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SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sus-
tainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all

Wickedness scale implementation, societal 
triangulation and Fairphone as a frontrunner

Fairphone’s licenses

Suppliers, Manufacturers and Markets

Distance, Risks and Responsibilities

Partnerships - Fairphone:

The DRC

and advice to the company

Fairphone is a social enterprise founded to develop a mobile device that does not contain 
conflict minerals (which in smartphones are typically gold, tin, tantalum and tungsten[9]), 
has fair labour conditions for the workforce along the supply chain producing it and helps 
people to use their phone longer. In Africa Fairphone operates in the DRC, Uganda and 
Rwanda to obtain these resources and although Fairphone is a social enterprise, its business 
strategy with Africa is mostly one of trade, as it doesn’t sell its products in Africa but only 
in Europe.

As a company born out of a campaign to raise awareness regarding conflict resource mining 
in the DRC, Fairphone is a company that consciously chooses to engage with business risks 
which find their origin in distance. For Dutch companies the DRC is one of the most distant 
countries in Africa[10] (see box) but instead of turning to “closer” countries such as Australia 
for resources, Fairphone chooses to engage with its responsibilities in (African) countries at the 
beginning of its supply chain. Its founder has stated: “Only by being present in these coun-
tries we are able to have an impact”[7]. 

Being a social enterprise Fairphone communicates relatively openly about its inner workings and 
goals[2]. When evaluating its license to exist, operate, scale and experiment, we immediately find that 
Fairphone does have a license to exist, as there is nothing inherently wrong with creating a phone, how-
ever what Fairphone demonstrates is that most other phone companies do make phones with resources 
which fuel conflict, arguably making the entire phone industry unsustainable. 

Its license to operate is also successfully obtained as Fairphone actively tries to remove its negative 
externalities and increase its positive externalities (for instance through creating worker unions and 
providing mine workers in the DRC with a living wage[6]). 

Fairphone’s commitments also lead to a license to experiment, with customers showing patience and 
understanding when phone shipments were considerably delayed as Fairphone refused to let its facto-
ry workers work overtime[7].

Fairphone’s most uncertain license is its license to scale, as Fairphone started off as a very experi-
mental startup, its CEO had no knowledge about scaling, leading to an unhealthy work atmosphere 
and supply problems. Additionally, scaling sustainable production chains has proven to be difficult 
with Fairphone admitting that a fairer name for its company would be “Fairerphone” as it has not yet 
succeeded in implementing fairness and sustainability in all aspects of its  supply chain[7]. 

Fairphone could improve in this area by hiring new staff experienced in scaling existing companies and 
moving away from its start-up phase culture.

- Entered into a five-year partnership with Philips, 
Solidaridad, Fairtrade, UNICEF and Hivos/Stop 
Child Labour to support a more responsible 
approach to gold sourcing[3].

- Partnered with their suppliers (like Arima) to 
create living wage for the workers of the suppli-
er[4].

- Started the Fair Cobalt Alliance which brings 
together industry players to address issues in the 
artisanal cobalt mining sector, from child labour to 
hazardous working conditions and is set up to work 
with the DRC government and civil society partners 
[8].

- Received awards from different civic organisa-
tions regarding its sustainable product and produc-
tion methods[5].

SDG 8 scores especially high in structural 
complexity as creating sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable growth is a multi-party and 
sectoral long term effort.

SDG 8 also scores high in multi-stakeholder, 
but relatively low in multi-responsibility. All 
working people, and by extent all people 
depending on them, are in need of decent 
work. Whilst those most responsible for pro-
viding this are a relatively small group of 
large company employers and governments 
(to make sure that the right legislation is in 
place).

Finally, SDG 8 also scores high in mul-
ti-frames, as there are many different ways 
to look at what can be defined as “sustaina-
ble” growth and “decent” work.

Fairphone, however, is a frontrunner in this 
regard as it is already working on providing 
decent working conditions to its employees 
across the supply chain and by working on 
sustainable products with a long life span. 

The DRC has a unique and tragic colo-
nial history as it was personally owned 
and ruled by Belgian King Leopold II. 
Although Leopold obtained ownership 

over the second biggest country in 
Africa by convincing other European 
powers that he would develop it in a 
humanitarian fashion[11], in practise 

some of the worst atrocities in colonial 
history were committed under his rule. 
Eventually, leading to the death of an 

estimated 10 million Congolese[1], 
weak infrastructure and a corrupt 

political system. These factors fuelled 
instability and tension and eventually 

led to the two Congo wars. Altogether 
making it more distant than almost any 

other country in Africa.


