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Introduction
As a sustainability professional working in agricultural supply chains, the topic of living wage and living income is often discussed, specifically in relation to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1, to eliminate poverty. In general, a living wage is used in reference to workers receiving payment for their labour, whereas living income includes workers who are self-employed such as smallholder farmers growing products on their own farms (van de Ven et al, 2020).  It is common practice nowadays for companies sourcing agricultural commodities from developing countries to have a supplier code of conduct, which will outline requirements for suppliers to adhere to local laws, including minimum wage. However, in my experience, programs addressing the living wage/income gap are much more complex. On more than one occasion when discussing this challenge within my team, the conclusion has been that the implementation of a living wage/income program will be too costly for the company to remain competitive, and the topic should be revisited once a standardized methodology has been developed, tested and industry-wide change is imminent.
One organization not shying away from addressing this issue is Unilever. I have long admired Unilever’s commitment to sustainability, which has been recognized by peers across the industry, through their ranking as the top Corporate Global Leader in the GlobeScan Sustainability Leaders Survey (2019). In 2014, they committed, through their ‘Framework for Fair Compensation’, to pay all employees a living wage (Unilever, 2021a), a goal which they claim to have achieved in 2020. Last year they also set the goal of working “with our business partners to raise standards so that their employees are paid a living wage”, a commitment which covers tier 1 suppliers, outsourced manufacturing and priority agriculture crops. Unilever is one of the first major corporations to make this commitment and according to the Director of the Living Wage Foundation, Laura Gardiner, they “are leading the way in spreading the living wage through both their business networks, and across their global operations" (O’Connell, 2021). 
 My experience to date with the topic of living wage, through industry forums with shared thinking and informational webinars, has mainly focused on the theory and process required to calculate a fair compensation rate, with a limited number of projects to address wage/income gaps in their infancy. I was excited to discover that Unilever had collaborated on a five-year multi-stakeholder project aimed at providing a living wage to workers, and a living income to small-holder farmers, in the Malawi Tea industry (Unilever, 2021a).  
The programme, called Malawi Tea 2020, concluded in 2020 (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021a). I found the vision and scope of this project to be ambitious and inspirational, a clear example of sustainable leadership, and while not all the targeted outcomes were achieved, the process has provided valuable insights into how these types of programs could be implemented in other supply chains. To justify this claim, I will provide an overview of the initiative, analyse and evaluate the methodology and results, and suggest improvements or changes for future programmes. 

Malawi Tea 2020 was launched in 2015 with the vision of ensuring a living wage for workers in the tea industry in Malawi, and a living income for smallholder farmers (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021a). Over the five-year timeline of the project, five key impact areas, or “pillars” were targeted:
“Pillar 1: A profitable estate sector
	Pillar 2: A motivated workforce with better opportunities for women
	Pillar 3: A living wage for workers
	Pillar 4: A profitable smallholder sector
	Pillar 5: An energy efficient and environmentally sustainable industry” (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021a).
The programme was supported by a coalition of over 30 members including retailers such as Tesco and M&S, brands such as Typhoo and Twinings, non-government organizations (NGOs), industry/trade bodies, workers unions, international development agencies and certification bodies (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021a). 
At the outset, a detailed roadmap was created which broke down each pillar into time-bound workstreams (Malawi Tea 2020, 2016) with associated Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and outcomes. Progress reports and wage reports were published annually, detailing progress through the preceding year and outlining changes to the roadmap and targets (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021c). The final outcomes included the first sustainable procurement model to facilitate closing the living wage gap, all tea estates implementing a gender, equality, sexual harassment and discrimination policy, and the living wage gap being closed by 33% for 50,000 tea workers (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020a). However, while a number of actions were taken to improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers such as the establishment of Farmer Field Schools (FFS) and Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs), actual income level was not calculated at the end of the project, and therefore it was not determined whether smallholder farmers had closed the living income gap (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020b).      
I believe this initiative has provided a framework to enable change within the industry by demonstrating the pathway for all workers in agricultural supply chains to earn a living wage. To justify this conclusion, I compared the programme’s methodologies with the eight approaches outlined by the University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL) (2017) as ways in which companies can engage to rewire the economy for a sustainable future. The Malawi Tea 2020 programme encompassed all eight approaches in some form, providing learnings in areas where they were less successful. An evaluation of how each approach was addressed follows.
Approach 1: Acknowledge the need for change and position the business for a sustainable future
The Malawi Tea 2020 initiative, was launched shortly after two pieces of research were published, highlighting wage issues in the tea industry: “Understanding Wage Issues in the Tea Industry” (IDH, 2013) and “Living Wage for rural Malawi with Focus on Tea Growing area of Southern Malawi” (Anker & Anker, 2014). The first piece of research by IDH – The Sustainable Trade Initiative was funded in part by Unilever and focused on hired labor on tea estates in Indonesia, Malawi and the state of Assam in India (IDH, 2013). Wages and benefits were analysed and it was found that workers in Malawi were paid the least, their basic pay was below the World Bank extreme poverty line. The report recommended a country-specific approach to tackle the issue, by adapting work practices and linking wage and benefits with wider work addressing poverty. The second piece of research, by Anker and Anker (2014), focused specifically on Malawi and provided a living wage estimate and overview of the factors impacting it such as food and costs.   
The initial Malawi Tea 2020 coalition was formed a year after this second piece of research, demonstrating that Unilever and the other partners recognized the need for change. For me, the most significant step in acknowledging that systemic changes were needed was the coalition’s approval of the Malawi Tea 2020 roadmap, which took into account all of the factors outlined in Anker and Anker’s report. For example, their research indicated that the cost of food accounts for over 75% of expenditure in nearly half of the households in Malawi (Anker and Anker, 2014) and the project included three separate actions to specifically improve the diet of workers and their families. 
This approach raised the question for me:  what would the implications have been for Unilever if this challenge had been ignored? The organization had a commitment to source 100% of their tea sustainably by 2020, a target which they missed, but still made impressive progress reaching 86% (Unilever, 2021b). This was achieved through 3rd party sustainability certification. However, if the social issues identified in the Malawi tea supply chain in the report had not been addressed, and published widely by the media, the credibility of Unilever’s sustainability programming could have been at risk, especially after they provided funding for the report. Instead the organization, along with others, took proactive measures, leading a strategy for change which is transferrable to any agricultural supply chain. 
Approach 2: Experiment with sustainable business models
A key achievement of the Malawi Tea 2020 initiative was the creation of the Sustainable Procurement Model, developed by Accenture Development Partners in partnership with IDH and Oxfam (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021d). To establish the price that needs to be paid to narrow the living wage gap, buyers input factors such as quality and volume of tea required. I believe that this type of model is revolutionary for the industry. The model has subsequently been revised and is available as the “Sustainable Procurement Kit” on IDH’s website (IDH, 2021). It can be utilized across sectors and demonstrates how valuable this project was to the agriculture sector in advancing the tools and methodology for closing the living wage gap.
I realize that the availability of the tool does will ensure that it will be embraced across the sector. While sustainability issues are garnering increasing attention with customers and consumers, in my experience most companies require a clearer business case for implementing a living wage program. Commodity markets are highly competitive and only visionary companies will understand the benefits of putting people over profit by paying extra for goods which can help to close the living wage gap for supply chain workers. This challenge can be thought of in the context of the three horizons of practice (H3 Uni, 2021). Horizon One represents businesses currently procuring agricultural raw materials based on cost alone. Horizon Three represents the entire sector paying a sufficient price for raw materials that ensures all workers earn a living wage. The Sustainable Procurement Model fits into Horizon Two, it provides a mechanism by which buyers can understand the cost differential between closing the income gap and not, allowing them to determine their level of commitment to impacting the issue. Companies can decide the change is cost prohibitive, continue on Horizon One and I believe those companies will be at risk of losing business long-term as consumers become more purpose-focused, or they can take incremental steps, utilizing the model, towards Horizon Three.
Looking to the future of the model, I discovered one crucial limitation that must be addressed. Outcomes from the Malawi Tea 2020 buyer assessments in 2019 and 2020 indicated that the majority of buyer/producer agreements did not explicitly outline how the additional value provided by buyers was reaching workers (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021d). In future practice, accountability systems should be in place to ensure that premiums paid by buyers directly benefit the workers and achieve the aim of closing the living income gap. 
Approach 3: Treat the SDGs as a holistic agenda
The primary aim of the Malawi Tea 2020 programme was to close the living wage and income gaps in the tea industry in Malawi, a goal which unmistakably addresses SDG 1, to eliminate poverty. However, when I compared the targeted KPIs and outcomes and the 17 SDGs (UN Global Compact, 2021) it was apparent that many others were addressed in this program. For example an improvement in diet for the workers and their families falls under SDG 2, no hunger, while SDG 5, gender equality, is tackled through gender awareness trainings, the establishment of welfare committees and leadership training for women (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020b). In fact, I determined that the programme impacts at least nine SDGs, and although the goals of the initiative were not explicitly framed around the SGDs, I noticed from the outset the vision was for a holistic approach tackling wider social and environmental implications.
Applying this holistic methodology demonstrates a deep understanding and acknowledgement of the interdependency of the SDGs (CISL, 2017). Companies interested in replicating this type of initiative will need to thoroughly analyse the social and environmental needs in their supply chain, understand how they are related and tailor programmes according to this analysis. In future practice, I would recommend integrating the SDGs into the strategic planning of an initiative, a process which may aid in identifying growth opportunities and inspire interest and creativity (CISL, 2017).
Approach 4: Take an early lead on the most material issues and communicate your ambition to others
The Global Living Wage Coalition (2021) highlights only five case studies of living wage initiatives, including Malawi Tea 2020. The other four projects were launched in 2016 (flowers, East Africa and bananas, Ghana and Ecuador), 2017 (bananas, Costa Rica and Belize) and 2019 (garments, India). It therefore appears that the Malawi Tea 2020 programme was the first comprehensive living wage initiative in agricultural supply chains, demonstrating that this project leads the way in addressing the living wage and income gap. 
There are challenges in leading any type of wide-scale change initiative, however. I noticed that while progress was being tracked through clearly defined KPIs, target values had not been set for all. It is possible that this was due to the lack of existing data to determine what a realistic target might have been. My research also revealed that the initiative was not widely publicized when launched. An online search for communications on the project during 2015 and 2016 produced limited results, including only project partners webpages and a small number of specialized industry publications. It is understandable to me why companies may not want to communicate challenges within their supply chains until positive progress towards addressing them has been made, however consumers, customers and investors are increasingly demanding transparency and accountability (Saylor Academy, 2012). In future programmes I would recommend that SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, time-based) goals are set, based off data from the Malawi Tea 2020 project and the other four living wage case studies in progress. I would also suggest communicating the targets more widely, which would impose governance and accountability on all project partners. 
Approach 5: Set a vision for a sustainable sector and build the evidence for others to follow
A key component of the project was a well-defined set of outcomes under the five pillars outlined above and the roadmap defining the KPIs. While closing the living wage and living income gap was not fully achieved during the timespan of this project, it was clearly the vision the coalition had for the future of the sector. The annual progress reports provided granular details including KPI progress, actions that had been taken over the preceding year to achieve them and challenges faced. Williams (2021) identifies one of the attributes of real leadership as facilitating “mid-course adjustments in strategic direction as discoveries are made”. In my opinion, the coalition demonstrated this attribute in 2018 when it was clear that the primary target of fully closing the wage gap would not be met. A decision was made to continuously adjust the goal, since uncontrollable factors such as tea prices significantly impacted its attainability (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020c). These details provide valuable insights for any organization seeking to implement a similar initiative.
In addition, I found that the reflections provided by the coalition at the end of the programme can significantly contribute to high-level strategic thinking on how these types of initiatives should be tackled in future. For example, it was discovered during the course of the program that focusing on a single origin could harm the competitiveness of the origin, and it was suggested that future living wage programmes should take a regional approach (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021b). This factor should be taken into consideration by organizations looking to implement similar initiatives – it raises the question for me as to whether these programs, conducted in isolation, could in fact have the opposite effect to that desired. Highlighting this and other reflections on the project will help others to avoid pitfalls, and demonstrates for me the commitment of the coalition to not only positively impact their supply chains, but also build a knowledge base that can be used to transition the entire agriculture industry to a more sustainable future.  
Approach 6: Bring people along on the journey
CISL (2017) breaks down this approach into three subsections – I will focus on the two which are relevant. The first is the restoration of the ‘social contract’, “by providing access to decent work, health and wellbeing”. This approach evidently applies to the Malawi Tea 2020 project, the aim of which is to provide a living wage / income with additional outcomes such as improved housing and sanitation, better diet and increased savings for workers (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020b). In addition, a collective bargaining process was established and agreements (CBAs) were signed in 2016, 2018 and 2020 (Malawi Tea 2020, 2020c). The significance of this is that the voice of the workers was strengthened, and it provided a social foundation for a shared future. I hope that this process and the agreements in place continue after the conclusion of this project and that workers have a ‘seat at the table’ for future discussion on industry improvements. For me, this underscores the need for all actors in agricultural supply chains to provide inputs into programs that affect them and take a role in designing programming to benefit all.  
The second subsection is to help “consumers to understand the impact of their decision” (CISL, 2017). I believe that this is one of the most significant gaps in an otherwise exemplary programme. I can relate to this gap, marketing our sustainability journey has been challenging within McCormick, with the preference being to communicate past successes rather than future goals and continuous progress to consumers. However, as the demand from consumers for companies to demonstrate their ‘purpose’ grows, I hope that this thinking will evolve. 
The coalition acknowledged that, for future living wage programmes, consumers need to be involved (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021b). A key opportunity may be to utilize social media, particularly to engage 18 to 24-year-olds, for whom it’s the leading source of online news (Propper, 2019). Personally, I feel that documenting sustainability initiatives on social media would help to strengthen McCormick’s brand value and I hope that in the future we can collaborate with our marketing team on making this a reality.     
Approach 7: Bring the key parties on board to create a better conversation and collectively intervene
The Malawi Tea 2020 project began with 21 organizations signing a Memorandum of Understanding in 2015 (IDH,2016) and grew to include a coalition of over 30 members (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021a). Balancing the interests of public and private entities requires artistry (Senge et al, 2007) and a focus on changing systems rather than goals specific to each of the individual organizations. The coalition demonstrated that industry-wide changes can occur when all actors in the supply chain agree to a set of clearly defined outcomes. However, the involvement of so many stakeholders raised the question for me of how quickly and satisfactorily conflicts of interest could be resolved. 
The 2019 Progress Report (Malawi Tea 2020, 2019) eluded to challenges related to falling tea prices due to an oversupply in the market. Some buyers were unable to contract products at a rate that would increase worker’s wages. According to the report, actions were taken to avert negative impacts, however based on the terminology used, it could be concluded that the commitment level varied between buying companies. I can certainly relate to this challenge. Over the last couple of years, I have been working on the impact committee of the Sustainable Spice Initiative. In 2020, an industry report highlighted social issues within one supply chain which could pose a significant reputation risk. Since early 2021, I have been one of two buyer representatives pushing for a collaborative, industry-wide program to address this challenge. After multiple meetings with a cross-section of representatives, a collective decision was made to take action. However, when it came to funding the initiative only two buying companies, including mine, agreed to provide funding. Pre-competitive collaboration is a necessary component of enacting industry-wide change, however in many cases it is unlikely that all supply chain actors will assume a fair share of the responsibility.  
The Malawi Tea 2020 programme published learnings from the initiative, which provide insight into why the commitment level may have varied between buying companies.  (Malawi Tea 2020, 2021b). The programme’s steering committee was limited in size to simplify decision-making, and this may have limited the buy-in of organizations that did not have a seat at the table. Kotter and Schlesinger’s (2008) strategies for change, though created for an individual organization, can be applied in a collaborative context. Their strategic continuum illustrates that change is slower when many parties are involved in the process, however broader involvement can aid in minimizing resistance. For future programmes it should be taken into consideration whether the number of overall stakeholders in the initiative should be reduced, and the need for swift action weighed against potential resistance from key stakeholders if they are not included the decision-making process.  
Approach 8: Help governments raise the bar
The private sector is in a unique position to positively influence governments in relation to sustainability issues. For example, by registering their commitments to addressing climate change, 500 companies and 175 investors played an active role in the Paris Agreement negotiations (CISL, 2016). The tea industry is the largest private sector employer in Malawi, and the Malawi Tea 2020 partnership was endorsed by the government. This provided the coalition with the opportunity to engage in dialogue with them on minimum wage and tax-related issues (Malawi Tea 2020, 2019). The tax threshold was low in Malawi, and therefore impacted the take home pay of tea workers earning wages above the threshold, which was significant because it affected progress towards a living wage. The threshold was increased slightly by the government in 2019 although it’s unclear whether this was influenced by the coalition, who had been advocating for a much higher threshold. These processes take time however, and it is therefore possible that continued conversation could facilitate further incremental increases in the tax threshold. 
The tax implication is not something I previously would have considered in working towards a living wage. My incorrect assumption would have been that individuals earning less than a living wage would sit below the tax threshold. This is certainly a valuable insight into some of the unforeseen challenges these types projects are impacted by and demonstrates the willingness of the coalition to navigate all obstacles to reach their goal and forewarn others of the potential pitfall.

Another of Dean William’s (2021) attributes of real leadership is the ability to orchestrate “adaptive work to get people to shift their values, habits, practices, and priorities and deal with reality.” The Malawi Tea 2020 programme achieved in shifting the country’s tea industry away from a minimum wage, business as usual, horizon, to one in which workers are more fairly compensated, treated with greater respect and have the power to bargain as a collective. As the first initiative of its kind, it may also be the catalyst for other, similar projects which may utilize the ‘Sustainable Procurement Kit’ resulting from the programme. From my personal perspective, I would be much more confident proposing a living wage workstream in our future initiatives now that I understand the processes, challenges and potential outcomes demonstrated by the Malawi Tea 2020 programme.
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