliance with Eurep-
GAP standards) is becoming more generalised in banana 
production in the Dominican Republic, and thus differences 
between plantations tend to become smaller over time.

Keeping this in mind, we cautiously conclude that FT has 
some relevant positive effects on the labour force, particu-
larly by delivering in-kind benefits, offering a sense of job 
security and enabling private savings. FT certification also 
seems to have a positive effect on wageworkers’ voice. The 
current focus on living wages in the sector tends to over-
look these less tangible—albeit equally important—benefits. 
Even if FT certification does not lead directly to decent or 
even higher primary wages, and is thereby no substitute for 
legally enforceable standards of decent wages—as Besky 
concludes (2018)—it could contribute to better livelihood 
conditions. Bottom-up empowerment may be a require-
ment for modifying norms of conduct and to guarantee a 
true impact on labour conditions in the long term (e.g. see 
Raynolds 2014). Benefits of (FT) certification, but also 
other interventions with a similar purpose, may therefore 
not be reflected by economic benefits such as wages or basic 
labour conditions that are under the direct control of national 
and international law. Instead, they should be identified in 
terms of social benefits (e.g. access to and satisfaction with 
sanitation and healthcare), and especially in terms of voice-
related benefits. Our research clearly shows the need for 
impact studies of certification to look beyond the directly 
observable effects and take a deeper dive into long-lasting 
behavioural implications.
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Appendix

See Tables 9, 10, and 11.

Table 9  Detailed explanation of indicators from Table 2

Topic of analysis Details

Non-wage benefits—number of received ‘in-kind’ 
benefits, out of 12

Sanitation at work, healthcare at workplace, Food provided at work, transport, housing, 
water supply at household, electricity at household, schooling for children, recreation 
and sports, education for adults

Standard of living—likelihood to fall below poverty 
line acc. to PPI

The poverty scoring card (Schreiner 2014) is a one-page survey capturing 10 indica-
tors that are strongly correlated to the level of poverty (measured by expenditures) as 
reported in national surveys. It thus provides an indirect measure of poverty

Standard of living—household food security access 
to HFIAS

The Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS—FAO 2015). The HFIAS tool is 
composed of nine questions about access to food in the past month

Working conditions—number of protective measures 
taken, out of 7

Received training in OS&H, Presence of a safety officer, Respirators, Suitable overalls, 
Gloves, Goggles, Boots

Sense of ownership, factor of 7 statements Sense of ownership was based on 7 statements like ‘I sense that this is my company’, 
and ‘I sense that this is our company’ recording responses on a 5-point Likert scale. 
For the statistical analyses we created a new variable that captures the different state-
ments in one underlying factor of ownership

Sense of control and life satisfaction—current satis-
faction over 8 areas

Income, housing, schooling, vocational training, heath, food, loans, public services

Table 10  Overview of 
‘in-kind’ benefits received by 
wageworkers by FT and non-FT

‘In kind’ benefits FT (%) Non-FT (%)

‘Onsite’ drinking water supply 96 83
Sanitation at work 97 87
Healthcare at workplace 97 65
Food provided at work 91 69
Transport 86 48
Housing 17 12
Water supply at household 11 8
Electricity at household 10 6
Schooling for children 27 3
Recreation and sports 25 3
Education for adults 53 19

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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