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Modern Slavery (MS) remains a pervasive labour and human rights violation in the global economy. Despite the expansion of international conventions, national legislation, and corporate sustainability governance initiatives (SGIs), exploitative labour practices still affect millions of workers across global supply chains. This persistence reveals a central governance paradox: while formal accountability mechanisms have proliferated, MS remains structurally embedded in global production systems. Addressing this paradox, this thesis examines how institutional pressures, corporate governance mechanisms, and local labour realities interact to shape the persistence and governance of Corporate Modern Slavery (CMS).
Guided by Neo-Institutional Theory, the study adopts a multi-scalar mixed-methods design integrating macro-, meso-, and micro-level analyses. At the macro level, cross-country panel analysis investigates how institutional environmental quality, Sustainable Development Goal performance, and inequality-adjusted human development influence MS prevalence, vulnerability, and government response for MS risk mitigation. The findings show that stronger institutions and higher development reduce MS risk though significant regional variation reveals enforcement gaps and institutional decoupling.
At the meso-level, the thesis analyses how SGIs shape Anti-CMS policy commitments among Fortune Global 500 firms from 2009–2023. Results indicate that SGIs are positively associated with ACMS practices. However, these mechanisms often function as legitimacy signals rather than drivers of substantive change. A complementary disclosure analysis of leading apparel and textile multinationals further reveals symbolic compliance and limited supply-chain transparency. At the micro level, interviews and questionnaire data from Sri Lanka’s apparel and textile industry expose persistent wage suppression, coercive overtime, restricted worker voice, and gendered exploitation, despite strong corporate and national claims of ethical compliance. Synthesising evidence across levels, the thesis advances the concept of dual-reality governance, capturing the coexistence of institutional legitimacy and ongoing exploitation. It concludes that eliminating MS requires enforceable regulation, worker-centred governance, and a shift beyond symbolic compliance toward substantive accountability.
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[bookmark: _Toc221437567]1.1 Preamble
Modern Slavery (MS) remains one of the most severe and enduring human rights violations of the 21st century (Meehan and Pinnington, 2021a; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018). Despite the proliferation of international conventions, national legislations, and corporate pledges to eradicate it, millions of individuals continue to be subjected to forced labour, debt bondage, and exploitative working conditions across global supply chains (Houqe and Khan, 2025; ILO, 2022a; Walk Free, 2025). The persistence of such exploitation, even within the supply chain of the world’s most profitable multinational corporations (MNCs), signals not merely a governance failure but a profound structural contradiction within contemporary global capitalism.
As a researcher, this study sees MS having two distinct dimensions. First, there is a problematic reality in identifying the factors that influence MS in business. Second, there is an academic and scientific necessity to explore these exploitative practices in depth. The first dimension of this study addresses the problematic reality of MS in corporate context, which manifests at two interconnected levels:  the statistical level and the workers’ reality. At the statistical level, MS in business is constructed as aggregated realities formed through various governance apparatuses. These apparatuses compile data from corporate-level disclosures, audits, and compliance reports, synthesising them into global statistics that shape international governance frameworks. The cumulative impact of individual company practices aggregates into macro-level data, contributing to widely referenced global statistics on MS. 
These aggregated statistics do not merely describe the scale of MS in business; they actively shape how governments, international organisations, and corporations interpret and respond to the problem. In this way, data becomes a form of governance. These statistics drive global governance regimes, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN-SDGs), the Global Slavery Index (GSI), Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI) and the ILO’s global reports, which aim to address labour exploitation through policy, regulation, agreements, and stakeholder engagement. For instance, global governance frameworks, such as the UN-SDGs, explicitly target the eradication of forced labour and promote corporate accountability and human rights (United Nations, 2015a). These global data-driven governance frameworks help identify more or less generalisable factors influencing MS practices in corporate context, such as child labour, forced labour, non-decent working conditions, discrimination, and suppression of freedom of association (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018; Christ et al., 2023; Uddin et al., 2023). Consequently, understanding these global statistics is essential for uncovering the structural drivers of MS practices in business and for shaping international policy responses.
However, while data-driven global governance apparatuses provide critical insights into systemic exploitation, they often fail to capture the nuanced realities at the micro level (Gold et al., 2015; Albitar et al., 2025). Localised experiences of MS practices in business—particularly in developing economies—often differ significantly from the aggregated data presented at the corporate or global level. For instance, the lived realities of workers in regions with systemic socio-economic vulnerabilities may be obscured or excluded in global statistics. This disconnect highlights the need to critically examine how global statistical frameworks are constructed and how they reflect or obscure workers lived experiences.
Despite the existence of such global frameworks, significant gaps remain between corporate disclosures and the lived realities of exploitation, particularly in developing economies like Sri Lanka. For example, corporate sustainability reports often emphasise compliance with global standards but fail to reflect the ground-level realities in which workers experience inadequate wages, unsafe working environments, and limited labour rights protections (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Akter et al., 2024). Moreover, systemic challenges such as poverty, weak governance, and economic dependency exacerbate MS risks in these regions (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Khatami et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2022).
At the micro level, an MS in business reflects the lived realities of workers embedded in specific socio-economic, cultural, and operational contexts (Bales, 2009; Meehan and Pinnington, 2021; Ahmed, 2025). These realities often exist in stark contrast to the aggregated narratives presented in global databases. Micro-level practices, such as unsafe working conditions, wage theft, and forced labour, are deeply rooted in the local dynamics of poverty, weak governance, and systemic inequities (Ahmed, 2025; Perry et al., 2015). When these localised realities are translated into global statistics, certain complexities are often oversimplified or erased, leading to gaps in understanding and intervention. This disconnect highlights the need to address the contextual nuances and variations that statistical aggregation may overlook.
MS is an umbrella term that addresses MS in business, forced marriage, etc. (Bales, 2007; Landman and Silverman, 2019; Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018). According to  Muthuthantrige et al. (2026), this research uses the concept of Corporate Modern Slavery (CMS) to explain one side of MS. This framework encompasses exploitative practices that violate fundamental human rights in business contexts. For this thesis, CMS practices are defined as: 
“Systemic, profit-driven practices of labour exploitation—including but not limited to forced labour, coercion, wage theft, and denial of basic rights[footnoteRef:1]—sustained and obscured by corporate governance mechanisms, such as opaque subcontracting[footnoteRef:2], symbolic compliance strategies, and weak enforcement of labour standards.” (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026) [1:  Denial of basic rights refers to the systematic withholding of fundamental labour protections such as freedom of association, non-discrimination, fair remuneration, and safe working conditions—often in violation of internationally recognised standards. Such denials are prevalent in exploitative labour contexts where workers face barriers to unionisation, legal recourse, or effective grievance mechanisms ​(ILO, 1999)​. ]  [2:   Opaque subcontracting refers to the practice whereby MNCs outsource production to intermediary firms or tier-1 suppliers, who then delegate work to unregulated or informal subcontractors without adequate transparency, oversight, or disclosure. (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Barrientos, 2013).] 

It is essential to explore the causal mechanisms embedded in global data-driven governance mechanisms and their interplay with CMS practices. This requires adopting a hypothetico-deductive methodology that allows for the systematic identification and testing of causal relationships between governance frameworks and CMS practices. On one side, the study investigates how global governance apparatuses, such as the UN-SDGs, influence corporate practices and contribute to the aggregated reality of CMS. On the other side, it examines the localised experiences of exploitation, particularly in developing countries where CMS practices are most prevalent.
The second dimension of this research underscores the academic and scientific necessity of exploring the dual realities of CMS practices. Current research agendas tend to approach these realities in a dichotomous manner, either focusing on the macro-level statistical constructs or the micro-level lived experiences (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Moussa et al., 2023; Vidal et al., 2023). This bifurcation creates an apparent divide, as though these two realities operate on entirely separate planes. However, they are intrinsically interconnected and operate on the same surface, influencing and reinforcing each other. To fully comprehend the dynamics of CMS practices, adopting a dual perspective that integrates both dimensions is imperative. This approach aligns with the notion that macro-level governance frameworks and micro-level realities are two sides of the same coin, shaping and being shaped by systemic and operational factors within global supply chains (Crane et al., 2019; Lebaron, 2020).
To achieve this comprehensive understanding, this study employs a mixed-methods methodology that bridges the gap between statistical-level analysis and qualitative inquiry into lived experiences. This integration is challenging, as quantitative and qualitative methodologies often differ fundamentally in their epistemological and ontological assumptions (Creswell and Plano, 2018; Morgan, 2007).  However, their differences complement each other, making them well-suited to addressing the complex interplay between global governance structures and local realities. Mixed-methods research offers the flexibility needed to capture the nuances of CMS practices by combining the generalisability of quantitative data with the contextual richness of qualitative insights  (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
This study acknowledges the difficulties inherent in merging these two methodologies but emphasises that their combination is not only feasible but also essential for a holistic exploration of CMS practices. The interplay between global frameworks and local realities requires methodological innovation to uncover the hidden dynamics of exploitation and inform actionable solutions. By adopting this integrative approach, the research contributes to advancing academic discourse and bridging the gap between statistical abstraction and human experience (Bryman, 2016; Guba and Lincoln, 2005).
Chapter 1 establishes the foundation of the thesis by introducing the research problem and situating MS within global governance, corporate accountability, and local labour contexts. It outlines the institutional and legitimacy paradoxes that underpin persistent MS despite formal regulatory and corporate commitments. The chapter then presents the research questions, aims, and objectives, explains the theoretical positioning of the study, and highlights its academic, practical, and ethical significance, before concluding with an overview of the thesis structure.
[bookmark: _Toc221437568]1.2 Background of the Research Problem
MS remains one of the most pervasive ethical and governance challenges in the contemporary global economy. It undermines the moral foundations of international business and exposes enduring weaknesses in institutional regulation, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN-SDGs), and corporate accountability systems (Caruana et al., 2020; Fayezi et al., 2021). Despite sustained global efforts to combat MS—particularly through the UN-SDG - target 8.7, which commits the international community to eradicating forced labour and human trafficking by 2030; tangible progress has been limited. According to the GSI  (Walk Free, 2025), an estimated 50 million individuals are currently living under conditions of MS, marking a rise of 10 million since 2016. This alarming escalation reflects the intersecting impacts of geopolitical conflicts, climate crises, economic precarity, and the persistent failure of institutional mechanisms to ensure effective enforcement. These overlapping forces have intensified structural vulnerabilities within global supply chains, amplifying the risk of exploitation for the world’s most marginalised populations.
[bookmark: _Toc221437569]1.2.1 Global Governance Context: The Structural Persistence of Modern slavery
At the macro level, the persistence of MS reflects a profound governance gap between international commitments and on-the-ground implementation. Over recent decades, multiple transnational regulatory frameworks, such as the UK MS Act (MSA) (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and the forthcoming European Union (EU) Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) have sought to institutionalise corporate responsibility for human rights within global supply chains. These instruments establish coercive institutional pressures, mandating transparency, due diligence, and risk disclosure to reduce corporate complicity in exploitative labour practices (Albitar et al., 2025; Lebaron, 2020; Moussa et al., 2022).
However, the effectiveness of these frameworks remains uneven across jurisdictions. Many developing economies, particularly in the Global South, lack the institutional capacity, governance quality, and enforcement mechanisms necessary to operationalise these commitments (Albitar et al., 2025; Ruwanpura, 2022). The result is a compliance gap; wherein regulatory adherence is often formal rather than functional. From a NIT perspective, this pattern reflects symbolic adoption—where governments and corporations implement formal structures to appear legitimate in the global arena, yet substantive behavioural change remains limited (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Thus, despite the global proliferation of anti-Modern Slavery (AMS) legislation, institutional inertia and the dominance of economic imperatives over social justice have allowed exploitative labour practices to persist within transnational production systems.
[bookmark: _Toc221437570]1.2.2 Corporate Governance Context: The Legitimacy Paradox in Corporate Modern Slavery
[bookmark: _Hlk213621508]At the meso-level, the problem becomes embedded in MNCs’ internal governance and accountability systems. Firms are increasingly adopting Sustainability Governance Initiatives (SGIs); such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategies (CSRST), board gender diversity (BGD), CSR committees (CSRC), CSR reporting (CSRREP), CSR assurance (CSRA), corporate social performance (CSP), and CSR awards (CSRAW) to demonstrate commitment to ethical, sustainable, and socially responsible business conduct (Helfaya et al., 2024; Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Kuzey et al., 2022; Moussa et al., 2022).
However, empirical evidence suggests that these governance mechanisms often function more as symbolic tools of legitimacy than as instruments of genuine reform  (Christ et al., 2019, 2023). Many MNCs engage in extensive sustainability reporting and issue MS statements (MSS) that comply with disclosure requirements but fail to prevent exploitation in their supply chains. This divergence between rhetoric and reality exemplifies NIT’s institutional decoupling; the separation of formal commitments from actual practice (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
In practice, corporations respond to coercive pressures (legal and regulatory mandates), normative pressures (professional and societal expectations), and mimetic pressures (competitive imitation of peers) to maintain legitimacy within their institutional fields (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Nevertheless, these responses often prioritise reputational protection and investor confidence over substantive change, resulting in a phenomenon this thesis conceptualises as CMS—a condition where exploitative practices persist within ostensibly ethical corporate systems.
To empirically capture this tension, the study examines Fortune Global 500 (G500) firms between 2009 and 2023, analysing how SGIs shape AMS commitments. It further conducts a content analysis of disclosures from three leading apparel and textile MNCs—Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike between 2019 and 2023, assessing how corporate communication aligns (or fails to align) with substantive AMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc221437571]1.2.3 Local Labour Context: The Lived Realities of Labour Exploitation
At the micro level, the persistence of MS becomes visible in the daily lives of workers operating within global supply chains. In Sri Lanka’s apparel and textile industry (A&TI)—a sector globally recognised for its “ethical” branding workers continue to face precarious employment, coercive overtime, inadequate wages, and gendered discrimination (Gunawardana, 2016; Ruwanpura, 2022). Despite compliance with international standards and corporate codes of conduct, systemic power asymmetries, subcontracting chains, and socio-economic dependency sustain exploitative labour relations.
This study’s micro-level investigation explores how the interaction between institutional governance frameworks and local socio-economic contexts shapes these realities. Using semi-structured interviews and questionnaire with workers and other stakeholders, the research interrogates how global ACMS frameworks and corporate policies are interpreted and enacted on the ground. It reveals the persistence of “dual reality governance”; where formal compliance structures coexist with enduring labour exploitation. This finding challenges the assumption that transparency and corporate reporting inherently translate into ethical transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc221437572]1.2.4 The Institutional Paradox: From Governance to Legitimacy
Taken together, the macro, meso, and micro dimensions reveal a fundamental institutional paradox: while the global economy has witnessed unprecedented expansion of AMS governance frameworks and corporate accountability mechanisms, their translation into tangible social outcomes remains inconsistent and often superficial. This paradox reflects the core tension at the heart of modern capitalism the pursuit of legitimacy over substance.
Anchored in NIT, this study conceptualises MS not as an isolated moral failure but as an institutionally reproduced condition, sustained by the interplay of regulatory weakness, organisational isomorphism, and legitimacy-seeking behaviour. The challenge, therefore, lies not only in creating more laws or frameworks but in understanding how institutional environments, corporate governance systems, and local socio-economic structures intersect to either sustain or mitigate exploitative labour practices.
By bridging these analytical levels, the research seeks to illuminate the structural, organisational, and human mechanisms that sustain MS in the global economy. This multi-level approach provides the foundation for developing both theoretical insight and practical strategies to transform symbolic compliance into substantive change.
[bookmark: _Toc221437573]1.3 Research Questions
Building upon the background and problem context outlined in the previous sections, this study is guided by the overarching aim of understanding how institutional environments, corporate governance mechanisms, and local socio-economic structures interact to shape the persistence or reduction of MS and its corporate manifestations. Anchored in NIT, the study conceptualises CMS as an institutionalised condition reproduced through coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures that shape both global governance responses and corporate behaviours.
To investigate these dynamics, the research adopts a multi-level framework integrating macro-, meso-, and micro-level analyses. Each level addresses a distinct yet interrelated dimension of the MS phenomenon, collectively contributing to a holistic understanding of “dual reality governance”, the coexistence of formal institutional compliance and persistent exploitation within global supply chains.
Accordingly, the following four research questions guide this thesis:
Macro-Level: Institutional Environment and Structural Determinants
RQ 1: What macro-level governance factors influence the elimination of MS practices globally?
This question explores how institutional environment quality (IEQ), inequality-adjusted human development (IHD), and the UN-SDGs shape the prevalence (PREV), structural vulnerability (VULN), and government response to MS risk mitigation (MSRM). Drawing on international datasets such as the World Governance Indicators (WGI), the IHDI, and UN-SDGs indicators, this analysis examines how institutional strength and socio-economic structures affect states’ capacity to prevent and mitigate MS risks.
Meso-Level: Corporate Governance and MS Commitments
RQ2: How do firm-level SGIs influence corporate commitments to eradicate CMS among G500 MNCs?
This question focuses on the organisational level, examining the relationship between SGIs’ mechanisms and the extent of corporate commitment to ACMS practices. It investigates whether these corporate governance structures drive substantive change or merely enhance legitimacy through symbolic compliance, consistent with NIT’s emphasis on isomorphic pressures within organisational fields.
RQ3: To what extent do corporate disclosures on CMS reflect substantive accountability versus symbolic compliance, and how do these disclosures align with broader institutional pressures?
To deepen the meso-level analysis, this question examines corporate disclosure practices through a content analysis of three leading apparel and textile MNCs: Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike over the period 2019–2023. It evaluates how these firms publicly communicate their ACMS commitments, the language and themes of their disclosures, and the degree to which such reporting demonstrates genuine accountability, transparency, and due diligence or reflects symbolic legitimacy strategies aligned with institutional expectations.
Micro Level: Worker Experiences and Institutional Decoupling
RQ4: What are the micro-level experiences of workers in contexts where CMS risks are most acute? 
This question explores the experiential dimension of CMS by examining how workers, supervisors, and managers perceive and enact ACMS initiatives in practice. Through qualitative semi-structured interviews and questionnaire, it uncovers the extent to which global corporate commitments translate or fail to translate into improved working conditions and rights protections. The analysis focuses on identifying the mechanisms through which formal governance structures become decoupled from lived realities, contributing to the persistence of exploitation despite institutional reforms.
Together, these questions address the study’s central aim: examining how global institutional structures, corporate governance systems, and local labour realities interact to sustain or challenge MS within global production networks. By answering these four questions, the research provides an integrative understanding of how legitimacy-driven institutional pressures, corporate governance mechanisms, and local socio-economic factors collectively shape the dual reality of CMS in business. The findings contribute to both theory and practice advancing NIT in the context of business and labour rights and informing more effective governance mechanisms for eradicating CMS from corporate supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc221437574]1.4 Research Aim and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc221437575]1.4.1 Research Aim
The overarching aim of this study is to investigate how institutional environments, corporate governance systems, and local socio-economic contexts intersect to influence the persistence, reduction, or elimination of MS and its CMS within global supply chains. Anchored in NIT, the study examines how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape state, corporate, and labour-level responses to MS governance. By integrating macro-, meso-, and micro-level analyses, the research aims to uncover the mechanisms through which formal AMS commitments often lead to symbolic compliance rather than substantive reform, thereby advancing theoretical and practical understanding of what this thesis conceptualises as “dual reality governance.”
[bookmark: _Toc221437576]1.4.2 Research Objectives 
In pursuit of this aim, the study establishes four core objectives, corresponding to the multi-level structure of the research design:
Macro-Level Objective (Global Institutional Context)
O1: To examine the impact of national IEQ, IHD, and UN-SDGs conditions on the global PREV, VULN, and government MSRM capacity.
Meso-Level Objective (Corporate Governance Context)
O2: To assess how firm-level SGIs—including CSRST, CSRC, BGD, CSRREP, CSRA, CSP, and CSRAW shape corporate commitments to ACMS practices among G500 firms.
O3: To analyse the extent to which CMS disclosures reflect substantive accountability or symbolic compliance, through a longitudinal content analysis of disclosure practices in three leading apparel and textile MNCs: Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike (2019–2023).
Micro-Level Objective (Local Worker Context)
O4: To explore how workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI experience, perception, and respond to CMS commitments, and to identify the mechanisms through which institutional decoupling manifests at the ground level.
[bookmark: _Toc221437577]1.4.3 Theoretical Linkage
Each of these objectives is grounded in the conceptual logic of NIT (See Table 1.1), which provides the analytical lens through which MS governance is examined. At the macro level, coercive institutional pressures emerge from state regulation and global governance frameworks (e.g., UN-SDGs, MSAs, CSDDD). At the meso-level, normative and mimetic pressures shape corporate adoption of governance practices and disclosures as mechanisms of legitimacy. At the micro level, the study captures the outcomes of institutional decoupling, exploring how global frameworks are reinterpreted within local socio-economic and cultural contexts. This multi-level configuration enables the study to link formal institutional mechanisms to their social outcomes, thereby bridging structural, organisational, and experiential dimensions of CMS.







	[bookmark: _Toc216386017]Analytical Level
	Focus
	Objective
	Methodological Approach
	NIT Dimension

	Macro
	Impact of institutional governance and development on MS PREV, VULN and MSRM.  (RQ1)
	O1
	Quantitative 
(Global datasets)
	Coercive pressures

	Meso
	Impact on SGIs on ACMS commitments. (RQ2) 
	O2
	Panel data analysis (G500)
	Normative and mimetic pressures

	
	Corporate disclosure and accountability (RQ3)
	O3
	Disclosure analysis
 (A&TI MNCs)
	Symbolic compliance and legitimacy

	Micro
	Worker realities and decoupling
	O4
	Qualitative interviews and questionnaire
	Institutional outcomes/Decoupling


Table 1.1 Summary Map: Research Logic Alignment
[bookmark: _Toc221437578]1.5 Research Significance
This research holds significance across three interconnected domains — academic, practical, and humanitarian — each contributing to a deeper understanding of how institutional structures, corporate governance mechanisms, and labour realities interact to perpetuate or mitigate MS and its corporate manifestations (CMS). Anchored in NIT, the study addresses a critical gap at the intersection of organisational legitimacy, governance, and labour rights, providing a holistic, multi-scalar lens for understanding how formal compliance frameworks coexist with persistent exploitation in global supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc221437579]1.5.1 Academic Contribution
This thesis makes a substantial academic contribution by extending the explanatory power and empirical application of NIT to the study of CMS and sustainability governance. By examining coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures across macro, meso, and micro levels, the study advances a multi-scalar institutional understanding of how MS persists within the formal architecture of global corporate governance.
At the macro level, the research extends NIT’s institutional framework beyond the organisational field to the global governance sphere. It empirically demonstrates how variations in IEQ, IHDI, and progress on UN-SDGs shape the structural capacity of states to prevent and mitigate MS. This contributes to NIT by linking governance capacity and regulatory coercion to human rights performance at the national level—an application rarely tested empirically.
At the meso-level, the study deepens the application of NIT within corporate governance by examining SGIs among G500 firms (2009–2023). It evaluates how coercive (regulatory), normative (professional), and mimetic (competitive) pressures influence corporate AMS commitments. By integrating a corporate disclosure analysis of leading apparel and textile MNCs (Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike, 2019–2023), the study adds an interpretive dimension that illustrates how legitimacy-seeking behaviours manifest in sustainability reporting. This integration of quantitative and qualitative meso-level evidence provides a richer institutional account of symbolic compliance and decoupling, reinforcing NIT’s explanatory capacity for understanding the tension between policy adoption and implementation.
At the micro level, the study advances NIT by connecting institutional isomorphism to worker-level experiences. semi-structured interviews and questionnaire data from Sri Lanka’s A&TI show how global and corporate governance commitments are translated, resisted, or reinterpreted at the shop-floor level. This bottom-up application of NIT contributes to the growing scholarship that humanises NIT by integrating lived experience and local agency into the analysis of legitimacy processes.
Theoretically, the research contributes an original concept — “dual reality governance” — to the NIT literature, conceptualising how formal compliance systems (legitimacy structures) coexist with enduring exploitation (operational realities). This construct refines the notion of institutional decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) and demonstrates its persistence across multi-level governance systems.
Methodologically, the study contributes by operationalising a multi-level, mixed-methods institutional design and showing how NIT can serve as a unifying theoretical framework to connect global datasets, corporate panel data, and qualitative field insights. This integrative design extends NIT’s methodological adaptability beyond single-level or case-based analyses, positioning it as a versatile framework for examining complex ethical and governance phenomena.
[bookmark: _Toc221437580]1.5.2 Implications of the study
This research offers multi-dimensional implications that extend across academic, practical, policy, and humanitarian domains. At its core, the study reframes the governance of MS as an institutional, rather than purely ethical, challenge—demonstrating how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape corporate behaviour across global, organisational, and local contexts. At the academic level, the study contributes to advancing NIT by integrating it into the analysis of CMS. It extends the theory’s application across macro, meso, and micro domains and introduces the concept of dual reality governance, which captures the tension between formal compliance and persistent exploitation.
At the practical and policy level, the research provides an evidence-based framework for governments, regulators, and multinational corporations to design governance systems that promote substantive, rather than symbolic, compliance. It demonstrates how global frameworks—such as the UK MSA 2015, the Australian MSA 2018, and the forthcoming EU- CSDDD—must evolve from transparency-based reporting to enforceable due diligence and accountability mechanisms. For corporate leaders and practitioners, the findings offer strategic pathways for embedding AMS governance into core corporate operations, enhancing board accountability, CSR assurance, and disclosure integrity. This supports the transition from compliance-driven sustainability to genuine social responsibility and ethical competitiveness.
For civil society, investors, and humanitarian actors, the study underscores the importance of linking corporate reporting and global governance to tangible improvements in workers’ lives. By revealing how exploitative conditions persist beneath the surface of legitimacy-oriented governance, it highlights the need for collective, transnational efforts that restore dignity, agency, and justice to vulnerable workers within global supply chains. Overall, the study’s implications move beyond diagnosis toward transformation—showing how institutional reform, corporate accountability, and social empowerment must work in concert to eradicate MS in all its corporate manifestations.
[bookmark: _Toc221437581]1.5.3 Humanitarian and Ethical Value
Beyond the contribution and implication, the study holds profound humanitarian and ethical value. At its core, it amplifies the voices of workers whose experiences are often marginalised in the discourse on sustainability and corporate governance. By situating these lived realities within the broader structures of global capitalism, it exposes the systemic inequalities that enable exploitation to persist despite institutionalised commitments to labour rights.
The research contributes directly to international efforts to achieve UN-SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and UN-SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) by highlighting pathways for strengthening institutional accountability and worker protection. Specially, empirical findings from Sri Lanka’s A&TI offer context-sensitive insights into how local governance, gender dynamics, and economic precarity shape vulnerability to exploitation — and how these vulnerabilities can be addressed through participatory, transparent, and inclusive governance models.
Ultimately, this research reaffirms that eradicating MS is not solely a regulatory or managerial task but a moral imperative that requires rethinking the foundations of legitimacy in global business. By uncovering the mechanisms through which coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures can both mask and perpetuate exploitation, the study contributes to a more ethical vision of corporate responsibility—one that centres on human dignity rather than reputational protection.
[bookmark: _Toc221437582]1.6 Thesis Structure
This thesis is organised into eight chapters that collectively investigate MS through an integrated macro–meso–micro framework. Chapter 1 introduces the research problem, objectives, theoretical positioning, and significance of the study, situating MS within global governance, corporate accountability, and local labour contexts. Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive background to MS, examining its historical evolution, conceptual complexity, corporate dimensions, and institutional and legislative responses. Chapter 3 reviews the relevant literature at global, corporate, and local levels and establishes NIT as the guiding theoretical framework. Chapter 4 develops hypotheses addressing macro-level institutional determinants of MS and meso-level corporate sustainability governance mechanisms. Chapter 5 outlines the mixed-methods research design, detailing the quantitative and qualitative approaches, data sources, analytical techniques, and integration strategy.
Chapter 6 presents the empirical findings across macro-, meso-, and micro-levels, including regression analyses, robustness checks, disclosure analysis, and worker-level evidence. Chapter 7 discusses these findings through a NIT lens, contrasting corporate commitments with worker realities and highlighting governance and legitimacy gaps. Finally, Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by summarising the key findings, contributions, implications, limitations, and avenues for future research. This chapter structure is intentionally designed to mirror the macro, meso and micro logic of the research design, ensuring coherence between the theoretical framework, empirical analysis, and overall narrative of the thesis.
[bookmark: _Toc221437583]1.7 Summery
This chapter introduced MS as a serious and persistent problem in today’s global economy, particularly within business and global supply chains. It explained that MS is not only a legal or ethical issue but also a governance and institutional problem that involves governments, corporations, and local labour contexts. The chapter also clarified the concept of CMS and argued that it is shaped by both global systems and corporate practices. The chapter highlighted that there are two contrasting realities of CMS: the statistical and corporate reality, which is often visible through reports, indices, and disclosures, and the lived reality of workers, which frequently tells a different story. This “dual reality” illustrates why MS remains hidden and difficult to eliminate, even when laws and corporate policies exist.
Using NIT as a guiding framework, the chapter showed that MS persists due to institutional pressures, legitimacy concerns, and a gap between what organisations say and what actually happens in practice. It explained that these dynamics operate at three levels: global (macro), corporate (meso), and local/worker (micro). To capture this complexity, the chapter justified the use of a mixed-methods, multi-level research approach that combines quantitative data with qualitative insights from workers. It then presented the four research questions and objectives that guide the thesis, all aligned with the framework.
Finally, the chapter outlined the academic, practical, and humanitarian significance of the study, emphasising its contribution to theory, policy, corporate governance, and worker protection. It concluded by explaining how the rest of the thesis is structured and how each chapter builds on this foundation.
[bookmark: _Toc215651774][bookmark: _Toc221437584]
Chapter 2: Background of Modern Slavery
[bookmark: _Toc215651775][bookmark: _Toc221437585]2.1 Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk216354802]The purpose of this chapter is to provide the contextual foundations for understanding the persistence and evolution of slavery within contemporary global business systems. While slavery is often regarded as a relic of the past, its underlying logic of coercion, control, and exploitation remains deeply embedded in modern forms of labour (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013). Recent work in accounting and management shows that these exploitative logics are now reproduced through global production networks, complex subcontracting structures, and data-driven governance systems. These systems operate without formal legal ownership but still sustain control and coercion (Christ and Burritt, 2021; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
This chapter, therefore, traces the historical, conceptual, and institutional trajectories that have transformed classical slavery—rooted in legal ownership and physical domination—into MS, characterised by structural dependence, economic coercion, and the erosion of human autonomy under global capitalism (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Bales, 2016; Mehmood et al., 2022). Establishing this contextual background is critical for situating the study’s examination of CMS, which represents the intersection of human exploitation and corporate governance in global supply chains.
Historically, slavery functioned as a cornerstone of economic systems across ancient and colonial empires, shaping trade, production, and social hierarchies (Patterson, 2018; Walvin, 2016). Despite its formal abolition during the 19th century, the underlying conditions enabling exploitation—poverty, inequality, and the commodification of labour—persisted and adapted to new economic orders (Christ et al., 2023; Eltis, 1999). In the 21st century, these dynamics have been intensified by processes of globalisation and neoliberal capitalism, which have fragmented production across borders, weakened regulatory oversight, and deepened the asymmetry between corporate power and labour vulnerability (Barrientos, 2013; LeBaron, 2021). Consequently, MS no longer operates through legal ownership but through economic subjugation and institutional neglect—manifesting in forced labour, debt bondage, human trafficking, and exploitative supply chain practices.
This chapter situates the phenomenon of MS within its historical, institutional, and corporate contexts to provide a foundation for subsequent theoretical and empirical analyses. It begins by tracing the historical evolution of slavery and its transformation into modern exploitative systems. It then explores the conceptual complexities of defining and measuring MS, followed by an examination of global institutional responses—including key international conventions and national legislative frameworks designed to address forced labour and human trafficking. The chapter further analyses the emergence of CMS as a systemic organisational issue shaped by global production networks and institutional pressures. Finally, it outlines the research gaps and theoretical framing, setting the stage for the detailed literature review in Chapter 3.
By integrating historical insight with institutional and corporate perspectives, this chapter underscores that the persistence of MS is not an anomaly but a structural feature of the global economic order. Understanding its roots and evolution is therefore essential to conceptualising the corporate mechanisms that both perpetuate and have the potential to eradicate such exploitation.
[bookmark: _Toc215651776][bookmark: _Toc221437586]2.2 Historical Evolution of Slavery and the Emergence of Modern Slavery
[bookmark: _Hlk211804693]Slavery has been a persistent and evolving institution throughout human history, deeply embedded in social, economic, and political systems. Although the term “slavery” commonly evokes images of historical chattel enslavement, the mechanisms of control, coercion, and exploitation that characterised classical slavery have adapted to modern economic systems, re-emerging as new forms of unfree and dependent labour  (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013; Patterson, 2018). Understanding the transition from traditional slavery to contemporary forms of forced labour is therefore essential for situating the phenomenon of MS within its broader historical and institutional context.
[bookmark: _Toc215651777]Classical Slavery and Its Economic Foundations
Classical slavery was a legally sanctioned system of ownership, where human beings were commodified and treated as property. Across ancient civilisations (e.g., Egypt, Greece, and Rome), slavery was a structural element of economic production, underpinning agriculture, construction, and domestic service (Patterson, 2018). The Roman Empire, for example, institutionalised slavery as an economic engine and a marker of social hierarchy, with enslaved people representing both capital assets and labour resources (Crane, 2013). Similarly, in early Chinese and Ottoman systems, enslaved individuals were employed in administrative, military, and domestic roles, reflecting the deep entrenchment of forced labour in governance and trade (Craig et al., 2019).
The transatlantic slave trade from the 16th to the 19th centuries marked the most extensive and systematised form of global human trafficking in recorded history (Eltis and Richardson, 2010). Over twelve million Africans were forcibly transported to the Americas, with slavery becoming the foundation of colonial economies reliant on sugar, cotton, and tobacco production (Eltis, 1999; Walvin, 2016). Slavery thus became integral to the emergence of global capitalism, financing industrial expansion in Europe and facilitating the accumulation of wealth through the commodification of human lives (Christ et al., 2020).
Importantly, slavery was not only a social institution issue but also an economic and accounting one. In this context, slavery was not only a moral atrocity but also an accounting practice—where enslaved people were recorded as financial assets, depreciated over time, and managed within economic ledgers (Christ et al., 2023; Pinto and West, 2017). Such practices institutionalised dehumanisation and embedded the commodification of human labour within corporate and financial systems; a legacy that continues to resonate in modern business operations.
Recent historical and political‑economy studies stress that this legacy is reproduced today through the interaction of weak institutions, conflict, and globalised markets. Cross‑country analyses show that MS PREV and VULN are highest where RQ, RL and control of corruption (CC) are weakest, and where inequality and under‑development remain acute (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). These findings reinforce the argument that contemporary unfree labour is structurally connected to the historical embedding of slavery within global capitalism, rather than being a residual criminal practice.
Contemporary work further traces how the shift from colonial and plantation economies to post‑Fordist GVCs has reconfigured slavery into hidden, contractual and migration‑mediated forms of exploitation. Accounting and management researchers document how MS is now governed through data‑driven audits, disclosure regimes, and ESG frameworks that often produce only symbolic compliance, leaving underlying power asymmetries and exploitation intact (Burritt and Christ, 2021; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Pereira et al., 2023). This evolution from overt legal ownership to diffuse economic coercion sets the stage for understanding MS as a historically continuous, institutionally embedded phenomenon rather than a discrete rupture from the past.
[bookmark: _Toc215651780][bookmark: _Toc221437587][bookmark: _Hlk216352494][bookmark: _Toc215651784][bookmark: _Toc215651778]2.3 Understanding Modern Slavery in the Global Context
MS represents one of the most profound and systemic human rights challenges of the 21st century (Madhavika et al., 2024). While historically associated with the physical ownership of individuals, its modern forms are characterised by control, coercion, and dependency within legal or quasi-legal frameworks of work and migration (Crane, 2013; ILO, 2022b; Lebaron, 2020). Despite decades of global advocacy, definitional ambiguity persists, reflecting the complexity of the phenomenon and its varied manifestations across sectors and jurisdictions. This section clarifies the conceptual underpinnings of MS by drawing on international frameworks and academic discourse and subsequently situates it within the corporate domain as CMS.
[bookmark: _Toc215651781][bookmark: _Toc221437588]2.3.1 Global Prevalence and Severity
Despite increasing awareness and regulatory interventions, MS remains pervasive and entrenched within global economic systems. According to the (ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022), an estimated 50 million people were living in conditions of MS in 2021, representing a 25% increase since 2016. Of these, approximately 28 million were subjected to forced labour and 22 million to forced marriage. This equates to one in every 150 people globally—an alarming reflection of persistent governance and enforcement failures (Walk Free, 2023a).
Figure 2.1 presents global MS estimates from 2012 to 2023. The total number of individuals in MS has increased markedly from 29.8 million in 2013 to 40.8 million in 2016, before declining by about 5 million in 2018. However, by the end of 2021, the number surged to 49.6 million—the highest recorded PREV. Scholars and international bodies argue that the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated workers’ vulnerability to MS, deepening economic precarity and social inequality  (Ahmad et al., 2022; ILO, 2020a; Islam et al., 2022). According to the figures of the Walk Free Foundation, there is a noticeable increase in forced labour. For example, it has increased significantly from 24.9 million in 2016 to 27.6 million in 2021, representing 55% of the total MS population.
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Source: Author's own work – Data collected from Walk Free reports
Figure 2.1: Prevalence of Modern Slavery
The broader concept of MS includes forced marriage, which significantly impacts the increase in MS (ILO, Walk Free Foundation, et al., 2022; Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018). The Walk Free Foundation estimated 15.6 million forced marriages in 2016, which increased by 41% (6.6 million) by 2021. Importantly, this estimate likely underrepresents reality, as it excludes child marriages. The report argues that all marriages involving children under 16 should be considered forced, given that minors cannot legally provide consent (ILO, Walk Free Foundation, et al., 2022).
An MS in corporations is not limited to any particular country. It persists within advanced markets, revealing deep contradictions within contemporary corporate governance systems (Meehan and Pinnington, 2021). The GSI measures the extent of MS country by country (Moussa et al., 2022; Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018).  According to the GSI data, the highest PREV of MS was observed in developing countries with high levels of conflict, breaches of law, and low levels of physical security (Christ et al., 2019; Christ and Burritt, 2021; Walk Free, 2023a). Furthermore, the GSI report (2023) highlighted the top 10 countries with the highest PREV of MS[footnoteRef:3].                            [3:  Highest prevalent modern slavery – estimated prevalence per 1,000 population, highest prevalence recorded in North Korea (104.6), Eritrea (93.3), Mauritania (32), Saudi Arabia (21.3), Turkiye (15.6), Tajikistan (14), United Arb Emirates (13.4), Russia (13), Afghanistan (13), Kuwait (13). (Walk Free, 2023a, p.25).] 

In other words, it can be argued that there is a relationship between MS and the governance systems of developing countries that drives MS. In contrast, some developed countries with solid legal systems also have significant violations of labour rights (Barrientos, 2013a; Crane, 2013; Walk Free, 2018b). CMS practices are also rooted in Britain's economy (See: Appendix- Table A1 for a summary of popular CMS cases). 
The development of the open-economy concept, with transboundary production and consumption, prompts larger companies to expand their global networks. The complex network of contemporary supply chains has increased the risk of MS (Meehan and Pinnington, 2021). Besides, the findings of GSI highlighted "highly repressive regimes, in which people are put to work to prop up the government, and conflict situations which result in the breakdown of the rule of law, social structures, and systems of protection" as a major external driver that connects to the MS (Walk Free, 2018, p. 26). In addition, these findings highlighted the severity of the MS issue. 
The structural drivers of MS are deeply interwoven with broader socio-economic inequalities. Poverty, lack of education in 2015, social discrimination, political instability, and weak governance institutions create conditions for exploitation (Christ and Burritt, 2021; Moussa et al., 2022). Migration, in particular, has emerged as a critical vector of vulnerability, as displaced individuals often face exploitative recruitment practices, debt bondage, and precarious working conditions in destination countries (Crane et al., 2022). Moreover, crises such as COVID-19, ongoing conflicts, and climate-induced displacement have intensified exposure to forced labour and human trafficking, particularly in supply chains dependent on informal or migrant labour (Ahmad et al., 2022; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Hlk213408931]As summarised, empirical evidence in Appendix Table A1 demonstrates that MS is deeply embedded in global production and supply networks. These cases reveal that MS is not an isolated or localised crime but a structural feature of global capitalism, sustained by poverty, weak governance, and fragmented corporate oversight (Crane et al., 2022). Although many firms promote CSR and Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) commitments, they frequently displace ethical responsibility down fragmented and opaque supply chains, thereby obscuring accountability for labour exploitation (Crane et al., 2022; LeBaron, 2021). . Consequently, eradicating MS requires systemic transformation—embedding due diligence, transparency, and accountability mechanisms across all tiers of GVC (Christ and Burritt, 2021; New, 2015).
Addressing this pervasive issue requires confronting the institutional and structural underpinnings that sustain it. As scholars emphasise (Albitar et al., 2025; Gold et al., 2015; New, 2015), eliminating MS demands not only compliance-oriented reform but systemic change — integrating due diligence, transparency, and accountability across the entire value chain. Thus, understanding the PREV and persistence of MS is inseparable from interrogating the economic and institutional logics that sustain it.
[bookmark: _Toc215651782][bookmark: _Toc221437589]2.3.2 Conceptualisation of Modern Slavery
Slavery is not truly an iconic historical feature; it is visible in diverse ways in contemporary society (Crane, 2013). Such as forced or compulsory labour, bonded labour, child labour, organ trafficking, and human trafficking (Bales, 2009; Christ et al., 2020; Walk Free, 2018a). Some scholars suggest that the prevailing high number of enslaved people can be visible today more than in history (Bales, 2009; Christ et al., 2019). The history of slavery is a testament to the capacity for human cruelty and the enduring quest for freedom and justice. Understanding this history is essential for addressing the legacies and inequalities that persist in contemporary society. By acknowledging the past, all together as one nation, we need to work towards building a more inclusive and equitable future.
While slavery is widely recognised as unethical and prohibited in most countries, its presence persists in various manifestations within modern society (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013; Moussa et al., 2022). Moreover, the concept of MS is a multifaceted, intricate construct subject to varying interpretations among scholars. This evolving paradigm has spurred academic exploration across various disciplines, including accounting, auditing, and business and management practices (Mcphail and Adams, 2016; McPhail and McKernan, 2011), as well as fields such as political science (Craig et al., 2019), law (Addo, 2014), and history (Santoro, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc215651783][bookmark: _Toc221437590]2.3.3 Definitional Complexity
Scholars have widely acknowledged the absence of a universally agreed-upon definition of MS, stemming from the lack of consensus on what constitutes slavery (Crane, 2013; Moussa et al., 2022; Smith and Johns, 2020). Additionally, legal and policy analyses similarly emphasise that there is “no one definition” of MS, reflecting tensions between the flexible, advocacy‑driven use of the term and the need for precise legal categories (Hsin, 2020; Patterson and Zhuo, 2018). This ambiguity is partly attributed to the evolution of slavery from a sanctioned practice based on legal ownership and ethnic distinctions to an illegal and informal economy-based exploitation (Moussa et al., 2022). An influential early definition of slavery can be traced back to the 1926 “League of Nations Slavery Convention”, which described slavery as "the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised" (cited in Crane, 2013, p 50). This definition primarily emphasised legal and cultural ownership rather than broader forms of control.
 	In contrast, Christ and Burritt (2021) further clarify MS as a "collection of practices in which equivalents to ownership are exercised by one party over another", encompassing forms such as “child labour, forced labour, slavery, and debt bondage labour” (p. 1485). The transgenerational transfer of slavery bonds, as explored by Bales (2009), underscores the historical continuity of such practices until the 19th century. Notably, common forms of MS encompass forced labour, traditional slavery practices, sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, financial exploitation, forced marriage, illegal adoption, and human trafficking (Burritt and Christ, 2021; ILO, 2022c). 
 Figure 2.2 illustrates the components of the constituent elements of MS. The Walk Free Foundation, which is the pioneer in MS reporting, characterises MS as "situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or leave because of threats, violence, coercion, abuse of power, or deception" (2018, p. 7). In the same vein, the UK government defines MS as “the recruitment, movement, harbouring or receiving of children, women or men through the use of force, coercion, abuse of vulnerability, deception or other means for the purpose of exploitation” (Such and Salway, 2017).
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Source:  Walk Free Foundation, 2023, p. 9
[bookmark: _Toc216215313]Figure 2.2:  Element of modern slavery 

In contrast, some scholars view MS solely from a corporate perspective. So, Schaper and Pollach (2021, p. 1) refer to MS as “forced and compulsory labour as well as dismal labour standards that make workers economically dependent on their employers, which typically occurs at the lowest level in a supply chain”. Correspondingly, ​Crane (2013) introduced a more comprehensive model of MS. 
At Anti-Slavery International, a renowned organisation dedicated to combating MS, they offer a concise yet comprehensive definition (Anti-Slavery International, 2023). According to their perspective, four features of MS must be present to consider MS, namely, " (1) forced to work through threat; (2) owned or controlled by an "employer," typically through mental, physical, or threatened abuse; (3) dehumanised and treated as a commodity; and (4) physically constrained or restricted in freedom of movement" (Crane, 2013, p. 51). There are many reasons for the development of MS practices, such as migration, conflicts, repressive regimes, social discrimination, and unethical business practices that can cause MS (Walk Free, 2018b). Even though slavery is outlawed globally, the world's estimation of MS has been reaching new highs (Bodendorf et al., 2022). Across these perspectives, recent work in sociology and law highlights that “MS” operates as an umbrella label at the extreme end of a continuum of exploitation, bundling forced labour, trafficking, extreme child labour and other forms of servitude rather than denoting a single, discrete offence (Patterson and Zhuo, 2018; Hsin, 2020).
Some scholars (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Christ et al., 2025) emphasise that the definitional complexity of MS stems from its embeddedness within modern economic systems. See Table 2.1 for prominent definitions of MS. Rather than existing as a residual anomaly, MS operates as a systemic feature of global capitalism; shaped by transnational supply chains, outsourcing practices, and institutional governance failures. 
Table 2.1: Key Definitions of Modern Slavery in Scholarly and Policy Literature 
	Source
	Definition / Description
	Key Elements Emphasised

	League of Nations Slavery Convention (1926) cited in Crane (2013, p.50)
	Slavery is “the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised.”
	Legal ownership, control, status

	Christ and Burritt (2021, p.1485)	MS is a “collection of practices in which equivalents to ownership are exercised by one party over another,” including child labour, forced labour, slavery, and debt bondage.
	Ownership-like control, labour exploitation, multiple forms of MS

	Walk Free (2018, p. 7)
	MS refers to “situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or leave because of threats, violence, coercion, abuse of power, or deception.”
	Coercion, unfreedom, exploitation, lack of exit

	UK Government cited in Such and Salway (2017)
	MS is “the recruitment, movement, harbouring or receiving of children, women or men through the use of force, coercion, abuse of vulnerability, deception or other means for the purpose of exploitation.”
	Human trafficking, coercion, vulnerability, exploitation

	Gold et al. (2015, p. 487)
	MS is the “exploitation of a person who is deprived of individual liberty anywhere along the supply chain, from raw material extraction to the final customer, for the purpose of service provision or production.”
	Supply chain focus, loss of liberty, exploitation, production

	Schaper and Pollach 2021, p. 1)
	MS refers to “forced and compulsory labour as well as dismal labour standards that make workers economically dependent on their employers, typically at the lowest level of a supply chain.”
	Business/supply chain focus, economic dependence, forced labour

	Anti-Slavery International (summarised in Crane, 2013, p.51)
	Four features must be present: (1) forced to work through threat; (2) owned or controlled; (3) dehumanised and treated as a commodity; (4) restriction of movement.
	Force, control, dehumanisation, restriction of freedom

	Bales (2009)
	MS includes forms of bonded labour that have been passed down across generations and sustained by economic and social structures.
	Debt bondage, generational coercion

	(ILO, 2022c)
	Includes forced labour, debt bondage, forced marriage, human trafficking, and other exploitative practices.
	Labour exploitation, trafficking, coercion

	(Moussa et al., 2022)
	MS is rooted in the transition from legal ownership to illegal, informal, and exploitative labour systems.
	Evolution from legal to illegal slavery, informal economies

	(Crane, 2013)
	MS is a business practice embedded in market logics and characterised by extreme labour exploitation rather than legal ownership.
	Business-based slavery, market embeddedness

	Recent Institutional View 
(Christ et al., 2023; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023)

	MS is not a residual anomaly, but a systemic feature embedded in global capitalism, sustained by supply chains, outsourcing, and institutional failures.
	Institutional embeddedness, capitalism, symbolic compliance



This perspective aligns with NIT, which views organisational behaviour as embedded within wider socio-political environments governed by coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). Within this framework, corporate responses to MS often manifest as symbolic compliance—aligning with external expectations while maintaining exploitative practices internally (Christ et al., 2023). Recent analyses of MS legislation and reporting standards similarly show that broad and inconsistent use of terms such as “MS”, “forced labour” and “trafficking” in disclosure regimes (e.g., the UK MSA, GRI, and sector standards) creates further definitional opacity and enables largely symbolic, rather than substantive, corporate responses (Ahmad et al., 2023; Burritt and Christ, 2023; Caruana et al., 2020).
Thus, MS must be understood as a multidimensional construct—one that traverses legal, economic, ethical, and institutional boundaries. It functions both as a legal category and as a governance tool, shaping how states, firms, and NGOs problematise, measure, and report extreme exploitation, often along a continuum from “poor work” to “slavery” (Ahmad et al., 2023; Caruana et al., 2020; Hsin, 2020). It embodies both the micro-level realities of exploitation and the macro-level structures that normalise it through policy discourse, reporting frameworks, and global trade systems.
[bookmark: _Toc221437591]2.4 The Corporate Dimension of Modern Slavery
The integration of MS into the operations and supply chains of MNCs has given rise to the concept of CMS—defined in this study as the systemic, profit-driven exploitation of labour sustained by corporate governance mechanisms, supply chain complexity, and institutional opacity (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). CMS represents the intersection between corporate governance, global capitalism, and human rights, where exploitative practices are enabled by organisational and institutional structures rather than isolated criminal acts (Crane et al., 2019; Gold et al., 2015).
While firms rarely engage in direct enslavement, they participate indirectly through cost pressures, outsourcing, and the pursuit of efficiency within deregulated markets (Lebaron, 2020; Mukhopadhyay, 2022). These processes generate a form of “hidden exploitation”—labour abuse that remains obscured beneath layers of subcontracting and supplier fragmentation (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Trautrims et al., 2020). CMS therefore challenges conventional boundaries between legal business conduct and criminal exploitation, implicating both corporations and the institutional systems that sustain them.
CMS is a global phenomenon that is evident in almost every industry, though on different scales (Walk Free, 2023a). The term CMS became highly popular among academic concerns by MS scholars and various social and marketing campaigns for the concepts of "free-labour products" and "free-grown products" around 2007 (Craig et al., 2019; Smith and Johns, 2020). For nearly two decades, social activists have been raising their voices against slavery, pressuring regulatory bodies, firms, and governments to tackle this ongoing issue (ILO, 2022b; Lebaron, 2020). However, many industry experts assert that CMS's immune system weakness stems from the complex contemporary supply chain (Christ and Burritt, 2021).
CMS is a significant global issue for businesses operating beyond their boundaries, given the complex supply chain (Walk Free, 2023a). Growing concern about social sustainability in the supply chain and the need to scrutinise adverse social impacts are top-of-the-gear topics among scholars (Orazalin and Mahmood, 2021; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). In addition, CMS has recently gained global attention, significantly impacting global socio-economic stability and sustainability. Also, CMS is an ongoing human tragedy and increases the firm risk (Moussa et al., 2022). 
Eliminating CMS practices is challenging; all nations must work together to make it zero. Forced labour and child labour cover a significant portion of CMS practices (Walk Free, 2023a). Previous studies have shown that labour standards heavily impact the employment of unskilled labour. For example, Busse (2002) revealed that businesses are gaining a comparative advantage in unskilled-labour-intensive industries by using child and forced labour. Also, he explored that weak labour unions delivered a substantial comparative advantage in unskilled labour-intensive industries.
[bookmark: _Toc221437592]2.4.1 Corporate Modern Slavery Practices
2.4.1.1 Forced Labour
Within the landscape of CMS practices, forced labour remains an alarming global issue, perpetuating human rights abuses and exploiting vulnerable individuals (ILO, 2014; ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022). For businesses and investors worldwide, the threat of forced labour in global supply chains is a critical human rights concern. Approximately 25 million individuals are believed to be currently subjected to forced labour, compelled to work under duress, including threats of violence, imprisonment, and coercion (Cotechini, 2022). For example, KnowTheChain (2022) reports that data cover 184 companies evaluated in the 2020 and 2021 benchmarks, focusing on forced labour prevalence in high-risk sectors: ICT, food and beverage, and apparel and footwear. Despite modest progress, forced labour remains a persistent risk in these sectors, with limited visible remediation efforts. 
The forced labour, sometimes referred to as labour trafficking, encompasses a range of actions where individuals are coerced to work through various means such as force, threats, deception, or psychological manipulation (Crane, 2013). Furthermore, different models of CMS shed light on the complex webs of control and complicity that sustain this heinous practice. Among these models, the analysis presented by the Stronger2gether Organisation (2020) stands out, as it distinctly identifies four distinct types of CMS models (see Figure 2.3). These models play a pivotal role in providing a more nuanced understanding of the multifaceted dynamics underlying forced labour, thereby assisting responsible businesses in identifying and addressing the most critical risks that they and their stakeholders face. In this context, the exploitation of individuals, often vulnerable due to socioeconomic factors or displacement, highlights the need for targeted and robust interventions. The establishment of models that dissect CMS practices offers a significant leap forward in grappling with this issue. 
	Forced labour
Model 1: State controlled or sanctioned
Model 2: Employer Controlled or Complicit
Model 4: Third-party exploiter controlled
Model 3: Labour Supply Chain Controlled or Complicit:







Figure 2.3: Forced labour classification
Source: Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020
Model 1: State-Controlled or Sanctioned:
The Walk Free Foundation's 2023 report highlights the pervasive issue of state-controlled or sanctioned forced labour, affecting approximately 3.9 million people globally in 2021 (See Figure 2.4). The report identifies three main types of state-mandated forced labour: the exploitation of compulsory prison labour, abuse of conscription, and forced labour for economic progress. 
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[bookmark: _Toc216215314]Figure 2.4: State-imposed forced labour  
Source: (Walk Free, 2023b, p. 1)
Compulsory prison labour accounts for the majority, comprising 56 per cent of instances. Government responses to MS vary widely across 17 countries, and the existence of state-imposed forced labour weakens these efforts. The report underscores the responsibility of non- or low-state-forced labour governments to take collective action to address this pressing issue. Businesses are encouraged to disengage from complicit supply chains and exercise caution in investments to avoid inadvertently supporting exploitative operations. These recommendations align with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, emphasising the role of businesses in respecting human rights and preventing adverse impacts (Walk Free, 2023a)
Model 2: Employer Controlled or Complicit:
Employers play a pivotal role in perpetuating forced labour. “The Employer knowingly and deliberately holds workers in a forced labour situation or reasonably ought to know that workers are in these conditions” (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020, p. 6). Examples include employers collaborating with human traffickers or people smugglers to hire workers without legal rights, applying conditions such as recruitment fees, debt bondage, wage retention, and penalties that create forced labour situations, outsourcing work to illegal or uncontrolled subcontractors who exploit workers, and colluding with recruiters to obtain workers who have paid recruitment fees leading to debt bondage (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020). According to a BBC News (2022) report, dozens of people are suspected of smuggling across the English Channel to the UK and other European countries. 
Model 3: Labour Supply Chain Controlled or Complicit:
This model involves one or more actors in the labour supply chain knowingly and deliberately holding workers in forced labour situations or reasonably ought to know about such conditions (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020, p. 7).  According to the 2021 Know the Chain report, 54% of the apparel and footwear industry used forced labour in their supply chain. Labour providers, recruiters, labour provider sub-agents, recruitment sub-agents, and labour brokers are all complicit or knowingly involved. 
Labour intermediaries can play a central role in organising exploitation within migration and supply chains. Unlicensed or informal labour brokers and sub‑agents frequently collaborate with traffickers or smugglers, charging high recruitment fees, arranging informal loans, and engineering debt bondage before departure (Azad, 2019; Fletcher and Trautrims, 2024).  These debts are then enforced through wage deductions, non‑payment of wages, and document confiscation, leaving workers unable to exit employment (Fabbri et al., 2023; Fletcher and Trautrims, 2024). For example, worker exploitation was recorded in a supplier of the well-known fast fashion brand Boohoo and Quiz; after the reports, Quiz suspended the supplier factory located in Leicester, UK, which paid £3 per hour, where the national minimum wage is £8.72 an hour for those aged over 25 years old (BBC News, 2020).
Furthermore, the KnowTheChain 2021 report highlighted that forced labour is widespread across regions, with the garment sector serving as a focal point of concern (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre (BHRRC), 2021). In the Asia-Pacific region, countries like China, India, and Vietnam, along with the alleged exploitation of Uyghur workers, face significant risks. Europe grapples with underpayment and harsh conditions, while Latin America's garment industry, particularly in Brazil, encounters informal labour and declining wages. The Middle East and North Africa experience forced labour, involving wage deductions and migrant worker abuse (Know the chain, 2021). Overall, addressing this issue demands global collaboration, heightened labour standards, and rigorous supply chain oversight.
Model 4: Organised Crime Gang/Third-Party Exploiter Controlled
This model involves organised criminal gangs or third-party exploiters knowingly and deliberately holding workers in forced labour situations without the knowledge of the employer (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020, p. 7). The United Nations in 2022 highlighted that Illegal business motives lead organised crime groups to take advantage of political instability and regions with weak government control. This has worldwide ramifications, eroding governance, infiltrating politics, promoting corruption and violence, exploiting vulnerable individuals, disrupting legal markets, and presenting an increasing environmental danger. Third parties can include organised criminal gangs, individual external exploiters, rogue managers or supervisors, peers, friends, and family members. Examples include criminal gangs recruiting and controlling vulnerable individuals to work for unknowing employers, rogue supervisors controlling workers without the business's knowledge, third parties applying recruitment fees leading to debt bondage, controlling individuals' right-to-work documentation or bank accounts to restrict their movements, and creating debt bondage (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020).

2.4.1.2 Child Labour 
Another critical dimension of CMS is the persistence and recent escalation of the worst forms of child labour, which global governance authorities have struggled to contain. Child labour can be referred to as a vicious circle as it compromises their education, mental and physical health and future opportunities and again, this loop connects to poverty (ILO, 2023a). Due to their economic and financial difficulties, they are forced to give up their education, health, leisure, and their future dreams. (Edmonds and Pavcnik, 2006). One of the leading causes of child labour is poverty. Many families rely on the income their children can earn to make ends meet (Fair Labour Association, 2017; ILO, 2017a). In fact, a study by Edmonds and Pavcnik (2006) found that poverty is a significant factor contributing to child labour. In addition, lack of access to education can also contribute to child labour (ILO, 2023a). Children who are not enrolled in school may be more likely to work to help support their families. 
The global patterns of child labour illustrated in Figure 2.5 (Global Estimates of Child labour, 2024) provide an essential backdrop for understanding the persistence of child labour within global production systems. Despite notable reductions in child labour; from 245.5 million in 2000 to 137.6 million in 2024; the rate of improvement has slowed considerably over the past decade. Hazardous work, which shows the most extreme forms of exploitation, has fallen substantially since 2000, yet remains widespread, with 54 million children still engaged in hazardous tasks in 2024. Notably, the plateau observed between 2016 and 2020, followed by only marginal progress by 2024, signals that structural vulnerabilities remain deeply embedded in global supply chains.
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Figure 2.5: Global progress against child labour
Child labour in the mining industry has received increasing scholarly attention over the past decade, with studies documenting its prevalence and harmful consequences (Camacho-Garza et al., 2022; Christ et al., 2022). The issue is particularly acute in cobalt mining, a sector central to the production of batteries for electronics and electric vehicles, where children are frequently involved in hazardous extraction processes that supply major global brands (Tom Cheshire, 2017; Yeshey, 2019). MNCs face growing scrutiny for labour abuses within their complex supply chains, as illustrated by high-profile cases such as Foxconn, Apple’s major supplier, which has been linked to worker suicides, poor working conditions, and wage violations (Brammer et al., 2021).
Child labour also has severe long-term impacts on children’s physical and mental health, education, and future opportunities. Research shows that child labour is linked to malnutrition, respiratory illnesses, injuries, and toxic exposure, such as mercury poisoning in gold mining communities (Bhalotra and Heady, 2000; Bose-O’Reilly et al., 2010; Gibb and O’Leary, 2014). Additionally, children who work often miss schooling, reducing their future earning potential and perpetuating cycles of poverty (Edmonds and Pavcnik, 2006).
The regional patterns of child labour (See Figure 2.6) show a highly uneven global distribution. Sub-Saharan Africa carries the most significant burden, with 21.5% of all children aged 5–17—around 86.6 million—engaged in child labour, driven by poverty, conflict, weak institutions, and limited educational access (ILO, 2025). Other regions report lower but still significant levels: Northern Africa and Western Asia (8.3%), Latin America and the Caribbean (5.5%), Central and Southern Asia (3.4%), and Eastern and South-Eastern Asia (3.1%). These variations reflect structural vulnerabilities such as inequality, informality, and inadequate labour enforcement. The disparities underscore the need for region-specific governance responses and more robust corporate due diligence, as the root causes of child labour differ widely across global contexts.
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Figure 2.6: Regional patterns of child labour
Source: ILO (2025, p.22)

2.4.1.3 Working Conditions 
Working conditions are another critical aspect of CMS practices. Poor working conditions often contribute to workers' vulnerability and create an environment conducive to exploitation. Unsafe working conditions increase the risk of CMS by creating an environment where workers are subjected to physical harm, health hazards, and dangerous practices; for instance, the Rana Plaza tragedy (Siddiqui et al., 2020a). Studies have found that industries such as construction, apparel, mining, and agriculture, where safety regulations may be inadequate or poorly enforced, have higher incidences of MS (ILO, 2017). 
Unsafe workplaces compromise workers' well-being and increase their vulnerability to exploitation (Christ et al., 2022). Furthermore, Long working hours without adequate rest periods are associated with increased vulnerability to CMS practices; for example, workers of some suppliers of the Chinese fashion company “Shein” are working 75 hrs per week which is against local law  (BBC News, 2021) and the employee worked 100 hours per week in Apple accused of violating labour law (BHRRC, 2019). Moreover, excessive working hours can lead to diminished job satisfaction and increased stress levels, further exacerbating the risk of CMS (Akhter et al., 2019). 
Exhausted and overworked employees are more susceptible to coercion, as they may be less able to resist exploitation and are more likely to accept unfair treatment and sexual abuse in fear of losing their jobs (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Haque and Azmat, 2015; Hayashi, 1992; Islam and Jain, 2013). For example, BBC News (2023) recently highlighted sexual abuse for obtaining jobs or promotions on tea farms which supply some of the world’s most popular brands, including Lipton, PG Tips, and Sainsbury's Red Label. (Akhter et al., 2019) revealed that some female workers suffer from silence, particularly in the garment industry in Bangladesh, due to abuse and violence.
Another aspect of CMS practices is the absence of robust labour protections, such as minimum wage regulations, paid leave, and protection against unfair dismissal, which contributes to the prevalence of MS practices (Guthrie et al., 2022; Islam et al., 2021; Kaufman, 2009). Workers who lack legal safeguards are more susceptible to exploitation, forced labour, and debt bondage (ILO, 1998). Weak labour laws and inadequate enforcement mechanisms allow unscrupulous employers to exploit workers and subject them to CMS practices with impunity (BHRRC, 2019). Also, poor working conditions directly impact the prevalence of CMS. Also, it creates an environment where exploitation can occur, and workers are more likely to be subjected to forced labour, human trafficking, and other forms of CMS. Unsafe workplaces, excessive working hours, and inadequate labour protections undermine the dignity and rights of workers, perpetuating cycles of exploitation and vulnerability (ILO, 1998; Islam and McPhail, 2011).
2.4.1.4 Promotion of Non-decent Work Conditions
The concept of "decent work," introduced in 1999 in the Director-General's report to the International Labour Conference, serves as a comprehensive framework for understanding the various dimensions associated with labour in contemporary society. Further, this report explains four dimensions of decent work (Ghai, 2003).
1. Employment: This component encompasses all types of work and both quantitative and qualitative aspects. "Decent work" is not limited to formal employment but also encompasses unregulated wage labour, self-employment, and even home-based work (International Labour Conference, 1999). It emphasises not only the availability of work but also its quality, including fair remuneration, safe working conditions, and opportunities for personal and professional growth (Ghai, 2003). 
2. Social Protection: This facet underscores the importance of social security and income security, which vary across societies and development levels. Ensuring that workers have access to safety nets and economic stability is a crucial aspect of decent work (Ghai, 2003).
3. Workers' Rights: The fundamental rights of workers are at the core of decent work (Ghai, 2003). These rights include freedom of association, protection against workplace discrimination, and the prevention of forced child labour (ILO, 2022c). Decent work demands fair and ethical treatment for all workers, regardless of their status or background.
4. Social Dialogue: The concept recognises the significance of social interactions among workers, employers, and authorities (Ghai, 2003). Social dialogue involves workers having the freedom to voice their opinions, advocate for their interests, and engage in discussions and negotiations regarding work-related matters. It fosters cooperation and consensus-building among stakeholders.
Similarly, (ILO, 2023b), the concept of "decent work" underscores the fundamental principle that “not every job can be considered of high quality, nor can every form of labour be deemed as equitable”. Furthermore, the ILO has elaborated on the notion of decent work by identifying four pivotal components: dignity, equality, fair income, and safe working conditions. Additionally, it highlights the importance of providing workers with a voice, acknowledging their activities, and safeguarding their rights to shield them from exploitation. This approach is not merely about the present but also about paving the way for an inclusive and sustainable future. It is noteworthy that the pursuit of decent work aligns with the broader global agenda. Decent work acts as a catalyst for achieving all 17 UN-SDGs, encompassing critical facets of human development, social justice, and economic growth (ILO, 2023b).
Anker et al (2003, p. 151) defined decent work as “opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity”. Moreover, these scholars identified similar dimensions to the ILO but an expanded version of it, such as.
1. Opportunities for Work: Ensuring that everyone who seeks employment can find it, encompassing various forms of economic activity.
2. Freedom in Work: Work should be freely chosen, with an emphasis on eliminating bonded labour, slave labour, child labour, and on ensuring freedom of association and non-discrimination.
3. Productive Work: Work should enable acceptable livelihoods for workers and contribute to sustainable development and economic competitiveness.
4. Equity in Work: Workers must enjoy fair and equitable treatment and opportunities, free from discrimination, and with the ability to balance work and family life.
5. Security at Work: Safeguarding health, pensions, and livelihoods, as well as providing financial protection in times of sickness and other contingencies, while minimising job insecurity.
6. Dignity at Work: Workers should be treated with respect, have a voice in workplace matters, and the freedom to represent their interests collectively.
Scholarly interest in CMS practices, particularly regarding non-decent working conditions, has attracted significant attention (Christ et al., 2020; Crane, 2013). This research reflects the growing recognition of the imperative to combat exploitative labour practices that stand in stark contrast to the principles of dignity, equality, fair income, and safe work environments, which are central to the ILO's concept of decent work. Addressing MS and promoting decent work are essential steps toward fostering a just and sustainable global society.
Decent work practices are characterised by their ethical and legal nature. This includes ensuring that wages align with, and often exceed, the minimum entitlements set for employees, including overtime pay, allowances, and penalty rates (Christ et al., 2020; International Labour Conference, 1999). Additionally, it requires strict adherence to individuals' fundamental human rights in the workplace. These rights encompass the freedom to form associations and engage in collective bargaining, the prohibition of forced or compulsory labour, the elimination of workplace discrimination, and the eradication of child labour (United Nations, 2011a; Christ et al., 2020). Furthermore, it requires providing a safe, conducive work environment that supports workers' well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc215651787][bookmark: _Toc221437593]2.4.2 Drivers of Corporate Modern Slavery Practices
The persistence of CMS in global business systems reflects the intersection of economic rationality, institutional fragility, and consumer capitalism. Despite the proliferation of AMS legislation and CSR frameworks, structural incentives continue to perpetuate exploitative labour practices within global supply networks. This section synthesises theoretical and empirical evidence on the key drivers and determinants of CMS, highlighting how economic, institutional, and social forces coalesce to reproduce modern forms of servitude within legitimate corporate systems.
2.4.2.1 Profit Motives and Cost Minimisation
The central economic logic underpinning CMS is the relentless pursuit of cost efficiency and profit maximisation. MNCs, particularly in cost-sensitive sectors such as apparel, agriculture, construction, and electronics, have institutionalised labour exploitation as part of their competitive strategy (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024).  The drive to minimise production costs frequently leads firms to source from suppliers in low-wage economies where labour is abundant, cheap, and largely unprotected. This economic calculus transforms vulnerable populations into exploitable assets, sustaining what Bales (2009) terms “disposable people”—individuals whose labour is commodified and replaced without ethical consideration.
From an institutional standpoint, such practices reflect decoupling between formal compliance and operational reality (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Vidal et al., 2023). While corporations may symbolically endorse ethical standards through CSR or sustainability reporting, the underlying production logic prioritises financial efficiency over human rights, resulting in a systemic tension between moral legitimacy and economic imperatives 
2.4.2.2 Outsourcing and Supply Chain Fragmentation
The rise of global value chains (GVCs) has transformed production into a complex, multi-tiered system that obscures accountability and diffuses responsibility (Crane et al., 2019; Oyedijo et al., 2024). Lead firms externalise ethical and legal risks by outsourcing production to independent suppliers and intermediaries, often operating in jurisdictions with weak enforcement. Empirical evidence from the Rana Plaza disaster (2013) in Bangladesh, the Apple–Foxconn labour violations in China, and Boohoo’s 2023 UK scandal reveals how forced overtime, wage suppression, and unsafe working conditions persist within ostensibly legitimate industries (BBC News, 2021; Siddiqui and Uddin, 2016). These examples illustrate that CMS is not confined to informal economies but is embedded within the operational structures of formal corporations, facilitated by supply chain opacity and contractual distance. 
2.4.2.3 Weak Governance and Regulatory Arbitrage
A further determinant of CMS lies in the exploitation of regulatory asymmetries between developed and developing economies. In many emerging markets, the combination of weak labour institutions, corruption, and limited enforcement capacity provides corporations with regulatory “safe havens” for exploitative practices (Houqe and Khan, 2025). Empirical studies confirm that where the institutional environment quality (IEQ) is low, compliance with labour and human rights standards is minimal (Helfaya et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022).
This form of regulatory arbitrage—where firms strategically relocate production to jurisdictions with permissive or poorly enforced laws—enables corporations to reduce costs while maintaining a façade of compliance in their home markets (Muchlinski, 2012a). Such institutional weaknesses foster the decoupling of policy from practice and the persistence of exploitative labour structures, consistent with NIT's predictions(Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
2.4.2.4 Hidden Exploitation within Legitimate Corporate Systems
Crane (2013) characterises the endurance of CMS as part of the “dark side of organisational practice,” where coercion and exploitation coexist with formal systems of governance and accountability. The rise of CSR, sustainability audits, and social certifications has not eradicated MS; rather, it has often repackaged exploitation under the language of ethical compliance (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Ma et al., 2016; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). MSS, for instance, frequently prioritise reputational legitimacy over tangible improvements in working conditions, reflecting the phenomenon of symbolic compliance (Young and Gad, 2022).
2.4.2.5 Socio-Economic Drivers of CMS
Beyond institutional factors, CMS is sustained by deeper socio-economic structures that reproduce vulnerability and dependency:
· Economic Vulnerability and Poverty – Poverty and unemployment remain the most pervasive enablers of forced labour and human trafficking. Vulnerable populations—particularly in low-income countries—accept exploitative conditions as a survival strategy (Bales, 2009; Daghar et al., 2025; Rogerson et al., 2025).
· Lack of Education – Education deficits perpetuate the cycle of exploitation. According to the ILO and UNICEF (2020), regions with limited access to education display higher incidences of child labour and bonded servitude (Allain, 2019)
· Weak Labour Laws and Enforcement – The absence of strong trade unions, labour inspections, and effective sanctions allows corporations to operate with minimal oversight (Human Rights Watch, 2022; Kirton and Trebilcock, 2017; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
· Complex Supply Chains – Global supply networks enable companies to obscure their involvement in human rights abuses by layering subcontracting relationships (Alexander et al., 2022)
· Consumer Demand for Cheap Goods – The culture of overconsumption and “fast fashion” has intensified price competition, compelling suppliers to cut labour costs and extend working hours. For example, Shein factory audits in China revealed that employees were working over 75 hours per week with only one day off per month, in breach of national labour laws (BBC News, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc215651788][bookmark: _Toc221437594]2.4.3 Corporate Modern Slavery and Institutional Dynamics
NIT offers a useful lens for understanding how firms respond to pressures relating to MS. Coercive pressures derive from legislation, contractual requirements, and buyer-enforced codes of conduct; normative pressures emerge from civil society, labour rights norms, and trade union expectations; and mimetic pressures arise when firms imitate industry peers to secure legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021). However, research shows that these pressures often lead to symbolic rather than substantive reform, in which audits, certifications, and reports create the appearance of responsibility while exploitative practices persist (Benstead et al., 2021; Vidal et al., 2023).
Recent scholarship highlights the need to broaden the institutional analysis of CMS beyond top-down regulatory and market mechanisms (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Workers, trade unions, labour activists, and community-based organisations increasingly act as bottom-up institutional forces, exposing audit blind spots and challenging the legitimacy of corporate compliance claims—particularly in contexts of gendered, migrant, and LGBTQ[footnoteRef:4] vulnerability (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Rogerson et al., 2025). These grassroots dynamics are central to understanding why CMS persists and to envisioning governance models that place worker agency, rather than corporate disclosure, at the centre of accountability.  [4:  LGBTQI community members mean The LGBT community (also known as the LGBTQ+ community, LGBTQIA+ community, GLBT community, or queer community) is a loosely defined grouping of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning (or queer) individuals united by a common culture and social movements (Lin and Israel, 2012; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).] 

CMS is increasingly understood not as an exceptional violation but as an outcome of routine organisational decision-making within global production systems (Crane, 2013; LeBaron and Lister, 2021). Research shows that exploitative labour conditions emerge from core business strategies—including aggressive price-setting, lead-time compression, outsourcing, and multi-tier subcontracting—which enable firms to externalise labour costs and risks while retaining economic benefits (Mezzadri, 2016; New, 2015a). Under these conditions, forced labour is not a breakdown of corporate governance, but a functional by-product of supply chain optimisation.
Managerial practices also play a central role in reproducing CMS. These include the use of temporary contracts, production-linked disciplinary systems, tied accommodation, debt-based recruitment, and restrictions on unionisation—mechanisms that appear lawful on the surface but significantly reduce workers’ freedom and bargaining power (Lewis et al., 2015; LeBaron et al., 2022). Such practices position workers along what Skrivankova (2010) describes as a “continuum of exploitation,” blurring the boundaries between decent work, precarious labour, and coercion.
Importantly, CMS is often concealed rather than denied by corporations. Internal reporting metrics, third-party audits, and sustainability rankings may present a narrative of ethical compliance while masking exploitative conditions deeper in the supply chain (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).  As several scholars argue, these governance tools are not merely ineffective but can actively enable exploitation by providing reputational cover without altering harmful practices on the ground (Goodman and Tréhu, 2022).
Thus, CMS is best understood as a management practice sustained by organisational priorities—particularly profit maximisation, reputational risk control, and supply chain flexibility—rather than as an isolated criminal act or regulatory gap.
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Figure 2:7: The Continuum of Exploitation in Global Supply Chains
[bookmark: _Toc221437595]2.4.4 Abolition Movements and Global Economic Transition
The abolitionist movements of the late 18th and 19th centuries marked a pivotal transformation in the legal and moral understanding of slavery (Bales, 2009). Abolition was driven by a confluence of humanitarian, religious, and economic factors, including the explanation of ideals of liberty, shifting religious ethics, and the declining profitability of slave-based economies (Bales, 2009; Drescher, 2002; Mehmood et al., 2022). The British Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (1865), and subsequent decrees across Latin America and Africa formalised the legal end of slavery (Drescher, 2002). However, emancipation did not equate to economic liberation. Formerly enslaved populations remained trapped in exploitative labour arrangements such as indentured servitude, debt guises (Christ et al., 2023).
Industrialisation in the 19th and early 20th centuries redefined labour relations globally. The rise of factory systems and wage labour introduced new forms of dependency and vulnerability, particularly for migrant and colonial workers. While slavery was formally abolished, coercive economic structures persisted, maintaining asymmetrical relations between capital and labour. As Bales (2009) argues, “slavery did not end; it evolved”—transforming from ownership of persons to control over labour through debt, deception, and dependency.
[bookmark: _Toc215651779][bookmark: _Toc221437596]2.4.5 Globalisation, Neoliberalism, and Reconfiguration of Unfree Labour
The late 20th and early 21st centuries witnessed a resurgence of slavery-like practices under global capitalism. The expansion of MNCs, outsourcing, and the deregulation of labour markets created conditions conducive to exploitation, particularly in developing economies characterised by weak governance and limited legal protections (Bales, 2007; Crane, 2013). Neoliberal economic policies that prioritise cost-cutting, privatisation, and labour flexibility have deepened global inequalities, contributing to a systemic pattern of precarious work conditions as identified by (Lebaron, 2020).
In global supply chains, forced labour and extreme exploitation often occur several tiers below major corporations, obscured by layers of subcontracting and informal production (Daghar et al., 2025; Emberson et al., 2022). This structure enables firms to benefit from cheap labour while maintaining plausible deniability of human rights abuses (Barrientos, 2013a; Islam and Jain, 2013). The Rana Plaza collapse in Bangladesh (2013), the Foxconn labour scandals in China, and the exploitation of migrant workers in the UK’s food and apparel sectors exemplify how neoliberal globalisation sustains a regime of economic coercion and human vulnerability within legitimate business practices (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021; Siddiqui and Uddin, 2016).
Thus, the emergence of MS represents the continuation of a historical logic of domination—reconstituted within the framework of global capitalism. Unlike classical slavery, which relied on overt ownership, MS operates through structural dependence, invisibility, and institutional complicity. The transformation from physical to economic coercion underscores a shift from the legality of ownership to the normalisation of exploitation through market systems.
The historical evolution of slavery; from ancient institutions of bondage to the hidden exploitation of modern supply chains demonstrates the adaptability of unfree labour to changing economic orders. The transition from ownership to control, and from legality to concealment, signifies how slavery persists as a structural feature of capitalist production rather than an aberration from it. Figure 2.7 illustrates the evolution of this story. Understanding this trajectory is fundamental to analysing the corporate manifestations of MS, where profit motives, global inequalities, and institutional gaps perpetuate exploitation under the guise of economic progress.
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Figure 2:7: Illustration of the Evolution from Classical Slavery, Industrial Labour, and MS 
The persistence of MS, as discussed above, has therefore prompted a range of international and national responses aimed at preventing, regulating, and mitigating such exploitation. These institutional and legislative developments reflect a gradual shift from state-centred labour regulation toward shared corporate accountability within the broader BHR framework, which is reviewed in the following section.
[bookmark: _Toc215651789][bookmark: _Toc221437597]2.5 Institutional and Legislative Responses to Modern Slavery
Efforts to combat MS have evolved through a complex web of international conventions, national legislations, and corporate governance frameworks. These developments reflect a gradual transformation from state-centred regulation of labour rights to shared corporate accountability within the BHR paradigm. This section reviews the evolution of key institutional frameworks and examines AMS legislation, analysing their design, implementation challenges, and the emerging trend toward global regulatory convergence.	
[bookmark: _Toc215651790][bookmark: _Toc221437598]2.5.1 Evolution of Business and Human Rights Frameworks
The global institutional response to forced labour and MS has developed incrementally over nearly a century. The ILO has been at the forefront of this movement, providing the normative foundation for modern human rights and labour protection regimes.
1. ILO Forced Labour Conventions (Nos 29 and 105)
The ILO Convention No. 29 (1930) defined forced labour as “all work or service exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily” (ILO, 1930). It marked the first formal international recognition of coercive labour as a human rights violation. The Abolition of Forced Labour Convention (No. 105, 1957) further prohibited all forms of compulsory labour as a means of political coercion, punishment, or discrimination. Together, these conventions established the moral and legal baseline for subsequent frameworks (ILO, 1957).
2. ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (1998; revised 2022)
This Declaration reaffirmed freedom from forced labour as one of four fundamental labour rights, alongside the elimination of child labour, non-discrimination, and freedom of association (ILO, 1998). The 2022 revision expanded its scope to include the right to a safe and healthy working environment, reinforcing the link between labour exploitation and broader occupational standards (ILO, 2022c).
3.  UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs, 2011)
The UNGPs, authored by John Ruggie, institutionalised the “Protect, Respect, and Remedy” framework. They delineate three pillars: State Duty to Protect against human rights abuses; Corporate Responsibility to Respect human rights; and Access to Remedy for victims (UNHRC, 2011). This framework marked a paradigm shift from voluntary CSR to a norm-based governance model grounded in Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD) (Ramasastry, 2015; Wettstein, 2012). Although non-binding, the UNGPs catalysed a new generation of laws and reporting standards by embedding ethical accountability into corporate structures.
4. OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises
Complementing the UNGPs, the OECD Guidelines provide operational guidance for responsible business conduct across GVC (OECD, 2011). They urge MNCs to identify, prevent, and mitigate adverse human rights impacts within their operations and supply chains (OECD, 2023). These guidelines, while voluntary, have become instrumental in shaping the HRDD frameworks of many OECD member states.
[bookmark: _Toc215651791][bookmark: _Toc221437599]2.5.2 From Voluntary CSR to Mandatory Human Rights Due Diligence
Historically, corporate human rights commitments were framed within the voluntary ethos of CSR and sustainability reporting. However, critics argue that voluntary approaches have often resulted in symbolic compliance—emphasising image management over substantive behavioural change  (Islam and McPhail, 2011; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). In response, governments and international bodies have begun to shift towards mandatory HRDD regimes, requiring corporations to systematically identify, prevent, and remedy adverse human rights impacts.
This transition reflects a broader institutional shift—from corporate voluntarism to regulatory accountability—driven by societal expectations, activist pressure, and transnational advocacy networks. It represents a new form of governance hybridity in which soft law principles (e.g., UNGPs, OECD guidelines) are increasingly translated into hard law obligations through national legislation.
[bookmark: _Toc215651792][bookmark: _Toc221437600]2.5.3 Anti-Modern Slavery Legislation
The last decade has witnessed a rapid proliferation of national and regional legal instruments that operationalise HRDD and corporate accountability for MS. These laws share the collective goal of improving transparency, traceability, and corporate responsibility across complex supply chains, yet differ in enforcement mechanisms and scope.
As summarised in Figure 2.8 and detailed description in Table 2.2, this institutional trajectory—from early ILO conventions to the EU’s mandatory due diligence directive—illustrates the progressive yet uneven shift from voluntary CSR principles toward enforceable governance mechanisms. It also highlights the interplay between coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures that shape corporate responses to MS, providing the conceptual foundation for this study’s NIT-based analysis.  
Within academia, MS has emerged as a multidisciplinary research field encompassing legal, political, economic, and organisational perspectives. Scholars in accounting and management have explored the measurement and disclosure dimensions of MS (Christ et al., 2020; Craig et al., 2019), while others adopt macro-level analyses to assess institutional, economic, and geopolitical determinants (Albitar et al., 2025; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Moussa et al., 2022). Collectively, these contributions underscore the systemic and institutionalised nature of MS—one that extends beyond individual corporate actions to encompass the global governance structures that enable its persistence.
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Figure 2:8: Timeline of the Modern Slavery Regulation Development
Table 2.2: Summary of Anti-Modern Slavery Legislation Development
	Year
	Legislation/ Initiative
	Country/ Region
	Applicability
	Key Obligations
	Key Focus
	Source

	2010 (effective 2012)
	California Transparency in Supply Chains Act (CTSCA)
	United States (California)
	Retailers and manufacturers doing business in California with annual worldwide gross receipts of ≥ $100 million
	Companies must disclose on their websites efforts to eliminate human trafficking and slavery in supply chains, addressing five specific areas:
1. Verification of supply chains
2. Audits of suppliers
3. Certification of materials’ compliance with laws
4. Internal accountability standards
5. Training for relevant staff
	Promoting supply chain transparency to combat slavery and human trafficking
	California DOJ


	2014
	ILO Forced Labour Protocol
	Global
. /302 (ILO)
	All ILO member states that ratify it
	National action plans, victim protection, and enforcement against forced labour.
	Updates the 1930 Convention to address trafficking and MS; requires national action plans. 
	ILO

	2015
	UK MS Act
	United Kingdom
	All businesses operating in the UK with a turnover of≥ £36 million turnover
	Annual slavery statements: criminal offences for trafficking and forced labour.
	No penalties for non-compliance; relies on transparency and public accountability.
The 2024 House of Lords report proposed stronger enforcement and monitoring.
	UK Legislation

	2017
	France Corporate Duty of Vigilance Law
	France
	French companies with ≥5,000 employees in France or ≥10,000 globally
	Vigilance plans cover risk assessment, prevention, and monitoring.
	French Commercial Code, the vigilance plan has to include: 1. A mapping that identifies, analyses and ranks risks; 2. Procedures to regularly assess, in accordance with the risk mapping, the situation of subsidiaries, subcontractors or suppliers with whom the company maintains an established commercial relationship; 3—appropriate actions to mitigate risks or prevent serious violations; 4. An alert mechanism that collects potential or actual risks, developed in a working partnership with the trade union organisations, representatives of the company concerned 5. A monitoring scheme to follow up on the measures implemented and assess their efficiency.
Civil liability for non-compliance; enforcement via court orders.
	RESPECT

	2018
	Australia MS Act
	Australia
	Entities with annual consolidated revenue ≥AUD 100 million
	Initially, no penalties; reforms introduced fines and an oversight body.
	Requires annual reporting on MS risks and mitigation
	AGD Review

	2021
	US Uyghur Forced Labour Prevention Act (UFLPA)
	United States
	All importers of goods from China’s Xinjiang region
	Prohibits imports unless proven not made with forced labour.
	Presumes goods made in Xinjiang involve forced labour unless proven otherwise
Strict customs enforcement; detentions and rejections.
	CBP

	2023
	Germany Supply Chain Act (LkSG)
	Germany
	From 2023: companies with ≥3,000 employees in Germany; from 2024: ≥1,000 employees
	Fines up to Euro 8M or 2% of turnover; public procurement bans.
	Requires due diligence across supply chains for human rights/environmental risks,
Calls for reform; possible merger with EU rules.
	CSR Germany

	2024
	Canada Forced Labour Act
	Canada
	Entities with ≥CAD 20 million in assets, ≥CAD 40 million in revenue, or ≥250 employees
	Fines up to CAD 250,000 for false or missing reports.
	Requires annual reports on steps to address forced and child labour in supply chains. May 2024: First disclosures filed; compliance review ongoing.
	Justice Canada

	2024
	EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD)
	European Union
	Large EU limited liability companies and partnerships: 
+/- 6,000 companies - >1000 employees and >EUR 450 million turnover (net) worldwide.
 Large non–EU companies: 
+/- 900 companies - > EUR 450 million turnover (net) in the EU.
The Directive contains provisions to facilitate compliance and limit the burden on companies, both in scope and in the value chain.

	This Directive establishes a corporate due diligence duty. The core elements of this duty are identifying and addressing potential and actual adverse human rights and environmental impacts in the company’s own operations, its subsidiaries, and, where related to its value chain(s), those of its business partners.
Fines up to 5% of global turnover; civil liability possible.
	Mandates due diligence across value chains; includes climate transition planning. 
The Omnibus proposal to amend the CSDDD aims to simplify companies' obligations and reduce regulatory burden while maintaining the Directive’s core goals. It now awaits approval by the European Parliament and Council. Once adopted and published in the EU Official Journal, Member States must transpose it into national law by 26 July 2027. The rules will apply from 26 July 2028 to the first group of companies, with full implementation by 26 July 2029.
	EC CSDDD

	2027
	CSDDD Implementation Deadline
	European Union
	Full application: ≥1,000 employees and €450M turnover (EU/non-EU)
	National supervisory bodies begin enforcement.
	Final year for member state transposition and full company compliance
Adopted in 2024; full implementation phased by 2029.
	Reed Smith


	
[bookmark: _Toc215651793][bookmark: _Toc221437601]2.6 Towards a Dual Reality Governance Framework
Building on these insights, this study introduces the concept of Dual Reality Governance to describe the coexistence of two institutional realities in corporate responses to MS. The formal reality consists of the visible architecture of compliance—policies, disclosures, audits, and certifications—constructed to signal legitimacy. The substantive reality, however, encompasses the hidden persistence of exploitation within global production systems, driven by structural incentives for cost reduction, competitive advantage, and supply chain opacity.
Dual Reality Governance emerges as a by-product of institutional complexity, in which organisations must balance the demands of legitimacy with the imperatives of profitability. From an NIT perspective, this duality exemplifies how isomorphic conformity and decoupling function as adaptive strategies to manage competing demands from regulators, markets, and civil society (Helfaya et al., 2025; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Integrating NIT with global governance and CSR frameworks thus provides a nuanced theoretical lens for analysing CMS. It highlights that eradicating MS is not solely a matter of regulation or ethics but an institutional challenge—one that demands reconfiguring the structures of organisational legitimacy, accountability, and governance.
[bookmark: _Toc215651795][bookmark: _Toc221437602]2.7 Summery 
This chapter established the historical, conceptual, and institutional foundations for understanding MS as a systemic feature of contemporary capitalism rather than a residual anomaly. It traced the shift from ownership-based slavery to modern forms of economic coercion embedded in global supply chains, showing how poverty, inequality, weak governance, and fragmented production sustain exploitation. The chapter clarified definitional complexities, introduced and used CMS as the business manifestation of MS, and mapped the evolving governance landscape—from ILO conventions and the UNGPs to national legislation (UK MSA 2015, Australia MSA 2018) and emerging mandatory due diligence (e.g., EU CSDDD). Despite these advances, implementation frequently remains symbolic, producing a gap between formal compliance and workplace reality. To explain this paradox, the chapter proposed Dual Reality Governance—the coexistence of visible accountability architectures and hidden exploitation. These insights motivate Chapter 3, which discusses the literature on MS and CMS in detail. 













[bookmark: _Toc218357091][bookmark: _Toc221437603]Chapter 3 Literature review 
[bookmark: _Toc215651797][bookmark: _Toc218357092][bookmark: _Toc221437604]3.1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc158293211][bookmark: _Hlk219314507]Building on the historical, conceptual, and institutional foundations established in Chapter 2, this chapter critically reviews the literature on MS with a particular focus on its corporate manifestations within global supply chains. Whereas Chapter 2 situated MS within its broader historical and socio-economic context, Chapter 3 deepens the analysis by examining how institutional governance systems, sustainability initiatives, and corporate governance mechanisms shape the persistence, management, and reporting of CMS in contemporary business practices. In doing so, the chapter seeks to bridge macro-level governance frameworks, meso-level corporate responses, and micro-level labour realities, thereby advancing a multi-scalar understanding of MS in global production networks (Ahmed et al., 2025; Lebaron, 2020; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
The literature increasingly recognises that MS in GVCs is structurally embedded within the transnational organisation of production, wherein lead firms in advanced economies externalise risks and costs to suppliers in low-income and labour-intensive regions (Schaper and Pollach, 2021; Shilling et al., 2021). This structural asymmetry creates conditions conducive to forced labour, debt bondage, and extreme exploitation, often concealed beneath layers of subcontracting and informal production arrangements (Emberson et al., 2022; Islam and Jain, 2013). Empirical studies using multi-regional input–output analysis demonstrate that affluent regions effectively “displace” slavery through imports embedded in construction, agriculture, and manufacturing sectors, underscoring the systemic role of MNCs in sustaining MS risks across borders (Shilling et al., 2021). These findings challenge conventional notions of MS as a localised or residual phenomenon, instead positioning it as an integral feature of contemporary capitalist production (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013).
Within this context, scholars increasingly conceptualise MS not merely as a human rights violation or labour issue but as a governance and accountability failure (Caspersz et al., 2022; New, 2015). Despite the proliferation of AMS legislation. Such as the UK Modern Slavery Act (MSA) (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and the proposed EU-CSDDD; evidence suggests that exploitative practices remain deeply entrenched in business operations and transnational supply networks (Albitar et al., 2025; Lebaron, 2020). This persistence is attributed to institutional weaknesses, market pressures, fragmented regulatory regimes, and the prevalence of symbolic compliance strategies that prioritise legitimacy over substantive reform (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
NIT provides an analytical foundation to literature to understanding how organisational behaviour and corporate responses to CMS are shaped by institutional pressures—coercive, normative, and mimetic—and how firms pursue legitimacy within the broader institutional environment. Through NIT perspective, the chapter explores how global and corporations respond to governance demands and societal expectations, often balancing symbolic compliance with substantive ethical action.
The chapter is organised around a set of interrelated themes that collectively address the structural, institutional, and corporate dimensions of MS. It examines the structural drivers of MS in global supply chains, the alignment of MS eradication efforts with the UN-SDGs (particularly SDG 8.7[footnoteRef:5]), and the role of SGIs in shaping corporate strategies and disclosures related to CMS. It also reviews national and international governance responses, highlighting differences in regulatory design and enforcement. [5:  SDG 8.7 calls on all countries to “Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms” ] 

The chapter gives particular attention to the A&TI, given its high vulnerability to MS risks, and considers how country-level governance factors such as legal systems, IEQ, and HDI influence corporate accountability and labour protection. It further evaluates accounting, legal, and reporting mechanisms—such as sustainability reporting, assurance, and due diligence—acknowledging their contributions to transparency while recognising their limitations in achieving substantive change for workers.
[bookmark: _Toc221437605][bookmark: _Toc131356292][bookmark: _Toc139533349][bookmark: _Toc151541454][bookmark: _Toc215651798][bookmark: _Toc218357093]3.2 Modern Slavery in Global context
[bookmark: _Toc221437606]3.2.1 Modern Slavery and the Role of the UN-SDGs
Wealthy economies use developing economies as a tool for profit generation, exploiting cheap labour and inhumane working conditions as part of MNCs' supply chain (Moussa et al., 2022; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).  Therefore, MNCs have substantial contributions to rooted CMS practices (Ahmed et al., 2025). With the determination to promote global social, economic, and environmental sustainability, in September 2015, 193 UN members met in New York and adopted 17 UN-SDGs and 169 targets as an agenda (United Nations, 2015b). These goals address sustainable development priorities that came into effect on 1st January 2016, aiming to achieve them by 2030 (Moussa et al., 2022; United Nations, 2015b).  These 17 UN-SDGs are implicitly interrelated, and among them, UN-SDG1, UN-SDG3, UN-SDG8, and UN-SDG10 are explicitly related to MS practices (Schaper and Pollach, 2021).
The 2030 Agenda embeds MS primarily in SDG 8 (“decent work”), with Target 8.7 calling for “immediate and effective measures” to eradicate forced labour, end MS and human trafficking, and eliminate the worst forms of child labour by 2030 (ILO, 2016; Schaper and Pollach, 2021; Voss et al., 2019). UN-SDG target 8.7 aim to eliminate MS by 2030 (United Nations, 2015b). UN has identified "UN-SGD Target 8.7 calls on all to take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end MS  and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of all forms of child labour as an essential step to achieving decent work for all, full and productive employment and inclusive and sustained economic growth" (ILO, 2016, p. 2). Accordingly, the target is explicitly significant for corporations, governance bodies, regulatory bodies, and other stakeholders, as it provides a framework for developing an actionable plan to tackle the MS target by 2030 (Moussa et al., 2022).  
Also, these UN-SDGs goals are used as governmental guidance to achieve sustainability targets. Target 8.8, combined with target 8.7, focuses on "Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all workers, including migrant workers, particularly women migrants, and those in precarious employment" (United Nations, 2015, p. 20). Comprehensive guidance and direction help firms decide and modify their strategies and targets (Christ et al., 2019).
Introducing new annual corporate reporting and disclosure requirements regarding MS risk associated with their direct business and supply chain has somewhat improved corporate accountability (Burritt and Christ, 2021; Voss et al., 2019).  Nevertheless, the implementation of the UN-SDGs has slowed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, global financial and energy crises, the Russia-Ukraine war, the Israel–Palestine conflict, and India-Pakistan skirmishes, which have significantly impacted the achievement of UN-SDGs targets. Unfortunately, achieving UN-SDG 8.7 may not be a realistic target by 2030 unless there is a significant global contribution to the elimination process (United Nations, 2022c; United Nations- Economic and Social Council, 2022).
Most governments remain ineffective, offering rhetorical commitments to sustainability rather than implementing meaningful action. For instance, despite the global target to eradicate child labour by 2025, recent estimates indicate that approximately 137 million children were still engaged in child labour as of 2024 (ILO, 2025). This demonstrates that achieving the target is unrealistic within the current global legal framework, compounded by weak enforcement mechanisms and inadequate governmental intervention (ILO, 2025). Accordingly, policymakers and governance need urgent attention to develop a strong, effective strategic plan to probe the phenomenon (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). In addition, corporations must make a more significant contribution to global sustainability and develop an actionable plan aligned with the macro–level UN–SDGs targets.
This policy–practice gap reflects the limitations of global governance in transforming institutional norms into enforceable accountability mechanisms. While many MNCs have incorporated UN-SDG-related language into their CSR and sustainability reports, such alignment often remains rhetorical, reflecting symbolic adoption rather than genuine transformation (Crane et al., 2022; LeBaron, 2021). The voluntary and non-binding nature of UN-SDGs implementation allows firms to project legitimacy without substantially reforming supply-chain practices (Gold et al., 2015; New, 2015).
From NIT's perspective, the UN-SDGs serve as normative institutional pressure, shaping corporate legitimacy and behaviour. Global sustainability frameworks create shared social expectations that influence how firms define acceptable conduct within their organisational fields (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). Firms respond to these pressures by mimicking peer practices and embedding UN-SDGs commitments into their governance and reporting systems to demonstrate compliance and social responsibility (Albitar et al., 2025; Brammer et al., 2012). However, these responses often result in mimetic or symbolic conformity—what Meyer and Rowan (1977) describe as “decoupling”—where formal adherence to institutional norms is prioritised over substantive organisational change.
Thus, although the UN-SDGs have established a global normative framework to address MS, their effectiveness depends on translating voluntary commitments into enforceable mechanisms. Achieving the ambitions of Target 8.7 requires greater institutional coherence, cross-sectoral collaboration, and transparency in corporate reporting, ensuring that global normative pressures translate into meaningful action and accountability (LeBaron, 2021; SSE et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc131356295][bookmark: _Toc139533352][bookmark: _Toc151541458][bookmark: _Toc215651799][bookmark: _Toc218357094][bookmark: _Toc221437607]3.2.2 Impact of Country Governance Factors on the Elimination of Modern Slavery
The issue of MS is a global challenge that requires a multi-faceted approach involving governments, businesses, and civil society (Walk Free, 2023a). While businesses have a responsibility to ensure ethical practices within their operations and supply chains, the role of country governance factors cannot be overlooked. Hence, the growing recognition of CMS has shed light on BHR violations in business and the complex contemporary supply chain (Wilhelm et al., 2020). A robust governance mechanism is essential for developing socio-friendly policies to promote social well-being and discourage CMS practices (Siddiqui and Uddin, 2016).  A country governance system is a multifaceted concept that covers all aspects of the authority exercised by the government and non-government institutions through the formal and informal management of a government's resource endowment (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2013).
In practice, government effectiveness (GE) refers to the extent to which public administration actions, procedures, and output help achieve organisational and public objectives and mission (Kaufmann, 2021; Mooneeapen et al., 2022)
.. While many scholars focus on country governance indicators across different environmental and social aspects, the literature lacks discussion of indicators that address MS practices (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017). 
Country governance systems can be significantly influenced to eliminate MS practices (Jain et al., 2017; Pyng et al., 2021). For several reasons, understanding country characteristics is important for contemporary corporations and vice versa. First, insight into the country’s global potential and capability to achieve the UN-SDGs is an essential factor for modern investors. The second capability of international intermediation is to develop and support new policies and initiatives (International Council on Human Rights Policy, 2002; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017). For example, the entry and exit of international business vary depending on the governance systems (Wettstein et al., 2019). The third identifies the impact of differences in transnational standards and capital market rules and regulations on BHR practices (Mardini and Lahyani, 2021). 
Strong legal frameworks and their effective enforcement are critical in combating CMS practices. Countries with comprehensive legislation that criminalises CMS practices, such as forced labour, child labour, and human trafficking, create a deterrent for businesses engaging in such practices (Islam and McPhail, 2011). Additionally, effective enforcement mechanisms, including investigative agencies, specialised units, and strong judicial systems, play a crucial role in ensuring that perpetrators are held accountable. Furthermore, strong country governance factors highlight and enhance better BHR practices. For example, Evidence exists in civil law countries, which are usually stakeholder-oriented and disclose more information than common law countries (Ball et al., 2000).  La Porta et al. (1999) argue that shareholder protection is more pronounced in common law countries than in civil law countries. 
With the acceptance of neoliberal policies (shifting production to low-cost countries), MNCs are shifting their BHR responsibilities from home-country requirements to self-determining appropriate governance standards, thereby escaping the state (home country) 's mandatory legal requirements (Islam et al., 2021). The lack of government policies and regulations adversely impacts BHR protection—for example, the Rana Plaza tragedy in Bangladesh. MNCs are using cheap child labour and forced labour to make illegal profits. For example, ILO (2014) states that US$150 bn in illegal profits is generated each year. Effective collaboration and cooperation between governments, businesses, and civil society organisations are crucial in combating CMS practices (McCorquodale and Simons, 2009; Sikka, 2011; Smit et al., 2021). Governments can create platforms for dialogue and partnerships that facilitate knowledge sharing, capacity building, and coordinated efforts to address CMS. Collaboration among diverse stakeholders can lead to the development of joint initiatives, guidelines, and best practices that are more impactful in tackling MS than isolated efforts (United Nations, 2017).
The complex nature of CMS practices often obscures their visibility, making them difficult to identify and address effectively. It thrives within supply chains, where businesses source goods and services from entities that exploit vulnerable workers. Transparency and reporting requirements compel businesses to disclose their efforts in addressing CMS risks. When countries impose clear guidelines and regulations on corporate reporting, businesses are incentivised to conduct due diligence and disclose information on their supply chains, including efforts to combat CMS. This transparency allows stakeholders, including investors and consumers, to make informed decisions and exert pressure on businesses to eliminate MS practices (United Nations Global Compact, 2017a). In fact, some developed countries (the UK and the USA) have introduced rules to control MNCs behaviour in their supply chains, particularly in developing countries. The absence of an adequate supply chain and regulatory framework negatively affects human rights protection (Bodendorf et al., 2022; Crane, 2013).
CMS practices are interrelated with the global economy. For example, Mehmood et al. (2022) argued that a greater prevalence of CMS practices could significantly negatively impact global economic development. In addition, fighting against CMS has greater potential to improve market efficiency and establish better economic transparency and quality in the country. Also, it boosts social protection and quality of life (Mehmood et al., 2022). Furthermore, most scholars revealed that country-level characteristics shape and reshape firm characteristics (La Porta et al., 1999; Crane et al., 2019; Mooneeapen et al., 2022). Also, corporations have greater responsibilities to enable the country to achieve the UN-SDGs (Mooneeapen et al., 2022). 
	Some countries have considerable differences in their governance system. For example, legal systems differ significantly between Arabic-speaking countries and civil law or common law countries. Governance can be defined as “the traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised; this includes (a) the process by which governments are selected, monitored, and replaced; (b) the capacity of the government to effectively formulate and implement sound policies; and (c) the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and social interactions among them” (Kaufmann et al., 2011, p.222). The UN human rights principle clarifies the State’s duty to protect human rights and the corporate duty to respect and remedy abuses (Muchlinski, 2012). It is argued that macro-level governance affects the delivery of better human rights practices. Also, it shapes and reshapes corporate-level practices.
In the late 1990s, the World Bank initiated six dimensions of governance that can be used to measure governance accountability (Kaufmann, 2021)[footnoteRef:6]. These factors are used to measure the quality of the institutional environment (Moussa et al., 2022). Also, these are the fundamental aspects of governance that can shape corporate practices. The corporation’s relationship with stakeholders is implicit in the corporate governance structure. Also, country characteristics are explicit in corporations, shaping the corporation's accountability. For example, stakeholder-oriented countries have more active sustainability committees and prefer to provide assured reports than shareholder-oriented ones (Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2016).  [6:  Voice and accountability, political stability and absence of violence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, the rule of law and control of corruption are considered as world governance indicators or six dimensions of world governance indicators(Kaufmann, 2021).] 

Given significant differences in the corporate macro environment, control corporate entry and exit, and regulate market boundaries and operational constraints (Wettstein et al., 2019; Whitley, 1999). In addition, significant differences are embedded in corporate operations across the same industry. For example, Ioannis Ioannou and Serafeim (2012) identified a significant difference in the corporate social performance of German automakers Daimler and BMW, which was considerably higher than that of Japanese automakers (Daihatsu and Kawasaki), due to differences in legal, educational, financial, political, and cultural factors. MNCs are taking advantage of developing countries' low levels of democracy to profit unethically (Mooneeapen et al., 2022). For example, employee working conditions, minimum wage, and workers' health and safety are often ignored in MNCs in developing countries with high corruption and political instability (Akhter et al., 2019), where political instability is unlikely to lead to the establishment of rules and regulations to eliminate MS practices.
Given the concentration of indirect and direct power held by MNCs to control the state of the supply chain, CMS practices remain hidden behind the screen (Abeysekara et al., 2019; Alexander et al., 2022). Less developed countries invite and facilitate MNCs to establish operations in host countries to address their adverse economic conditions (Sikka, 2011; Uddin and Hopper, 2001). Notably, in retaliation for the invitation, today's MNCs operate their business in developing countries by controlling their economic and political stability (PS) (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021). As a result, host countries are serving as MNCs' puppets rather than imposing burdensome regulations and conditions on businesses operating in their countries.  
Crane (2013) states that CMS can be present when barriers to fighting corruption and to freedom of expression are present. Regulators and the country's governors are responsible for establishing anti-slavery laws to protect workers’ rights.  Also, governance needs to take proactive action to minimise corruption and protect workers. In sum, countries can utilise economic incentives and trade policies to encourage businesses to eliminate CMS practices. By linking trade benefits and preferential treatment to responsible business practices, governments can incentivise businesses to take proactive measures to eradicate MS. Trade policies that promote transparency and responsible sourcing can also help reduce the risk of MS in global supply chains.
Over the last few years, people have been suffering from the pandemic, the Ukraine war, and the economic and financial crisis  (UNDP, 2022). The United Nations introduced the Human Development Index (HDI), which measures a country's social and economic development, has significantly fallen and adversely impacts CMS (Moussa et al., 2022; Ranis et al., 2011; UNDP, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic reduced visibility into CMS practices and reduced opportunities to track and trace them, particularly in the supply chain (Christ and Burritt, 2021). Guy Ryder, ILO’s director-general, mention that covid pandemic is “no longer only a global health crisis, it is also a major labour market and economic crisis that is having a huge impact on people" because it has increased the social inequality, protection and BHR (e.g., less job protection, low-paid work, fire, unpaid leave) (Anner, 2020; ILO, 2020b).
Eliminating CMS practices requires a comprehensive and collaborative approach. Country governance factors play a crucial role in creating an environment that deters businesses from engaging in CMS practices and encourages them to adopt responsible practices. Through robust legal frameworks, transparency requirements, collaboration, and strategic trade policies, countries can make significant contributions to combating CMS and fostering a global business environment grounded in ethical and responsible practices.
[bookmark: _Toc218357095][bookmark: _Toc221437608]3.2.3 Government Response to Fighting CMS
CMS demands macro-level, multi-actor action. Governments shape outcomes through coercive instruments (laws, enforcement, sanctions), coordination tools (national action plans), and transnational initiatives (SDG 8.7). Key legislative anchors include the UK MSA (2015), Australia’s MSA (2018), California’s Transparency in Supply Chains Act (2012), and Germany’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (2023). Refer to Table 2.2 for more details. 
Governments are allocating resources and strengthening law enforcement agencies to enhance efforts to combat MS. The GSI highlights the importance of specialised units and task forces dedicated to investigating and prosecuting MS cases. Governments are also focusing on capacity-building and training for law enforcement personnel to effectively identify, investigate, and dismantle criminal networks involved in MS (Walk Free, 2023a). Further, GSI emphasises the need for government responses to eradicate MS. Moreover, the Strongest government response to MS as a percentage can be visible in the UK (68); Australia, the Netherlands, Portugal, and the United States' response rate was 67; Ireland, Spain, Sweden, and Norway's response rate was 63  (Walk Free, 2023, p. 29).
Governments engage in international collaborations to address MS at a global scale. One notable initiative is the Alliance 8.7, a global partnership dedicated to achieving UN-SDGs target 8.7, which aims to eradicate all forms of CMS practices (ILO, 2016). Through collaboration, governments can share best practices, exchange information, and collectively work towards common goals, strengthening the global fight against CMS practices. While government responses to combat CMS practices have made significant strides, challenges persist. One challenge is the need for greater enforcement of existing legislation. Also, governments must ensure adequate resources and mechanisms are in place to monitor and enforce compliance with AMS laws effectively. Additionally, coordination and information-sharing between governments, law enforcement agencies, and other stakeholders need to be enhanced to facilitate a more robust response.
Corruption is one factor in the reversal of progress toward eliminating CMS practices. According to the GSI, countries with higher levels of corruption tend to have higher levels of CMS (Walk Free, 2018b). Corruption can enable human trafficking networks and allow businesses to exploit workers without fear of repercussions. In addition, corrupt officials may be complicit in using forced labour or turn a blind eye to labour abuses. Also, countries with weak legal frameworks and ineffective enforcement mechanisms are more likely to have higher rates of MS. A study by the ILO (2014) found that weak labour laws and poor enforcement were key drivers of forced labour in the agriculture sector in Thailand. In contrast, countries with stronger labour protections and better enforcement mechanisms may be more effective at preventing MS.
PS is also an essential factor in preventing CMS practices. Countries experiencing conflict or instability may be more vulnerable to forced labour, child labour, poor health and working conditions, or trafficking to generate illegal profit in their business. For example, a study by Walk Free and Minderoo (2018) found that armed conflict in Yemen has increased child soldiers and forced labour use. In contrast, countries with stable governments and effective governance structures may be better equipped to prevent and address CMS practices.
The Government Response Index measures the effectiveness of the government's response to MS  (Walk Free, 2018b)[footnoteRef:7].  The government can establish new indices and enact strong legislation to combat CMS practices and improve governmental accountability. Furthermore, a solid legal system and legislation help to minimise adverse actions. For example, the High Court fined £1 million for severe labour exploitation of several Lithuanian workers who worked on chicken farms supplying eggs to the egg supply chains of a leading British supermarket in 2016 (FRA - European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2019).  [7:  The Government Response Index provides a comparative assessment of the legal, policy, and programmatic actions that 181 governments are taking to respond to modern slavery. This is based on data collected on 104 indicators that are relevant to understanding how each government is tracking towards achieving five milestones:1 / Survivors of slavery are identified and supported to exit and remain out of slavery.2 / Criminal  justice  mechanisms  function  effectively  to prevent modern slavery.3 / Coordination occurs at the national and regional level, and governments are held to account for their response.4 / Risk  factors  such  as  attitudes,  social  systems,  and  institutions that enable modern slavery are addressed.5 / Government and business stop sourcing goods and services produced by forced labour (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018).] 

Governors and the government are prominent players who determine how to address and effectively eradicate MS. Indeed, Simic and Blitz (2019) and Christ and Burritt (2021) highlighted that transparency is not only a means to eliminate CMS but also requires immediate action to fill the governance gap. For example, in response to the United Nations Guiding Principles (UNGP) on MS, the Commonwealth MSA 2018 provides guidance to reporting entities. This guidance emphasises that "The Act only requires you to explain how you assess the effectiveness of an entity's actions. The Act does not ask you to determine whether an entity's actions are effective" (Australian Border Force, 2018, p.54). In essence, this Act required only reporting on management plans, not on their effectiveness in addressing MS, as stated in their statements. This governance gap creates opportunities for the firm to misuse its reporting flexibility. Furthermore, the critical part of reporting will be how effectively the firm tackles MS and the practical implications of these plans.
Moreover, in 2017, 90 governments[footnoteRef:8], together with powerful and developed economies, launched and endorsed a "Call to Action" aiming to achieve UN-SDGs target 8.7 by eradicating MS and human trafficking from their economies and their supply chain by 2019 (Delta 8.7, 2017; GRI and RLI, 2019). Introducing government incentive schemes to promote MS-free products can motivate cooperation in adopting zero CMS policies. Precisely, Deloitte (2020) proposed a child labour-free agreement that would substantially help minimise child labour, as most corporations use child labour to reduce labour costs. Nevertheless, child-labour-free tariffs facilitate MNCs in reducing their total production costs. It is a win-win situation that simultaneously reaches macro and micro-level targets. [8:  See 90 government that work together with powerful countries to eliminate modern slavery:  https://delta87.org/call-to-action/ .] 

In addition, the introduction of new legislation that enforces worldwide and strengthens current legislation from voluntary to mandatory requirements to ensure positive contributions against CMS practices (Garcia-Torres, Rey-Garcia and Albareda-Vivo, 2017; Kirton and Trebilcock, 2017; Knudsen, 2018; Rogerson et al., 2020; BHRRC, 2023). Some governments continued to promote and started drafting new legislation to improve the due diligence of their business activities. According to the MS reports, some countries have actively acted against MS  (Walk Free, 2016, 2018b)[footnoteRef:9].  [9:   The following countries taking the most action to combat modern slavery are the Netherlands, the United States of America, Australia, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Spain, Portugal, Norway, Belgium and Croatia. Also, least action was taken in North Korea-Iran-Eritrea-Equatorial Guinea-Hong Kong-Central African Republic-Papua New Guinea-Guinea-Democratic Republic of the Congo -South Sudan (Walk Free, 2016, 2018b). ] 

It is an arguable grey area in labour standards and the strength of those standards across different countries. Lowering the minimum employment age will significantly affect the development of unskilled labour and reduce the productivity of future generations, particularly in developing countries (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1997). labour standards depend on income, sociocultural differences, politics, and governing mechanisms (Brown, 1996). For example, the USA trade policy of the McKinley Act of 1980 prohibited imports from convict labour.
Another critical aspect of this legislation is transparency. Growing awareness of ethical considerations of business activities increases the risk of business, and firms need to be more transparent with stakeholders to survive this challenging world (GRI and RLI, 2019). Because CMS risk can cause significant damage to the firm's reputation and adversely affect the firm's share price, which is highly sensitive to social and environmental matters. Greater transparency in business activities and supply chains positively impacts firms and society. For example, workers' job satisfaction enhanced satisfaction, had a positive impact on stakeholders, and enabled the company to gain a competitive advantage. 
In addition, due to the high demand for research on sustainability issues, researchers have extensively studied the impact of various country governance and sustainability indicators (Schneider and Scherer, 2019). Despite that, emerging economies used investment by multinational companies as a remedy for their adverse economic conditions as a strategy for economic growth (Clarke and Boersma, 2017). As a result, some governments are unable to establish better BHR practices and robust legislation to protect human rights (Islam, Deegan and Haque, 2021). However, global CMS governance can influence or support its supply chain in developing robust rules and policies when the government is incapable or ineffective in developing its own policies or is unaware of regulatory and legal issues. In addition, establishing a global action plan will raise government awareness of the need to eliminate MS practices. Ahmad et al. (2023) offer valuable insights into the drafting and enactment of MS disclosure regulations, which are deemed important for stakeholders and policymakers working to tackle MS, and highlight the need to address non-compliance, ambiguity, and crisis in evolving social and environmental disclosure regulations.
CMS practices remain a pervasive issue, with significant contributions from industries such as apparel, mining, fishing, and the cotton sector. The following section explores and summarises the literature on A&TI and whether unique industry characteristics facilitate CMS practices. This sector's intricate global supply chains, labour-intensive production processes, cost pressures, and reliance on informal labour have made it a focal point for exploitation. Investigating the specific dynamics within the apparel industry offers valuable insights into the root causes of CMS, enabling targeted strategies to address and eradicate these practices effectively.
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[bookmark: _Toc221437610]3.3.1 Impact of SGI on Fighting CMS Practices
Sustainability governance frameworks—encompassing CSR, ESG criteria, and broader SGIs—have become central to contemporary efforts to address CMS and related human rights abuses. These frameworks promote ethical conduct, stakeholder accountability, and transparency across global supply chains, reinforcing the expectation that corporations act as responsible global citizens (Albitar et al., 2025; Crane et al., 2022; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). In theory, CSR and ESG practices should align corporate objectives with social welfare, thereby reducing the institutional and operational conditions that enable forced labour and exploitation. However, empirical evidence suggests that the outcomes of these initiatives remain mixed, often reflecting symbolic compliance rather than substantive change (LeBaron and Crane, 2021; New, 2015).
The evolution of sustainability governance has created multiple entry points for addressing MS risks. CSR frameworks encourage firms to incorporate human rights principles into their operations and reporting practices, whereas ESG standards link corporate ethics and social performance to investment decisions (Alkhadra et al., 2023; Allam et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2022). Likewise, SGIs, such as the GRI, UN Global Compact, and OECD Guidelines for MNCs, have established guidelines for ethical sourcing, due diligence, and AMS reporting. Collectively, these instruments have created a global normative infrastructure that influences how corporations identify, disclose, and mitigate MS within supply chains (Crane et al., 2019; Gold et al., 2015).
Despite this progress, sustainability governance has often failed to translate into genuine behavioural transformation. Numerous studies highlight the decoupling between corporate commitments and actual practices, particularly in sectors dependent on complex, multi-tier supply chains such as textiles, construction, agriculture, and electronics (Oyedijo et al., 2024; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024). The persistence of exploitative conditions reflects a pattern of symbolic adoption—where firms adopt sustainability rhetoric to enhance legitimacy and reputation without substantially altering underlying business models (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Greenwashing and selective disclosure remain pervasive, undermining the credibility of corporate efforts to address CMS (Maher et al., 2022; Michelon et al., 2015).
Empirical research further demonstrates that SGI's effectiveness depends on internal corporate structures and stakeholder engagement mechanisms. Factors such as board diversity, union presence, and stakeholder participation have been shown to influence the depth of firms’ social and labour rights disclosures (Burritt and Christ, 2023; Crane et al., 2022; Lee Park et al., 2023). Firms with more diverse boards and stronger stakeholder linkages tend to exhibit greater commitment to sustainability and ethical compliance, whereas firms with homogenous leadership structures often prioritise financial performance over social accountability (Deloitte Global, 2022; Mechkova et al., 2024). However, even within progressive organisations, the absence of robust external monitoring and enforcement mechanisms limits the potential of sustainability governance to address systemic labour exploitation effectively (Gray et al., 1996; Islam, 2018).
Moreover, firms with complex, globalised supply chains face challenges in monitoring and auditing labour conditions, thereby increasing the risk of MS. Long, fragmented supply chains create opportunities for exploitative practices to go undetected (Kolk, 2016). Also, MNCs that rely extensively on subcontracting and outsourcing may face difficulties ensuring transparency and accountability throughout their supply chains. This can create vulnerabilities and enable CMS practices to occur in lower tiers of the supply chain (Alexander et al., 2022; LeBaron et al., 2018). Many SGIs emphasise the need for supply chain transparency. By implementing robust supply chain monitoring and auditing systems, companies can identify and address potential MS risks (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). This increased transparency helps in uncovering instances of forced labour, human trafficking, and other forms of CMS practices, enabling companies to take appropriate action (Christ et al., 2023).
 SGIs commonly include the development and implementation of a code of conduct for suppliers (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Lu and Wang, 2021). These codes establish clear expectations regarding labour practices, including a prohibition on CMS practices. Companies can require their suppliers to comply with these codes and conduct regular audits to ensure compliance. By holding suppliers accountable, organisations can exert pressure to eliminate CMS practices from their supply chains (Christ et al., 2020). It can be noticed that trade union activists are a potent tool against MS.
Collective bargaining rights can play a crucial role in combating CMS practices by empowering workers to negotiate better working conditions, fair wages, and improved labour protections (Kuruvilla and Li, 2021). Also, freedom of association and collective bargaining can be considered fundamental tools for achieving UN-SDG 8: decent work (Kuruvilla and Li, 2021). The Global Rights Index created by the International Trade Union Confederation provides an overview of workers' rights worldwide. It assesses countries based on indicators such as collective bargaining rights, freedom of association, and the extent of labour exploitation. The report sheds light on the value of substantial collective bargaining rights in preventing CMS (International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), 2022). Also, trade unions' role in opposing CMS is vital, as they have a solid understanding of these practices. Therefore, it can be argued that trade unions have the power and ability to discuss the strategies to address CMS practices and utilise their collective bargaining rights to secure working conditions and protection against exploitation (Crane, 2013).
The growing trend of enhancing female representation on corporate boards has become increasingly visible worldwide (Adams, 2016; Deloitte Global, 2022). It has been gradually increasing during the last few years. Moreover, gender diversity in corporate leadership has garnered significant attention in recent years, with many organisations and policymakers recognising its potential benefits. Gender diversity on boards is often regarded as an essential component of CSR and as a step towards addressing gender inequality in the business world (European Union, 2022; Kyaw et al., 2022; Pini et al., 2010; Villesèche and Sinani Evis, 2021). 
Concurrently, increasing the representation of women on corporate boards has gained significant momentum globally as part of sustainability efforts to address gender inequality (Beji et al., 2021). According to the Deloitte Global report (2022), the number of board seats held by women has gradually increased from 15 per cent in 2016 to 19.7 per cent in 2021. Also, this report revealed that women in the C-suite have increased slowly from 3.9 per cent (2016) to 5 per cent (2021). However, gender diversity on boards is not directly related to MS; it shares the broader objective of promoting ethical practices and responsible corporate behaviour (Kuzey et al., 2022; Nadeem et al., 2017; S&P Global, 2021; Yadav and Prashar, 2022). The push for gender diversity on boards reflects a commitment to gender equality and is one facet of fostering a socially responsible corporate culture, which aligns with broader sustainability objectives (Kuzey et al., 2022; Nadeem et al., 2017).
There is a noticeable gap in the literature on the relationship between board independence and MS, an important aspect of corporate governance and sustainability (New Steve, 2015). Only a limited number of scholars have explored the connection in the context of combating MS within businesses and supply chains (Flynn, 2020; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; New, 2015). Board independence, defined as having at least half of the board composed of independent non‑executive directors (outside directors with no material ties to the company), has been examined for its potential impact on addressing MS issues (Helfaya and Moussa, 2017; Qiu et al., 2016; Shaukat et al., 2016). Moreover, the study by Shaukat et al (2016) found that board independence can enhance a company's ethical and socially responsible practices. Independent directors often bring diverse perspectives and a focus on compliance and ethical considerations, making them valuable in addressing social and environmental concerns (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2015; Helfaya and Moussa, 2017). 
Nevertheless, relatively little academic attention has been paid to MNCs' CMS obligations regarding corporate reporting (Islam and McPhail, 2011; Obara and Peattie, 2018). Many sustainability governance initiatives emphasise the importance of training and capacity building. Companies can provide training to their employees and suppliers on recognising and addressing CMS issues (Emeseh and Songi, 2014; Lu and Wang, 2021; Wettstein, 2012). This education raises awareness, builds capacity, and empowers individuals to identify and report potential instances of CMS practices. Some businesses use CSR or sustainability reporting to communicate their non-financial activities to the stakeholders to gain a competitive advantage. Therefore, scholars argue that the quality of CSR or sustainability reporting is high on the agenda among social and environmental researchers (Helfaya and Moussa, 2017; Gillan, Koch, and Starks, 2021; Hamed et al., 2022). Hamed et al. (2022) found that mandatory CSRREP significantly improved its quality. Correspondingly, they argued that better CSR performance and quality reporting create a positive image on the market and enhance investment opportunities. However, most mandatory CSRREP occurs in developed countries.
Sustainability governance initiatives often require companies to report their efforts to combat CMS practices publicly. For instance, the UK MSS requirement enhances organisational accountability by obliging firms to disclose relevant information on their policies, procedures, and progress. Public reporting fosters transparency and facilitates benchmarking, enabling stakeholders to assess a company's commitment to eradicating CMS practices. However, the quality of the CSR or sustainability reporting depends on the attributes of the reporters.
Corporate social irresponsibility (CSIR) has been identified as a significant concern in the literature due to its substantial negative impact on stakeholder expectations and on reversing the global progress of sustainability (Nardella, Brammer and Surdu, 2020; Brammer, Nardella and Surdu, 2021). The repercussions of CSIR extend beyond immediate stakeholders to include negative externalities that can inflict damage on a corporation's reputation and result in legal consequences (Bailey and Bonifield, 2010; Brammer et al., 2021; Kolk, 2016). Scholars emphasise that the adverse effects of CSIR are not limited to the short term but also pose a threat to the long-term survival of businesses (Islam and McPhail, 2011; McPhail and McKernan, 2011; Ahmed and Uddin, 2021). Historical evidence shows numerous instances of MNCs' CSIR (Ullah et al., 2021). For example, the UK fashion brand “Boohoo” for BHR violates working conditions (Nardella et al., 2020). 
However, Gillan et al. (2021) argued that CSR activities vary across organisations' geographical locations and country characteristics. Most well-known ESG and CSR rating frameworks were built with high-income countries in mind. Thus, it has created issues with the framework's adaptability in middle- and low-income countries, as significant differences exist in their economic, social, and environmental structures (Linnenluecke, 2022).
These impacts are supported by various studies and reports on the effectiveness of sustainability governance initiatives in fighting CMS practices. For instance, the 2018 KnowTheChain benchmarking report assessed the efforts of 43 global companies in addressing forced labour risks in their supply chains (BHRRC, 2020). The report highlighted that companies with stronger sustainability governance systems performed better in identifying and addressing CMS risks.
Due to the high demand for research on sustainability issues, researchers have extensively studied the impact of various countries' governance and sustainability indicators (Schneider and Scherer, 2019). Despite that, emerging economies used MNC investment as a remedy for their adverse economic conditions as a strategy for economic growth (Clarke and Boersma, 2017). As a result, some governments are unable to establish better BHR practices (Islam, Deegan and Haque, 2021). Moreover, this study focuses on how global sustainability governance can influence its supply chain to develop UN-SDGs and CSR policies when the government is incapable or ineffective in developing its own policies or is unaware of regulatory and legal issues. This action plan will raise awareness and improve sustainable zero CMS practices across the supply chain.  Previous studies have explored the importance of publishing MSS annually to communicate their actions and minimise the MS risk to their business, including its supply chain (Crane, 2013). In line with the above literature, it can be argued that country and global-governance mechanisms are essential for sustainable development and fighting CMS.
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Accounting for BHR poses a multifaceted and intricate challenge, requiring the active involvement of the accounting profession to address it effectively (Gray et al., 1996; Parsa et al., 2018; Walker, 2021). Transparency, accountability, and the promotion of ethical business practices are crucial responsibilities that the accounting profession undertakes in this context (Christ et al., 2019; McPhail and McKernan, 2011). Also, non-financial reporting serves as a valuable platform for corporations to disclose both direct and indirect externalities to a diverse range of stakeholders  (Iswati, 2020; Owen, 2014). Moreover, corporate social disclosures offer a means to communicate corporate aspirations and cultivate a positive public image by highlighting social and environmental initiatives (Helfaya and Moussa, 2017). Despite a gradual increase in Business and Human Rights-related studies, a comprehensive examination within a broader scope remains lacking (Caruana et al., 2021).
In addition, MNCs face government pressure to understand better CMS risks in their supply chains (Flynn and Walker, 2021).These risks, spanning various aspects of the supply chain, pose a significant threat to the reputation of the brands involved (Stevenson and Cole, 2018). A notable example is the reputational risk Apple faces due to the unethical CMS practices of its supplier, Foxconn (Brammer et al., 2021).  Furthermore, countries such as the UK, Australia, and Canada have recognised the importance of developing and reporting CMS risks (Christ et al., 2019; Christ and Burritt, 2021). The emergence of legislation and initiatives to address these concerns reflects the growing recognition of the severity of CMS practices as a global challenge for both firms and society (Christ et al., 2023). Additionally, these countries have also emphasised the significance of developing and reporting MS risks (Christ et al., 2019; Christ and Burritt, 2021). Despite the existence of well-articulated frameworks for BHR practices, certain MNCs still adhere to a normative theory (McPhail and Adams, 2016; Obara and Peattie, 2018). 
Traditional accounting system is mainly based on only economic or financial information (Laughlin, 2011). It is defined as a functional term that highlights providing information that guides the rational allocation of scarce resources and informs accountability evaluations" (Pinto and West, 2017, p. 143). In contrast, contemporary accounting has a broader view and extends beyond traditional accounting system. The modern accounting profession differs from traditional accounting as it is more concerned with policy, practice, and accounting research (Christ et al., 2023; Deegan, 2017; Laughlin, 2011; Parsa et al., 2018). Evidence from literature emphasises that slavery has not ended; the practice is continued in the black market under the label of illegal practice (Christ et al., 2020). CMS is planned to be eliminated by 2030 (United Nations, 2015); however, it is doubtful whether these goals can be achieved within this limited period (United Nations, 2022). Hence, it needs urgent attention in accounting for CMS, as it is an essential tool for recognising, measuring, and disclosing to enhance corporate accountability. 
Moreover, BHR as an accounting profession is still in its early stages, even in developed countries, and has limited reporting legislation (Christ et al., 2020, 2023; McPhail and McKernan, 2011). In addition, accounting for BHR is not limited to producing MSS for legal compliance (Young and Gad, 2022). It should go beyond the primary consideration to build awareness of CMS practices and use modern technology to inspect and assess them accurately (Christ et al., 2020). For example, spy drones to explore unethical labour practices (Katherine, 2022). Some jurisdictions have introduced legislation requiring companies to provide specific disclosures regarding their efforts to address MS—for example, the UK MSS. Corporations should disclose their efforts to identify and address CMS risks in their operations, including supply chains, which includes reporting on policies, due diligence processes, and actions taken to combat CMS practices (Christ et al., 2019; Rogerson et al., 2020a) 
Introducing new legislation and initiatives to encourage disclosure of CMS practices in its activities encourages businesses to make strategic management decisions to identify CMS practices in their supply chains, including sub-contractors, to end MS (Christ et al., 2022). In sum, the best practice of CMS reporting requires MNCs to engage more closely with their ground-level supplier chains to identify risks and undertake due diligence (Christ and Burritt, 2021). Also, it is essential to disclose the efforts and strategies of the CMS eradication process rather than a tick-box approach to regulatory compliance (Rogerson et al., 2020a). 
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MS is a material business risk because it is pervasive, often hidden in complex, multi-tier supply chains, and frequently under-detected where regulation and enforcement are weak (LeBaron et al., 2018; Meehan and Pinnington, 2021). Disclosure regimes in core economies (e.g., California, UK, Australia) have expanded transparency, yet evidence suggests they often serve corporate interests more than worker protection, leaving policy–practice gaps across peripheral supplier countries (Ahmad et al., 2023). Limited regulatory clarity and fragmented oversight reduce firms’ visibility of lower tiers, increasing the chance of unknowing complicity (GRI and RLI, 2019; Voss et al., 2019).
Furthermore, CMS can be complex and hidden, often involving intricate networks of subcontractors and suppliers operating across different jurisdictions (Voss et al., 2019; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). These complexities make it challenging for businesses to trace the origin of their goods and determine whether forced labour or child labour was involved in their production (Crane et al., 2019; Lebaron, 2021). In such cases, businesses may unknowingly become complicit in perpetuating CMS due to their limited knowledge of conditions and practices in their supply chains.
The consequence of this unawareness is twofold. Firstly, it perpetuates the problem of MS, allowing exploitative practices to persist without being addressed. Secondly, it results in missed opportunities for businesses to utilise their significant potential to help eliminate the issue. By recognising the existence of CMS and taking proactive measures to combat it, businesses can make a substantial positive impact on the lives of affected individuals and contribute to the broader global effort to eradicate this grave labour rights violation (GRI and RLI, 2019).
The extent of CMS in supply chains is alarming, as confirmed by the US Department of Labour (2022) findings.  Their report reveals that 148 commodities and goods, ranging from timber to electronics to flowers, produced or imported to the United States, are tainted by forced labour or child labour. This statistic highlights the widespread nature of the problem, not limited to specific industries or geographic regions. It emphasises the urgent need for businesses to raise awareness of risks in their supply chains, conduct thorough due diligence, and implement effective measures to identify and eliminate any instances of CMS.
In addition, the literature provides several compelling reasons why organisations should prioritise CMS due diligence and disclose their efforts. These reasons include increasing pressure from society, expanding legislation, business case for transparency, competitive advantage, stakeholder trust and supply-chain visibility (Refer to Appendix Table A2 for more information).
Despite the emergence of regulations, legislative initiatives, and some pioneering companies, tackling CMS and reporting on it remain emerging practices within the business sector. However, there is a growing recognition of the need for greater transparency and more comprehensive measures to address adverse impacts and compliance risks. Companies that take steps towards transparency in their supply chains can not only mitigate risks but also gain stakeholder trust and strengthen their competitive position in the market.
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The concept of materiality plays a crucial role in sustainability reporting (Thoradeniya et al., 2015). Stakeholders are interested in receiving information from companies about their sustainability activities that are relevant and significant to them (EU Sustainability Developments and EY, 2022; Iswati, 2020). At the same time, companies aim to focus their reporting efforts on disclosing information that aligns with stakeholders' needs. The Materiality principle, established within the GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards (GRI Standards), helps companies determine which topics are material and should be included in their reports (GRI and RLI, 2019).
In CMS, the Materiality principle can guide companies in determining whether a topic is material to their organisation. Terms such as "forced labour," "human trafficking," "bonded labour," and "worst forms of child labour" are commonly used to describe the material topics associated with MS in reporting practices (GRI and RLI, 2019). The GRI Standards provide a framework for organisations to identify material topics, considering the significant economic, environmental, and social impacts of the reporting organisation, as well as the influence of those topics on stakeholders' assessments and decisions (GRI and GSSB 2016).
According to the GRI and RLI (2019), CMS can be considered a material topic based on any one of these dimensions, as depicted in the Materiality Matrix (Figure 3.1). The matrix allows organisations to visually illustrate the significance of MS compared to other sustainability topics, based on its influence on stakeholders' decisions and the impacts on the economy, environment, and society. It is important to note that when discussing sustainability impacts related to CMS, the term "impact" is defined within the GRI Standards as the effect an organisation has on the economy, environment, and/or society (GRI and GSSB, 2016; GRI and RLI, 2019). This effect can be positive or negative and can indicate the organisation's contribution to sustainable development. The impact can manifest in various ways, including direct or indirect, short-term or long-term, intended or unintended. 
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Figure 3.1: A matrix with the two dimensions of materiality
Source: (GRI and RLI, 2019, p 18)
The Materiality principle of the GRI Standards encompasses a broad range of stakeholders, reflecting the interests of not only financial stakeholders such as “employees, shareholders, suppliers, vulnerable groups, local communities, and NGOs or other civil society organisations, among others” (GRI and GSSB, 2016, p. 8). This inclusive approach recognises that sustainability reporting extends beyond financial accounting standards such as IFRS and GAAP, which primarily target stakeholders with financial interests (IFRS, 2018).
The sustainability impacts associated with CMS are diverse and span social, economic, and related dimensions. Understanding and addressing these impacts is crucial for reporting on CMS (GRI and GSSB, 2016; GRI and RLI, 2019).
1. Social Impacts: CMS is recognised as a violation of fundamental human rights, as stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It encompasses issues such as forced labour, human trafficking, child labour, and other forms of exploitation (Walk Free, 2023a). Women and girls are disproportionately affected, particularly in the commercial sex industry. Addressing CMS is essential for upholding labour rights and promoting social justice (GRI and RLI, 2019).
2. Economic Impacts: While businesses engaged in CMS practices may generate profits, these practices can harm total economic output and social development (ILO, 2014).
3. Slave labour can depress wages of free labour, leading to economic stagnation and lower aggregate disposable income for those not subjected to CMS. This results in limited participation in the local economy, contributing to economic inequality (GRI and RLI, 2019).
4. Other Impacts: The presence of CMS in certain operations may indicate adverse sustainability impacts beyond social and economic aspects. For example, environmental degradation can occur due to practices linked to civil conflicts, such as the pollution and destruction of forests and rivers in regions where armed groups exploit enslaved individuals to mine resources for global supply chains (GRI and RLI, 2019).
Organisations may be unaware of CMS in their operations and supply chains, yet it is pervasive across industries (Coumans, 2017; Islam and McPhail, 2011; The Guardian, 2023). The findings of  Ahmad et al (2023) suggest that core countries maintain economic supremacy by dominating peripheral countries through policies such as MS disclosure regulations. Moreover, they emphasised that the regulations are seen as symbolic, legitimising the global order rather than actively ending slavery in peripheral countries' supply chains. Furthermore, reporting on CMS should consider both actual impacts and potential risks, as well as the societal, economic, and environmental implications (GRI and RLI, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc139533357][bookmark: _Toc151541463][bookmark: _Toc215651805][bookmark: _Toc218357100][bookmark: _Toc221437614]3.3.5 Reporting on CMS Practices
Reporting on the elimination of CMS practices is a relatively new and emerging research area (Burritt and Christ, 2023). CMS is a major human tragedy that disrupts firm value creation chains by harming people, potentially causing reputational damage and legal consequences, and increasing the company's financial risk (GRI and RLI, 2019). The development of CMS reporting highlights the role of corporations in nullifying CMS practices within their businesses. Reporting is the official way to communicate business, financial, and non-financial activities to stakeholders; among them, reporting non-financial information is a crucial task due to the lack of a globally recognised, unique reporting framework.
According to the literature, the first initiative to protect labour rights was the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act of 2010 (United States of America in Congress, 2010). In line with California's Transparency in Supply Chains Act of 2010 and the UK 2015, this can be considered a milestone in eliminating CMS practices. Hence, in 2015, with the development of the UK MSA 2015, a new chapter opened for CMS. In the same vein, Australia also has legislation (Australian MSA 2018) to tackle MS, and some entities are required to publish mandatory annual MSS  (Burritt and Christ, 2023; Meehan and Pinnington, 2021).
In 2017, the European Parliament​ approved a regulation that requires a mineral importer who imports “tin, tantalum, tungsten and gold into the EU” to verify whether these minerals might be financing conflict or might have been extracted using child labour or relying on other humans​, to fight against CMS practices (European Parliament, 2018, p. 50). Efforts to eliminate CMS practices led to the development of better SGIs. Legal and regulatory developments help improve reporting initiatives (Danish Institute for Human Rights, 2022)[footnoteRef:10].  Also, these changes are not strong enough to tackle the global challenge. Thus, some countries require MS reporting for larger MNCs, but it is evident that a few countries, such as the UK and Australia (Christ et al., 2019), still do not. These changes are mainly enforced within the parent companies and largely neglected in the supply chain. Stevenson and Cole (2018) argued that CMS had been largely ignored by supply chain management scholars, rather than being motivated to tackle it. Recently, the Canadian Parliament introduced the MSA (formerly known as Bill S-211) with new measures to address CMS practices, effective from 24th May 2024 (PWC, 2023). According to the MSA, any corporation “listed on a stock exchange in Canada or has a place of business in Canada, does business in Canada or has assets in Canada and meets at least two conditions (for at least one of its two most recent financial years has at least $20 million assets or generate at least $40mn in revenue or average at least 250 employees) have a reporting obligation” (PWC, 2023).  [10:  The Danish institute for HR (2022, p. 9) has identified significant development of reporting initiatives, guidance and legal and regulatory measures as ; • 2011 UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights • 2011 OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises • 2014 EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive • 2015 UK Modern Slavery Act • 2015 UN Sustainable Development Goals • 2016 GRI standards • 2017 French Duty of Vigilance Law • 2018 GRI standards• 2018 OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct • 2018 EU General Data Protection Regulation. (https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/document/DataAnalysis-CompanyReporting_EN_2022.pdf).
  ] 

According to the evidence in well-established countries, their complex supply chains are mainly located in developing countries. Hence, MNCs face difficulties in reporting MS in their complex, contemporary supply chains, which span different accounting disciplines, and individual countries are unable to control CMS risks that occur outside their boundaries directly (Christ et al., 2023). However, they have indirect power to minimise CMS by encouraging MNCs to use their market and economic power to reduce the CMS-related labour market through consumer services and products (Christ et al., 2023). 
Several legislative initiatives in different countries encourage increased supply chain transparency and fight against CMS practices[footnoteRef:11]. Notably, the transparency in supply chains provision of the UK MSA 2015 has illustrated that any goods or services business which has an annual turnover of £36 million or more which is incorporated or formed in the UK and carries business or part of the business within the UK are required to publish an annual MSS to outline their preventative action for MS  (HM Government, 2020, 2021)[footnoteRef:12]. Also, the literature argued for the importance of publishing MSS annually, as it can serve as a platform to communicate their actions to minimise the MS risk to their business (Christ et al., 2019; Crane, 2013). In contrast, there are no solid legal binds on the firm, nor does it push the corporation to implement new plans and strategies to eliminate its operations' CMS practices, including the supply chain.  [11:  For example, A voluntary initiative in Brazil; the California Transparency in Supply Chains Act; the UK Modern Slavery Act; the French Duty of Vigilance Law; and the Due Diligence on Child Labour Act in The Netherlands.]  [12:  Modern Slavery Statements explain the firms’ actions to identify and manage the modern slavery risk in its operation, including the supply chain. Further, the information on this statement must be made publicly available on the company’s website and be signed off by at least one director (Christ et al., 2019). ​See example: the UK MSA 2015 requires publishing an annual modern slavery statement about their activities of modern slavery operations where the firm or group's annual turnover of £36m or more ​(HR Government, 2015).​ ] 

Similarly, California's Transparency in Supply Chains Act of 2010 requires that retailers and manufacturers conducting a business operation in California, with annual worldwide gross receipts of $100 million or more, must explicitly disclose their efforts to eradicate CMS practices and protect fundamental human rights, along their entire supply chain (Pickles and Zhu, 2013). However, there are significant differences in this legislation. It is an urge to develop a unique, globally acceptable framework that can be applied universally. 
Recent global events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine, have increased the risk associated with MS in the supply chain. Even solid MNCs are not sufficiently equipped to tackle such risks and do not have contingency plans to face these global challenges (Christ and Burritt, 2021; FRC, 2022). Comparability and the quality of the MSS are essential for the stakeholders to identify the business risk. However, during the COVID-19 period, reporting quality and comparability declined significantly, particularly for non-financial information.
Hiding the actual data on MNCs' global supply chain makes it difficult for labour rights activists and other governance actors to raise their voices on behalf of these vulnerable workers and address the roots of these violations (BHRRC, 2023). The "KnowTheChain" benchmark is a significant advancement in transparency and a valuable resource for investors to understand the risks of labour exploitation in their supply chains (BHRRC, 2020). Also, the "KnowTheChain" benchmark is used as an essential proxy to evaluate how large corporations are responsible for the forced labour risk of their supply chain. Furthermore, this benchmark provides monthly investor briefings analysing 184 firms across the global supply chain in high-risk sectors (apparel, food and beverage, and footwear) on the risks associated with forced labour and the remedies for hanging regulations (BHRRC, 2020). This benchmark revealed that 37 large apparel and footwear companies failed to address labour exploitation in their supply chains (BHRRC, 2021). Also, this report finds that, on average, companies failed to reach even half of the benchmark for addressing the worst form of labour exploitation in their supply chains. 
There can be two types of CMS reporting: internal management reporting and external stakeholder reporting. The main output of external reporting is the MSS, which is issued to the public to comply with legal and regulatory requirements. Internal and external reporting are equally important, as they enable strategic management to fill the governance gap and identify hidden MS risks associated with business activities, including the supply chain (GRI and RLI, 2019; de Villiers, la Torre and Molinari, 2022; GRI, 2022). However, internal reporting is more comprehensive, as it focuses on strategic management, and more details of positive and negative practices can be reported, as management only uses it. FRC (2022) observed that the UK MSS lacks relevant information to satisfy a broader range of stakeholders. Further, this report emphasises that only about 50% of the MSS have clarity and comprehensive details about MS and measurement for the effectiveness of zero CMS in their business operations, including the supply chain. 
 According to the MS literature, CMS is still a relatively new and emerging research area among accounting scholars (Christ et al., 2023). Therefore, the implications of this study are vital for the development of accounting for CMS.  
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Accounting and disclosure standards play a pivotal role in promoting transparency, accountability, and ethical conduct in addressing CMS practices (Refer to Appendix Table A3). Over the past two decades, the evolution of global reporting frameworks—such as the GRI, Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) (now under the IFRS Foundation), and the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB)—has strengthened corporate accountability by integrating human rights and sustainability considerations into mainstream reporting. Concurrently, emerging regulatory frameworks, including the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), and CSDDD, have shifted disclosure from voluntary to mandatory, requiring firms to report on due diligence, labour rights, and supply chain governance. Complementary national legislations, such as the UK MSA (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and Canada’s Bill S-211 (2023), further institutionalise AMS reporting expectations, though enforcement and assurance mechanisms remain uneven. Together, these frameworks illustrate a global convergence toward standardised and enforceable sustainability disclosures, though practical challenges such as fragmented compliance, variable assurance quality, and symbolic reporting persist. 
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Audit and assurance processes play a crucial role in identifying and addressing CMS practices within businesses and their supply chains (Cairns, 2000; Christ et al., 2019). They provide a systematic, independent evaluation of an organisation's operations, including its policies, procedures, and control systems. By implementing robust audit and assurance practices, companies can effectively detect and mitigate CMS-related risks. 
CMS risk accounting, auditing, and accountability are growing areas of interest in the blooming dawn of practice. Accounting, auditing, and assurance are critical components that work together to enhance transparency and accountability in business activities (Christ and Burritt, 2021). Also, auditing enhances due diligence and transparency in these activities (Kolk and Perego).  An AMS audit differs from a financial audit, focusing solely on financial aspects such as profits and losses. In contrast, it fails to provide a comprehensive overview of a company.
In contrast, a MS audit goes beyond a narrow focus on finances and delves into a company's adherence to labour rights standards (Islam, 2018). While a financial audit has limited or no capacity to examine MS practices, conducting an MS audit requires individuals with expertise or experience in labour rights issues (Islam, 2018; Islam et al., 2018). Companies need to conduct thorough audits of their supply chains to identify any potential instances of CMS. These audits involve assessing suppliers, contractors, and other business partners to ensure compliance with ethical labour practices. Accounting professionals can assist in designing and conducting these audits to identify and mitigate risks (Christ and Burritt, 2021).
Internal and external auditing is essential for improving due diligence in tackling MS Auditors can perform due diligence procedures, including reviewing contracts, supplier agreements, and employment practices, to ensure compliance with anti-slavery regulations and ethical standards (GRI standards, 2016). This process helps identify any potential instances of CMS practices and take appropriate actions to address them. However, identifying CMS risks associated with supply chains is a complex and crucial task for auditing (Christ et al., 2023; Stevenson and Cole, 2018). Therefore, it is vital to establish a separate social audit committee to monitor the MS of the business and its supply chains. Also, it is essential to appoint an independent auditor to improve transparency in CMS reporting for the company and its supply chains, thereby enhancing the firm's accountability.
However, it is conceivable that these audits serve merely as symbolic gestures, allowing corporations to uphold their public image and maximise their financial gains (Islam, 2018). CMS audits can be performed by an internal auditor (a company employee) or an independent third party, such as a consultant, a member of a non-governmental organisation (NGO), or a public accountant. Various international voluntary guidelines are available for conducting these audits, including the “Social Audit Network, SA 8000, AA1100, International Labour Organisation workplace standards, and the UN/Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Due Diligence framework” (Islam, 2018, p.2).
Moreover, widely acknowledged audit practices include audits against the code of conduct and third-party expert opinion with certification; most corporations adopt them as a remedy to address the increasing pressure from stakeholders on disclosure requirements in the supply chain (Mamic, 2007)[footnoteRef:13].  Audit and assurance professionals can conduct risk assessments to identify potential areas within a company's operations and supply chains that may be susceptible to CMS practices. This assessment helps understand the risks associated with different business activities and enables targeted mitigation efforts. Also, Audit and assurance teams can conduct comprehensive audits of a company's supply chain to assess the risk of CMS practices among suppliers. This involves verifying supplier compliance with ethical sourcing policies, conducting site visits, and reviewing labour practices to ensure compliance with anti-slavery standards. [13:  Code of conduct codes outlines expected requirements and standards. International labour standards are used as guidance for setting these codes of conduct. In practice. these code of conduct covers child labour, forced labour, wages and benefits, working hours, disciplinary practices, the right to freedom of association, health and safety, and environmental practices (Mamic, 2007). ] 

Supply chain sustainability auditing has become a trend over the last few decades (Stevenson and Cole, 2018). Social audit serves as an external voice that promotes corporate accountability and transparency; it also adds value and strengthens strategic decision-making (Owen et al., 2010).   However, the external social audit committee's quality and certification issues remain ongoing. For example, a significant social audit failure recorded in 2013 at the Rana Plaza building collapsed near Dhaka in Bangladesh, killing over 1100 workers and injuring over 2500. Social audits were conducted in Rana Plaza two months before the building collapsed, but these audits failed to identify the primary problem before the disaster (LeBaron, 2020)[footnoteRef:14].  Stevenson and Cole (2018) highlight the issues and weaknesses of this approach that led to faulty certifications and favourable opinions. Such as a situation where the firm announces to the supplier about the sustainability audit day prior, the supplier usually does the right thing only on audit day, corrupt inspectors and fake documentation hide the accurate picture of the actual situation, the mismatch between the code of conduct and the supplier and buyer expectation (Stevenson and Cole, 2018) [14:  The TUV Rhineland social auditing firm, which is large German certification company for Phantom apparel ltd, issued Business Social Compliance Initiatives (BSCI) certificate, confirming that factories are met the requirements of ILO   labour standards. In addition, they noted “some improvements” needed in the factory. However, they mention that there were no issues with child labour, overtime work, freedom of association or rapid deterioration in Phantom apparel ltd. Similarly, the New Wave style factory also obtained BSCI certification. Notwithstanding, After the collapse, they found the children’s dead bodies and revealed the adverse human rights violations in the top branded apparel supply chain located within the building (LeBaron, 2020).

] 

The growing number of business specialists and consultants specialising in CMS led the business to fight against CMS practices, including training, risk assessment, strategy development, assurance, and auditing (Christ et al., 2023). Moreover, employee representation on this social audit committee will help eradicate MS in the business. Furthermore, Christ et al. (2023) suggest that engaging an employee or independent member as an auditor can help improve "regulatory compliance and /or performance on the reduction of MS risk" (p. 13). 
	A sustainability assurance report is a critical document that verifies the validity of the information and adds value to stakeholders' decision-making (Kolk and Perego, 2010).  Hence, CMS assurance is a new space for the corporation to enhance the validity of its MSS, which is still not in practice (Christ et al., 2023). External social audit and audit assurance are different aspects of the same coin, conducted in other firms. In addition, Audit and assurance processes should be ongoing and regularly updated to adapt to changing risks and regulations. By implementing a continuous monitoring system, businesses can ensure that MS risks are consistently evaluated and addressed. Ensuring the MSS is crucial due to the complexity of the supply chain. In addition, the scarcity of CMS expertise to provide assurance also slowed the progress of the CMS elimination process. While audit and assurance processes are essential tools in combating CMS practices, they should be complemented by other measures, such as education and awareness programs, supplier engagement, and collaboration with relevant stakeholders.
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The role of accountants in MS-related audits is a topic of considerable importance and complexity. While such audits are crucial for corporate accountability and transparency in the face of CMS, accountants and auditors encounter challenges in navigating the regulations surrounding this issue. Islam (2018) states that one key challenge is that existing legislation recommends conducting independent third-party audits. However, there are potential pitfalls to address when attempting to tackle CMS effectively. These include the possibility of inefficient and incompetent individuals performing the audit, insufficient attention from firm managers towards the audit and its results, irregular or crisis-driven audit schedules, and a lack of follow-up in cases of non-compliance.
Moreover, CMS audits primarily focus on workers' perspectives, necessitating the inclusion of their voices (Christ et al., 2019; Christ and Burritt, 2021; McPhail and Adams, 2016). However, auditors may unintentionally overlook these voices, hindering effective communication, limiting opportunities for interaction, and limiting collective action dialogue (Islam et al., 2018). A rule-based approach adopted by auditors may undermine workers' input and impede the discovery of slavery, forced labour, or abuse unless direct engagement with factory workers and the local community takes place (Islam, 2018).
Another challenge is the cost of audits, especially for suppliers, as lead firms often pass these expenses on to suppliers. Additionally, identifying instances of slavery in high-risk supply regions can be difficult since it is often conducted informally and is not readily observable within formal employment relationships. There is an ongoing discussion about the appropriate entities to conduct independent third-party audits for CMS. NGOs, private consulting firms, and accounting firms are all potential candidates, but they currently lack the requisite training and expertise to conduct efficient, genuinely independent audits (Bebbington et al., 2014). While NGOs and private consulting firms may be considered more independent and experienced in labour rights matters, they may lack the specific professional skills needed for rigorous auditing (Christ et al., 2019, 2020; McPhail and Ferguson, 2016). Conversely, accountants possess expertise in financial matters and auditing but often require intensive training to acquire the necessary knowledge of labour rights issues (Islam, 2018). 
Identifying qualified auditors who can make meaningful contributions to eliminating MS is difficult, given current circumstances. While there have been suggestions for community or civil society-driven audits led by independent NGOs, there might be opposition from the business community. However, regulators can provide training for relevant third-party auditors, including NGO members, private consultants, and accountants, specifically on MS (Islam, 2018). Additionally, exploring collaborative auditing initiatives between NGOs and accountants can offer a potential way forward in effectively addressing MS.
The evolving regulatory landscape requires accountants to actively participate in collaborative auditing alongside NGOs, indicating a shift towards a more comprehensive perspective that extends beyond numerical data and financial reporting (Christ et al., 2023; Deegan, 2017). This development creates opportunities for interdisciplinary collaborations between accountants, lawyers, labour rights activists, sociologists, and other professionals (Islam, 2018). Given the intricate nature of CMS practices, a holistic approach involving diverse expertise is necessary to address this issue effectively. 
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Improving consumer awareness of the ethical production source helps address MS. Some industries heavily use MS; among them, the cocoa industry widely employs forced child labour, particularly in Ghana and Côte d'Ivoire (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018). Precisely, some corporations voluntarily eliminate MS in their production. For example, Dutch chocolate brand Tony's Chocolonely claimed to be slave-free and earned 1 million euros in the first year (CNN Freedom Project, 2017). They have confirmed that there is zero level of slavery in their production. It is a great role model of the firm, proving an excellent contribution to the fight against CMS, particularly in the Cocoa industry (CNN Freedom Project, 2017). It is vital to provide government incentives for management to promote social sustainability by eliminating CMS practices from their business activities (Christ et al., 2020). Even though corporations face substantial social and public pressure to adopt zero CMS practices across their activities, including supply chains, the actual actions towards zero are far from the desired goals.
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There are no boundaries or specific industries limited to the prevalence of CMS practices. However, it exists in different scales. Both media and scholars frequently highlight concerns and challenges associated with CMS practices in A&TI. The issue of CMS within the A&TI is a grave concern with global implications (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021; BHRRC, 2023; Ma et al., 2016; Siddiqui et al., 2020; Siddiqui and Uddin, 2016; White et al., 2017).
Global A&TI supply chains, spanning from raw material sourcing to manufacturing, are marred by widespread CMS practices; workers within this industry frequently endure forced labour, wage theft, unsafe working conditions, illegal overtime, and various other forms of exploitation (Ahmed et al., 2025; Walk Free and Wiki Rate, 2022). The challenges are exacerbated by the fact that garment supply chains often operate in regions where labour rights protections are insufficient or poorly enforced. Consequently, companies bear a pivotal responsibility to tackle and eradicate CMS practices within their supply chains.
White et al (2017) identified that the predominant concern in the literature regarding A&TI is ethical supply chains, particularly the emphasis on labour practices in developing countries. The study underscored a notable focus on sustainability issues within the supply chain, specifically labour practices in developing economies, given their high vulnerability to abuse.  For example, in a recent case, H&M, the world's second-largest fashion retailer, has initiated an investigation into 20 reported instances of labour abuse at garment factories in Myanmar that supply the company (Helen Reid, 2023). This comes shortly after Inditex, the owner of Zara, announced it would phase out purchases from Myanmar. The move follows concerns raised by a British-based labour rights advocacy group, which documented 156 cases of alleged worker abuse in Myanmar garment factories between February 2022 and February 2023—a significant increase from the 56 cases reported in the previous year. The spike in reported incidents suggests a decline in workers' rights since the February 2021 military coup (Helen Reid, 2023).
Moreover, MNCs have taken advantage of adverse socio-cultural, political, and economic instability; for example, the Rana Plaza disaster (Alembakis, 2023; Siddiqui et al., 2020a; Siddiqui and Uddin, 2016). According to the literature, A&TI is a significant contributor to the MS, spans numerous countries, (e.g., Bangladesh, China) making it challenging to combat this hidden problem (Akhter et al., 2019; BBC NEWS, 2008; BHRRC, 2023; Carty Tamara, 2001; Chi, 2011; Hossain et al., 2017; The guardian, 2023). 
 However, it is not limited to the developing nations. For example, in 2020, the letter, signed by over 50 MPs, peers, investors, charities, and retailers, including major brands like Asda and Asos, addresses the urgent need for enhanced protection of UK garment factory workers against exploitation (BBC News, 2020). The appeal to Home Secretary Priti Patel follows recent reports of underpaid and unprotected workers in Leicester, with allegations targeting fast fashion brands Boohoo and Quiz for using unethical suppliers (BBC News, 2020). These examples prove that CMS is not limited to a specific geographical area or to developing countries.
In response, there is a growing emphasis on corporate responsibility and supply chain transparency. Multinational apparel brands are increasingly expected to ensure that their supply chains are free from exploitation. Legislation, such as the UK MSA (2015), and certification schemes, such as Fair Trade, aim to hold companies accountable for eradicating slavery from their operations.  However, challenges persist in identifying and quantifying CMS practices due to their clandestine nature. The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated vulnerabilities in the apparel sector, leaving workers at greater risk of exploitation (Ahmad et al., 2022; Anner, 2020; ILO, 2020c; Islam et al., 2022).  Moreover, Kamal and Deegan's (2013) study offers valuable insights for CSR managers and researchers focusing on sustainability related governance disclosure practices in the A&TI, with a specific emphasis on Bangladesh as a developing country. Notably, governance disclosure lags behind general sustainability/CSR disclosures, indicating a potential inclination towards symbolic disclosures early in the CSR lifecycle (Kamal and Deegan, 2013). 
Akbar and Ahsan's (2019) study identifies critical challenges within the categories of 'cost and financial concerns' and 'factory capacity and capability. Furthermore, this study highlights that price pressure from buyers is the most significant challenge, with buyers urging compliance while unwilling to increase the cut-and-make (CM) price. Limited financial support for costly implementation, a lack of long-term buyer commitment, a lack of top-level management support, and challenges associated with subcontracting management were also identified (Akbar and Ahsan, 2019). The findings emphasise the need for long-term buyer-supplier relationships, greater financial support, and top-level management commitment to ensure effective safety compliance implementation in the apparel industry. Cultural and regulatory issues are considered less influential in the initial stages of compliance, with their potential relevance emerging later. 
[bookmark: _Toc221437620]3.4 Background of Sri Lankan context
Sri Lanka, a nation with a rich colonial history, gained independence from British rule in 1948. The legacy of British colonisation has profoundly influenced the country’s corporate and economic landscape, introducing British business practices, commercial laws, and corporate governance systems. It has shaped Sri Lanka's mercantile economy, particularly during the post-independence era. After nearly 150 years under British rule, Sri Lanka inherited significant components of its corporate governance system, including commercial and company law, accounting regulations, and business practices, all modelled on British frameworks (Manawaduge et al., 2018).
The business environment of Sri Lanka underwent a significant transformation after the introduction of open economic policies in 1977. These policies shifted toward market-oriented economic strategies, spurring the rapid development of capital markets and attracting substantial foreign direct investment. This period saw the establishment of Free Trade Zones[footnoteRef:15] (FTZs), the relaxation of import and foreign exchange restrictions, and the emergence of export-led industries such as the garment sector (Ministry of Finance, 2020). Consequently, new institutional and regulatory frameworks were established, including the Securities and Exchange Commission in 1987 and the Companies Act No. 17 of 1982, aimed at enhancing corporate governance (The Department of Companies, Sri Lanka, 1982). [15: Free trade Zone (FTZ) is a geographic area where goods may be imported, stored, handled, manufactured, or reconfigured and re-exported under specific customs regulations and generally not subject to customs duty. https://www.lawnet.gov.lk/free-trade-zones-application-of-labour-law-and-the-effect-of-privatisation/
https://cimc.lk/images/speaker_presenationss/0915/Operating_Free_Zones_in_Sri_Lanka.pdf] 

The A&TI has been Sri Lanka's leading export sector since 1986, accounting for over 44% of the country's total export earnings and providing employment for 33% of manufacturing (International Trade Administration, 2024). However, it has drastically reduced since 2021, with 52% of export earnings covered by A&TI (Ministry of Industries, 2021). It might anticipate a market contraction in several markets and Sri Lankan political and economic instability (Refer to Figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.2 Export performance of the last 10 years 
Source: (Sri Lanka Export Development Board, 2024)
 It has also been the most significant net foreign exchange earner since 1992. Over the past three decades, Sri Lanka has supplied products (such as; sportswear, lingerie, loungewear, bridal wear, workwear, swimwear, and children's wear) to major global brands, including Victoria's Secret, GAP, Liz Claiborne, Next, Jones New York, Nike, Tommy Hilfiger, Pink, Triumph, Ann Taylor, Speedo, Abercrombie and Fitch, Land's End, Marks and Spencer, Boss,  Diesel Intimmissimi, Lululemon, Calvin Klein, Colombia, Boss, Decalthon, H & M, Ralph Lauren, Speedo, Sanmar, Levi’s, Tesco, Zalando, and Uniqlo (Ministry of Industries, 2021). Figure 3.3 shows the Sri Lankan major apparel markets, 
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Source: EDB (2025)
Sri Lanka's strategic location at the crossroads of major shipping routes to South Asia, the Far East, Europe, and America have positioned it as a key transit point for maritime trade. Positioned on a key East-West trade route near the Indian Peninsula and major markets in Asia-Pacific and Africa, Sri Lanka offers a significant locational advantage for becoming South Asia's logistics hub. The Colombo and Hambantota ports facilitate cargo connections to Europe, Asia, the Persian Gulf, and East Africa. With its inclusion in the 'One Belt One Road' initiative, Sri Lanka is set to play a pivotal role in global trade (Sri Lanka Export Development, 2024). Today, Colombo Port ranks as the thirteenth best-connected port in the world and is among the top 25 fastest-growing seaports globally (Sri Lanka Export Development, 2024). It is the deepest port in South Asia and can accommodate large container vessels.
Additionally, Colombo Port is recognised as the most efficient port in the region, boasting a lead time clearance of just one day. These advantages have generated significant interest in Sri Lanka as a preferred investment destination. Sri Lanka's rich history as a global trading hub and its strategic location make it an ideal logistics centre.
[bookmark: _Toc221437621]3.4.1 Green Manufacturing of Garments
The shift towards green manufacturing in Sri Lanka's A&TI aligns with global trends towards sustainable production. According to the World Economic Forum, green manufacturing enhances environmental performance, improves operational efficiency, and strengthens brand reputation. Green manufacturing in the Sri Lankan apparel industry has gone beyond a mere trend; it has become a core principle. The industry has adopted advanced technologies, highlighted by the establishment of the world's first eco-friendly "Green Garment Factory," which has successfully halved energy consumption and reduced water usage by 70% (EDB, 2024). 
These green factories have achieved business sustainability by implementing lean manufacturing practices, resulting in reduced overhead costs and faster returns on investment. Many of these facilities are LEED Platinum- and Gold-certified, adhering to international standards for recycling, effluent treatment, and waste management. A concerted effort to minimise the carbon footprint underscores Sri Lanka's commitment to making its A&TI eco-friendlier and more sustainable. Furthermore, the industry complies with World Trade Organisation (WTO) regulations, ensuring adherence to global trade standards (EDB, 2024).
Sri Lanka's A&TI has gained global recognition and appreciation, primarily for its commitment to CSR. Further, Sri Lanka has ratified 43 ILO conventions and one protocol, with 30 currently in force, six denounced, and seven abrogated (ILO, 2024a). Moreover, this includes 8 out of 10 Fundamental Conventions, which are crucial for ensuring basic labour rights, such as the Forced Labour Convention and the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention. Additionally, Sri Lanka has ratified 3 of 4 Governance Conventions, which are vital for effective labour administration and inspection. This makes Sri Lanka a preferred destination for ethical sourcing of apparel and textiles. The industry is distinguished by its fair wages, strict opposition to sweatshops, and prohibition of child labour. The "Garments Without Guilt" initiative, a homegrown code exceeding industry compliance standard, embodies this commitment to ethical business and manufacturing practices. This initiative ensures that Sri Lankan apparel is free from discrimination, sweatshop practices, and child labour.
Despite these strategic advantages, Sri Lanka's economy has faced severe challenges, culminating in a declaration of bankruptcy in 2022 (CNN World, 2022). Triggered by a shortage of foreign currency reserves, poor fiscal management, and the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis severely limited the country’s ability to import essential goods and deterred potential investors. The depletion of foreign reserves and high levels of debt have further exacerbated the situation, impacting trade and investment (CNN World, 2022). In response to the economic crisis, Sri Lanka has been engaging with international financial institutions, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), to secure bailout packages and implement austerity measures to stabilise the economy (International Monetary Fund, 2023). Despite these efforts, the economic instability has highlighted the need for robust corporate governance practices and greater protection of workers' rights.
Despite the economic turmoil, Sri Lanka's strategic location remains a key asset. The country continues to attract investment in logistics and port development, with projects like the Colombo International Financial City (CIFC) aiming to enhance its role as a regional logistics hub. However, for these developments to be sustainable and beneficial to all stakeholders, including workers, it is imperative to address the underlying issues in corporate governance and labour rights.
[bookmark: _Toc221437622]3.4.2 labour law and industrial relations in Sri Lanka
3.4.2.1 Historical context  
The evolution of labour laws in Sri Lanka reflects the country’s transition from colonial influences on an independent legal framework aligned with international standards (ILO, 2024c). Initially, Sri Lankan labour laws were heavily influenced by early English judicial decisions characterised by the Master and Servant relationship. This paradigm primarily served employers' interests, offering minimal protection to workers. Over time, as Sri Lanka became an ILO member, the country began to reform its labour laws to meet international standards and promote decent work for all employees (ILO, 2024c). These reforms aimed to protect workers’ rights, ensure fair treatment, and improve working conditions across various sectors of the economy.
3.4.2.2. Overview of Key Legislation 
Sri Lankan labour laws are divided into various categories to address different aspects of workers’ rights and welfare. These categories include social security, welfare, occupational safety, labour relations, foreign employment, and terms and conditions of employment. The main statutes governing these areas are the Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954[footnoteRef:16], the Wages Board Ordinance of 1941[footnoteRef:17], and the Factories Ordinance of 1950[footnoteRef:18]. Each of these laws is designed to meet the needs of specific sectors and ensure employees' well-being. [16:  Shop and Office Employees Act: The Shop and Office Employees Act apply to all individuals employed in shops and offices regardless of nationality, emphasising equal treatment for both local and foreign employees. However, this act does not cover those working for charitable purposes or in informal sectors like bazaars. Ensuring equal rights and benefits for all employees promotes inclusivity and fairness in the workplace. This act provides comprehensive regulations on working hours, holidays, maternity benefits, and remuneration for employees in shops and offices. It ensures that employees receive fair treatment and adequate rest, which are critical for their overall well-being and productivity. The act mandates specific provisions such as paid holidays, maternity leave, and limits on working hours to prevent exploitation and overwork (Parliament of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, 1954). See more details 
https://www.parliament.lk/uploads/acts/gbills/english/3071.pdf
]  [17:  Wages Board Ordinance: This ordinance establishes minimum wage levels and terms of employment for various industries. It is designed to protect workers from exploitation by ensuring they receive fair compensation for their labour. The ordinance sets up wage boards for different trades, which include representatives from employers, employees, and the government. These boards determine wages and other employment conditions, reflecting a tripartite approach to labour regulation. See more details.
 https://employers.lk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/12_Wages-Boards-Amendment-Act-No.14-of-2019.pdf
]  [18:  Factories Ordinance: The Factories Ordinance mandates that all factories, irrespective of their size or nature of business, provide a safe working environment. This includes ensuring proper ventilation, adequate lighting, and the use of safety equipment to protect workers from occupational hazards. The ordinance is vital for maintaining high safety standards in industrial settings. Focused on the health, safety, and welfare of workers in factories, this ordinance includes provisions for safe working environments, proper ventilation, adequate lighting, and the use of safety equipment. It is essential for preventing workplace accidents and illnesses, thus safeguarding the health of industrial workers. The ordinance requires regular inspections and adherence to safety standards to ensure compliance. See more details https://employers.lk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2_Factories-Ordinance-Regulations-1960.pdf




] 

[bookmark: _Toc221437623]3.4.3 Gendered Stigma and Social Reputation of the A&TI workers
In Sri Lanka’s A&TI, women’s labour is not only economically exploited but also socially stigmatised through gendered reputational narratives. A substantial body of literature documents how female workers are labelled as “Juki kello” (Juki girls), “Juki käli” (Juki items), or “garment baduwa” (garment commodity)—terms that sexualise, dehumanise, and morally degrade women employed in factory work (Ahmed et al., 2025; Gunawardana, 2014; Lynch, 2007). These labels associate factory employment with promiscuity and moral deviance, positioning women workers as socially suspect and rendering them vulnerable to verbal abuse, harassment, and gender-based violence.
Ethnographic research shows that this stigma is deeply embedded in local patriarchal norms that govern women’s respectability, mobility, and sexuality. As Lynch (2007) demonstrates, the transition from rural village life to urban FTZs disrupts dominant ideals of “respectable femininity,” leading to women workers being framed as morally unregulated and sexually available. FTZs themselves are frequently described in public discourse as “ganika puraya” (cities of prostitutes), reinforcing the perception of women workers as commodities rather than rights-bearing citizens (Ahmed et al., 2025). These narratives legitimise surveillance, control, and exploitation within both workplaces and surrounding communities.
This gendered stigmatisation intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, when A&TI workers were collectively blamed for spreading disease and portrayed in media and public discourse as irresponsible and sexually reckless. Such narratives further reinforced the treatment of women workers as disposable and contaminating bodies, rather than as workers entitled to protection and dignity. Intersectional analyses highlight how gender intersects with class, poverty, rural origin, and—in some contexts—ethnicity, making young women particularly exploitable and easily channelled into low-paid, tightly controlled factory roles (Gunawardana, 2014; Chandana et al., 2025).
At the same time, corporate and industry-led initiatives—such as ethical branding campaigns and “empowerment”-focused CSR narratives—project images of confident, modern, and socially successful female workers. Programmes such as Garments without Guilt frame women’s factory employment as emancipatory and nationally progressive. However, critical scholarship demonstrates that this empowerment rhetoric often masks persistent structural inequalities, low wages, production pressure, weak voice mechanisms, and ongoing gendered discipline (Ruwanpura, 2016). As a result, symbolic recognition at the corporate and national level coexists with everyday commodification of women’s labour and bodies. By undermining women’s social reputation and normalising their marginalisation, gendered stigma discourages resistance, silences grievances, and reinforces compliance. This context is essential for understanding why formal corporate commitments to ethical labour practices often fail to translate into substantive improvements in women workers lived experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc221437624][bookmark: _Toc215651818][bookmark: _Toc220848322]3.5 Theoretical framework of the study
[bookmark: _Toc221437625]3.5.1 Origins and Development of Neo-Institutional Theory 
The origins of NIT can be traced to the late 1970s and early 1980s, when scholars sought to explain why organisations across diverse industries and geographies often converge on similar structures, practices, and policies, even when these do not necessarily enhance technical efficiency or economic performance. Classic works by Meyer and Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983) laid the foundations for what became known as “new” or “neo” institutionalism in organisational analysis, distinguishing it from the “old” institutionalism of the mid-20th century.
Whereas old institutionalism focused primarily on the internal dynamics of organisations—emphasising routines, cultures, and informal norms —NIT foregrounded the external institutional environment as a decisive factor shaping organisational behaviour (Deephouse and Suchman, 2008; DiMaggio and Walter, 1991; Suddaby et al., 2013). In the same vein, Meyer and Rowan (1977) argued that organisations adopt formal structures, policies, and symbols primarily to secure legitimacy for influential stakeholders, such as governments, investors, and society. Crucially, they showed that organisations often decouple these formal structures from day-to-day practices: a phenomenon they termed institutional decoupling, in which adopting policies provides legitimacy without necessarily altering organisational behaviours or outcomes (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012; Christ et al., 2019).
Building on this foundation, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) introduced the concept of institutional isomorphism, explaining the processes through which organisations become increasingly similar over time. They identified three distinct but interconnected mechanisms:
· Coercive isomorphism, where organisations respond to formal rules, regulations, and legal mandates (e.g., compliance with government laws or international conventions).
· Normative isomorphism, driven by professional standards, industry associations, and normative expectations of appropriate conduct (e.g., adoption of sustainability standards in response to NGO or consumer advocacy).
· Mimetic isomorphism, whereby firms imitate the practices of industry leaders or peers in order to reduce uncertainty and gain legitimacy.
These ideas shifted the focus of organisational theory from efficiency and competitive advantage to the role of legitimacy, conformity, and institutional pressures in shaping organisational action (Scott, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk214726723]Since its early development, NIT has been widely applied across management, sociology, and political science, expanding its explanatory reach in diverse fields such as sustainability governance, corporate accountability, and global supply chain regulation (Sayari and Marcum, 2022; Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024). More recent scholarship has extended the framework to examine transnational governance regimes, highlighting how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures operate not only within national borders but across global production networks (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron, 2020). 
For the purposes of this study, NIT offers a robust analytical framework for understanding CMS governance. The persistence of forced labour and other exploitative conditions within global supply chains cannot be sufficiently accounted for through efficiency logics alone. Instead, CMS governance must be seen as the product of institutional pressures—ranging from state regulation (coercive) to industry standards and stakeholder expectations (normative), to competitive imitation (mimetic)—that shape how firms adopt SGIs. However, as NIT reminds us, adopting such practices often results in symbolic compliance rather than substantive reform, with CMS policies frequently decoupled from workers lived realities (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Pedersen, 1991; Ruwanpura, 2022).
By grounding the study in the origins of NIT, this section underscores the relevance of institutional pressures, legitimacy-seeking behaviour, and decoupling to the analysis of CMS. These conceptual foundations set the base for the following sections, which explore how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures operate at different levels of analysis (macro, meso, and micro) and how NIT can be mobilised to reveal the dual reality of corporate governance in addressing MS.
[bookmark: _Toc215651819][bookmark: _Toc220848323][bookmark: _Toc221437626]3.5.2 Coercive, Normative, and Mimetic Pressures in the Governance of CMS
A central contribution of NIT is its emphasis on the institutional pressures that shape organisational behaviour. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identified three main mechanisms—coercive, normative, and mimetic isomorphism—through which organisations conform to external expectations. Applied to MS, these pressures operate across the macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis, demonstrating how legitimacy-seeking behaviour influences both national governance structures and firm-level practices, while also filtering down to shape workers lived realities.
[bookmark: _Toc215651820][bookmark: _Toc220848324]3.5.2.1 Macro-Level: National and Transnational Governance Pressures
At the macro level, coercive pressures manifest through national legislation and international conventions that compel states and firms to adopt anti-slavery measures. Examples include the UK MSA (2015), Australia’s MSA (2018), France’s Loi de Vigilance (2017), and Germany’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (2021), all of which require firms to report or act on MS risks. Such frameworks generate legal and regulatory compliance requirements that shape corporate strategies worldwide (Albitar et al., 2025; Bartley, 2018; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017). 
Normative pressures at the macro level arise from the influence of multilateral organisations (e.g., the ILO and the UN) and the embedding of sustainability goals, such as the UN-SDGs, into national and global governance structures. These norms establish widely accepted standards of “appropriate” behaviour for states and corporations.
Mimetic pressures emerge when states emulate the regulatory frameworks of others in order to signal global competitiveness and legitimacy. For instance, the proliferation of national due diligence laws across Europe reflects a mimetic dynamic in which states imitate perceived leaders to maintain reputational parity in global trade governance (Albitar et al., 2025; Crane et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc215651821][bookmark: _Toc220848325]3.5.2.2 Meso-Level: Firm-Level Governance and SGIs
At the meso-level, the adoption of SGIs by firms illustrates how institutional pressures shape corporate action. Coercive pressures are visible where firms are legally required to establish specific governance mechanisms, such as India’s Companies Act (2013), which mandates CSRC for eligible firms. Similar requirements are emerging under the EU’s proposed CSDDD.
Normative pressures from professional bodies, sustainability indices, and NGO expectations shape what constitutes “responsible” business conduct. For example, adherence to standards such as AA1000AS or SA8000 reflects conformity to professionalised assurance norms (Al-Shaer et al., 2022; Kolk and Perego, 2010). Mimetic pressures are strong in competitive industries, where firms imitate peers’ adoption of SGIs, CSRAW, or ESG reporting practices to preserve legitimacy and reduce reputational risk (Fatemi et al., 2018; Yan-Leung et al., 2018).
The meso-level findings from this study show that SGIs such as BGD, CSRC, CSRA, CSRREP, CSP and CSRAW frequently emerge in response to these institutional pressures (Amini et al., 2018; Emeseh and Songi, 2014; Yuan et al., 2022). However, consistent with NIT, such adoption frequently risks decoupling—whereby firms use governance structures symbolically to secure legitimacy, without embedding them into operational practices that substantively mitigate CMS risks (Christ et al., 2019; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
[bookmark: _Toc215651822][bookmark: _Toc220848326]3.5.2.3 Micro-Level: Workers’ Lived Realities
At the micro level, institutional pressures are mediated by organisational practices and directly experienced by workers in supplier factories and local contexts (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Haque and Azmat, 2015; Uddin et al., 2023). Coercive pressures may translate into monitoring systems, audits, or supplier codes of conduct imposed on factories. However, without robust enforcement, these can remain superficial (Christ et al., 2019; Islam, 2018). Normative pressures emerge through social expectations of decent work, occupational safety, and fair wages, often shaped by NGOs, unions, and community actors (Ghai, 2003; ILO, 2009). Mimetic pressures can be observed when local suppliers replicate compliance practices modelled by larger firms, even when such practices remain symbolic rather than substantive.
The semi-structured interviews and questionnaire from Sri Lanka’s A&TI revealed how these pressures are often diluted at the micro level, producing what this thesis terms a “dual reality” of CMS governance: global commitments at the macro and meso-levels contrast sharply with workers’ everyday experiences of wage suppression, coercive overtime, and gendered exploitation (Atupola and Gunarathne, 2022; Gunawardana, 2016; Ruwanpura, 2022). This illustrates NIT’s insight that institutional conformity does not guarantee substantive change but often results in institutional decoupling, in which legitimacy is maintained through appearances rather than actual reform (Bromley and Powell, 2012; García-Sánchez et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc215651815][bookmark: _Toc218357109][bookmark: _Toc221437627]3.6 Summary
This chapter reviewed the literature on MS, focusing particularly on its corporate form, referred to in this thesis as CMS. It showed that MS is not just a legal or ethical problem, but is deeply embedded in global economic structures, corporate practices, and weak governance systems. Drawing on NIT, the chapter argued that MS persists because of institutional pressures that encourage organisations to prioritise legitimacy over real change. As a result, there is often a gap between what governments and corporations claim to do and what actually happens in practice; a situation described in this thesis as “dual reality governance.” The chapter also examined how global supply chains, cost pressures, and unequal power relations contribute to the continued risk of exploitation, despite international efforts such as the UN-SDGs.
At the corporate level, the chapter discussed the role of SGIs and found that while these have improved transparency, they have not always led to meaningful improvements for workers. It also highlighted the experiences of workers, particularly in the A&TI, where poor working conditions and exploitation remain common despite corporate commitments. Furthermore, Appendix Table A4 summarises the gap in the prevailing literature, especially the lack of integrated research that connects global governance, corporate behaviour, and workers lived realities.  These gaps justify the need for a multi-level, mixed-methods approach that bridges global governance analysis, corporate behaviour, and worker experiences. By mapping these theoretical and empirical gaps, Chapter 3 provides the foundation for Chapter 4, which develops the study’s research hypotheses.


[bookmark: _Toc215651833][bookmark: _Toc216557234][bookmark: _Toc220848337][bookmark: _Toc221437628]Chapter 4: Hypotheses Development
[bookmark: _Toc215651835][bookmark: _Toc216557236][bookmark: _Toc220848338][bookmark: _Toc221437629]4.1 Introduction  
MS remains one of the most pervasive and complex human rights challenges in the contemporary global economy (Ahmad et al., 2023; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Despite the expansion of international conventions, national legislation, and corporate governance initiatives aimed at eradicating forced labour and human exploitation, MS persist across both developed and developing economies (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013; Lebaron, 2018). This persistence indicates that MS cannot be adequately understood because of isolated firm misconduct or individual labour market failures alone. Rather, it reflects the interaction of macro-level institutional environments and micro-level organisational practices embedded within global production and governance systems (Bartley, 2018; Crane et al., 2019).
At the macro level, MS is shaped by national governance capacity, institutional integrity, political accountability, and development trajectories. Weak institutional environments—characterised by ineffective RL, poor RQ, corruption, political instability, and limited VA; create structural conditions under which exploitative labour practices can flourish (Davis, 2017; Kaufmann et al., 2011; Moussa et al., 2022). Even where formal AMS legislation exists, weakness in IEQ often undermine enforcement, resulting in gaps between legal commitments and actual protection for vulnerable populations (Crane et al., 2019; Fudge, 2018). 
At the meso-level, firms, particularly MNCs; play a central role in shaping labour conditions through their governance structures, procurement practices, and sustainability initiatives across global value chains. In response to heightened regulatory scrutiny, investor expectations, civil society pressure, and reputational risk, firms have increasingly adopted SGIs, including CSP frameworks, board-level oversight, CSR strategies, third-party assurance, and public recognition mechanisms (Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Vidal et al., 2023). These initiatives are intended to signal ethical commitment and compliance with labour and human rights standards. However, a growing body of research questions whether such firm-level responses translate into substantive reductions in CMS practices or instead operate as symbolic compliance mechanisms that preserve legitimacy without altering exploitative practices on the ground (Lebaron, 2020; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
NIT posits that organisational and state behaviour is shaped by coercive pressures (laws, regulations, enforcement mechanisms), normative pressures (societal expectations, professional standards, human rights norms), and mimetic pressures (policy diffusion, benchmarking, and legitimacy-seeking behaviour) (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). At the macro level, these institutional pressures condition state capacity to prevent, detect, and respond to MSRM through governance quality, enforcement effectiveness, and accountability structures. At the meso-level, the same pressures influence firms’ adoption of SGIs as strategies to secure legitimacy, manage uncertainty, and maintain access to global markets; often producing institutional decoupling between formal commitments and lived labour realities (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Vidal et al., 2023).
Accordingly, this chapter develops hypotheses at two levels: (1) Macro level how IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI shape cross-country variation in MS PREV, VULN, and government response to MSRM, and (2) Meso-level extends this analysis by examining impact of SGI on ACMS practices in G500 MNCs. By integrating macro-structural determinants with meso-organisational governance mechanisms, this chapter advances a holistic understanding of MS as a structural, institutional, and organisational phenomenon. It moves beyond fragmented explanations that isolate either state failure or corporate misconduct, instead demonstrating how MS outcomes emerge from the interaction between governance quality, development conditions, and firm-level responses within global institutional fields (Bartley, 2018; Crane et al., 2019). This integrated framework provides the conceptual foundation for the empirical analyses that follow, enabling a systematic examination of how institutional strength and SGIs jointly shape the persistence and potential elimination of MS.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc221437630][bookmark: _Toc200603856][bookmark: _Toc215651836][bookmark: _Toc216557237][bookmark: _Toc220848340]Hypotheses Development: Macro Level
This section develops hypotheses at the macro level by examining how IEQ, SDGI and IHDI, shape MS in global context.
[bookmark: _Toc221437631] 4.2.1 Impact of Institutional Environment Quality and MS 
[bookmark: _Toc200603857]This section develops hypotheses at the macro level by examining how IEQ shape MS. IEQ refers to the effectiveness, credibility, and integrity of a country’s governance system in designing, implementing, and enforcing public policy (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). It captures the extent to which legal frameworks, regulatory institutions, and accountability mechanisms function to uphold the RL, protect rights, and constrain abuse of power (Kaufmann et al., 2011). The World Bank’s WGIs provide a comprehensive measure of IEQ, covering six interrelated dimensions: RL, VA, RQ, GE, CC, and PS (See Table 4.1 for detailed definitions) (Kaufmann et al., 2011). Each of these dimensions captures a specific facet of institutional performance relevant to governance legitimacy, policy implementation, legal enforcement, and public accountability (Davis, 2017; Moussa et al., 2022).






Table 4.1: Details the definitions of the components of WGI
	Variable name
	Acronym
	Definition
	Source

	Political Stability and Absence of Violence
	PS
	Perceptions of the likelihood of political instability, violence, or terrorism.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Rule of Law
	RL
	The extent to which individuals have confidence in and abide by the rules of society, including the enforcement of contracts, property rights, and the functioning of the judiciary.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Voice and Accountability
	VA
	The extent to which citizens are able to participate in selecting their government and enjoy the freedom of expression, association, and media.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Regulatory Quality
	RQ
	Ability of the government to formulate and implement sound policies and regulations for private sector development.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Government Effectiveness
	GE
	Quality of public services, civil service competence, and government policy credibility.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Control of Corruption
	CC
	The degree to which public power is exercised for private gain, including efforts to combat petty and grand corruption.
	(Kaufmann, 2022)

In the context of MS, IEQ is theoretically salient because exploitative labour practices flourish where governance systems are weak, enforcement is inconsistent, and institutional accountability is limited (Albitar et al., 2025; Crane et al., 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). MS is not merely a labour market failure, but an institutional outcome shaped by the capacity of states to regulate markets, protect vulnerable populations, and sanction violations (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). As this thesis seeks to explain cross-country variation in MS PREV, VULN, and government response to MSRM, IEQ represents a foundational structural condition that conditions whether anti-slavery laws and policies translate into meaningful protection on the ground (Ahmed et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). 
Extant empirical research consistently indicates that MS risks are patterned by national governance capacity and institutional integrity. Across cross-country studies, weak institutional environments—characterised by ineffective regulation, limited accountability, and poor legal enforcement—are repeatedly associated with higher levels of labour exploitation, trafficking, and forced labour outcomes (Houqe and Khan, 2025). Conversely, stronger institutional settings tend to exhibit lower prevalence of exploitation and greater capacity to detect, deter, and remediate abuses through functioning legal systems and administrative enforcement (Fudge, 2018; Moussa et al., 2022).
A first strand of evidence highlights the importance of rule-of-law institutions and enforcement capacity (Crane et al., 2019; Lebaron, 2018). Where judicial systems are credible and contracts and rights are enforceable, exploitative labour arrangements are more likely to be detected and sanctioned, reducing incentives for coercive practices to flourish (Ahmed et al., 2025; Davis, 2017; Landman and Silverman, 2019). Previous literature suggests that GE the ability to implement policy, deliver services, and coordinate enforcement that strengthens labour governance and improves the institutional conditions needed to prevent and respond to MS risks (Cuesta, 2013; Torgler and Schneider, 2009). In contrast, weak administrative capacity contributes to regulatory blind spots and fragmented enforcement, conditions widely recognised as enabling exploitation in complex labour markets and supply chains (Crane et al., 2019; Rogerson et al., 2020).
Complementing this view, subsequent studies argue that CC and institutional integrity as critical determinants of MS VULN. High-corruption environments reduce the likelihood that labour abuses will be reported, investigated, or prosecuted, while simultaneously increasing opportunities for regulatory capture, bribery, and impunity; dynamics that expand the operating space for coercive labour intermediaries and exploitative employers (Aidt et al., 2008; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). Empirical evidence further suggests that corruption and weak governance interact with socio-economic vulnerability, amplifying the structural conditions that push workers into unsafe, informal, and coercive work arrangements (Crane et al., 2019; Rauscher and Willert, 2020).
A further stream of research highlights that the role of PS and VA mechanisms in shaping a government response to MSRM  (Albitar et al., 2025; Bales et al., 2009). Countries with higher levels of VA, and civic freedoms tend to face stronger domestic scrutiny from civil society and media, strengthening pressure for enforcement and policy transparency and thereby reducing tolerance for exploitative labour practices (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). Political instability, by contrast, weakens institutional continuity and enforcement, creating governance vacuums that increase exploitation risks and reduce the effectiveness of protective labour institutions (Helfaya et al., 2025; Méndez and Sepúlveda, 2006; Pyng et al., 2021). For example, Sri Lanka’s recent political and economic crises have severely disrupted regulatory oversight, eroded labour protections, and increased workers’ vulnerability to exploitation (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
Additionally, a growing body of research supports the notion that stronger institutions are associated with reduced MS risks. For instance, Landman and Silverman (2019) highlighted that democratic governance; reflected in greater VA correlates with lower MS prevalence. Similarly, Cuesta (2013) and Torgler and Schneider (2009) suggest that PS and GE enhance law enforcement and legal compliance, thus lowering opportunities for exploitation. Countries with a stronger RL and effective anti-corruption mechanisms are more likely to detect, prosecute, and prevent coercive labour practices  (Davis, 2017; Elamer et al., 2020; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). Moreover, the reluctance of victims to report abuse in high-corruption environments underscores the critical role of institutional integrity in facilitating justice and accountability  (Aidt et al., 2008; Rauscher and Willert, 2020).
Importantly, recent MS-focused cross-national evidence directly supports these patterns (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). For example, Moussa et al. (2022) offer robust empirical support for this theoretical claim, finding that higher IEQ is negatively associated with both MS prevalence and vulnerability and positively associated with MS risk-mitigation outcomes. Their study, based on data from 167 countries, demonstrates that democratically elected governments operating in politically stable environments—with high levels of accountability, RL, and anti-corruption measures—are more responsive and effective in tackling MS. The findings further suggest that such institutions are particularly crucial in low-development contexts, where governance alone may not be sufficient unless supported by equitable socio-economic progress. Further empirical research supports this theoretical expectation, showing that weak institutional environments enable impunity, regulatory capture, and non-enforcement of anti-slavery laws—conditions under which MS can proliferate (Crane et al., 2019; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Conversely, robust institutions have been linked to lower human trafficking rates, stronger criminal justice responses, and more effective policy implementation (Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2023).
Moreover, the IEQ significantly influences a state’s capacity for mitigating MS risk. Governments that perform well on governance indices tend to implement more effective responses through legislation, regulatory enforcement, inter-agency coordination, and victim support (Broad and Turnbull, 2019; Knudsen, 2018; Mantouvalou, 2018). These formal mechanisms reflect not only legal compliance but also normative commitment to human rights and labour protections. Taken together, the empirical literature converges on a clear implication: variation in IEQ is not merely background context, but a central structural condition shaping the scale of MS risk and the effectiveness of government response mechanisms.
The expected relationship between IEQ and MS outcomes is most convincingly explained through the lens of NIT (Geels, 2020; Vidal et al., 2023). NIT posits that state behaviour and policy effectiveness are shaped not only by material capacity but by the institutional pressures embedded within broader governance environments (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Within this framework, countries with higher-quality IEQ are subject to stronger coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures, which collectively condition both the prevalence of exploitative labour practices and the effectiveness of state responses to MS risk (Scott, 2013).
First, coercive institutional pressures operate through the formal authority of laws, regulations, and enforcement mechanisms (Helfaya et al., 2025; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026) Countries with high-quality institutions are subject to stronger coercive pressures, as they are better able to implement and enforce legal frameworks that prohibit exploitative practices (Huq and Stevenson, 2020; Kauppi and Luzzini, 2022). Moreover, in high-IEQ contexts, governments possess stronger legal infrastructures, more credible judicial systems, and greater enforcement capacity, enabling them to enact and operationalise anti-slavery legislation, labour protections, and criminal sanctions against forced labour and trafficking (Ahmed et al., 2025; Albitar et al., 2025). 
Effective of RL and RQ increase the likelihood that exploitative practices are detected, prosecuted, and penalised, thereby raising the costs of non-compliance and reducing incentives for coercion and abuse (Bales et al., 2009; Crane et al., 2019). From an NIT perspective, coercive pressures are more effective where institutional systems are capable of translating formal rules into actual behavioural constraints, rather than merely symbolic legal commitments (Ahmed et al., 2025; Chrispal et al., 2021; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Second, normative pressures arise from societal expectations, professional standards, and shared norms regarding acceptable governance conduct. Countries with stronger IEQ typically exhibit higher levels of civic participation, media freedom, and civil society engagement, all of which amplify expectations for ethical labour governance and human rights protection (Davidson, 2015; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). These normative forces reinforce accountability by subjecting governments to domestic and international scrutiny, increasing reputational costs associated with tolerating exploitation (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2024a; LeBaron et al., 2018). 
Conversely, where such normative pressures are weak or suppressed, states may maintain formal commitments to international labour standards while permitting exploitative practices to persist in practice. High-profile allegations of forced labour in China, particularly in global supply chains linked to state-imposed labour programmes, illustrate how constrained civic space and limited transparency can undermine normative accountability despite the presence of formal regulatory frameworks (UN News, 2022; UNHR, 2022). Within NIT, such pressures encourage states to internalise anti-slavery norms as legitimate and necessary components of good governance, rather than viewing them as externally imposed obligations. As a result, MS prevention becomes embedded within broader institutionalised expectations of fairness, transparency, and social justice.
Third, mimetic pressures shape state behaviour through processes of policy diffusion and legitimacy seeking. In an increasingly interconnected global governance environment, governments compare their institutional arrangements and performance against peer states, particularly those perceived as legitimate, successful, or developmentally advanced. Countries with higher IEQ are more likely to emulate internationally recognised best practices in labour governance, anti-trafficking policy, and victim protection to maintain credibility within global institutions and development rankings. Mimetic pressures thus reinforce convergence toward stronger MS mitigation frameworks, especially where states seek legitimacy, access to international funding, or reputational standing within global governance regimes. Moreover, strong institutions foster mimetic pressures, whereby governments emulate effective AMS responses adopted by peers within the global governance system to gain legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Huq and Stevenson, 2020; Kauppi and Luzzini, 2022).
Importantly, NIT also cautions that the presence of institutional pressures does not guarantee substantive outcomes. Where institutional environments are weak, coercive rules may exist only on paper, normative expectations may lack enforcement, and mimetic adoption may result in symbolic compliance rather than meaningful action. This insight is central to understanding why MS persists despite formal legal frameworks in many jurisdictions. In contrast, higher IEQ increases the likelihood that institutional pressures are mutually reinforcing rather than decoupled, enabling formal governance structures to translate into tangible reductions in MS prevalence and vulnerability, alongside stronger government mitigation responses. Taken together, NIT provides a coherent theoretical rationale for expecting IEQ to be systematically related to MS outcomes. By strengthening coercive enforcement capacity, embedding normative accountability, and facilitating the diffusion of effective governance practices, higher-quality IEQ create conditions under which exploitative labour practices are both less likely to emerge and more likely to be effectively addressed when they do.
Extending the above theoretical logic, IEQ is expected to influence multiple dimensions of MS risk in distinct yet interrelated ways. First, higher IEQ should be associated with lower MS prevalence because strong RL, effective regulation, and CC increase the probability that exploitative practices are detected and sanctioned, thereby discouraging their occurrence. Second, IEQ is expected to reduce vulnerability to MS by shaping the broader socio-institutional conditions—such as access to justice, PS, and VA; that protect marginalised populations and mitigate structural risk factors that make individuals susceptible to exploitation. Third, IEQ should positively affect government responses to MSRM, as capable institutions are better positioned to design, coordinate, and implement comprehensive mitigation strategies, including legislation, labour inspections, inter-agency cooperation, and victim support. While these outcomes capture different stages of the MS continuum—incidence, exposure, and response that they are consistently conditioned by the same institutional mechanisms emphasised by NIT, namely the effectiveness with which coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures are translated into practice.
Collectively, this evidence suggests that institutional capacity is central to both the prevention and mitigation of MS risk (Moussa et al., 2022). States with weak institutional structures often suffer from enforcement gaps, regulatory capture, and impunity—conditions that foster an environment conducive to exploitation (Moussa et al., 2022; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). In contrast, high-IEQ countries exhibit stronger legal frameworks, more engaged civil societies, and greater international legitimacy in combating MS (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). See figure 4.1 for the summarised this relationship. Based on the above theoretical arguments and empirical support, we propose the following hypothesis:
H1: Countries with higher Institutional Environment Quality are expected to exhibit
(a) lower MS prevalence (PREV),
(b) lower vulnerability to MS (VULN), and
(c) stronger MS risk Mitigation (MSRM).
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Figure 4.1: Relationship between IEQ and Modern slavery
Beyond general institutional quality, the alignment of national governance with sustainable development principles is also likely to shape MS outcomes
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[bookmark: _Hlk214796922][bookmark: _Toc200603858]The relationship between the UN-SDGs and MS has attracted increasing attention in both scholarly and policy debates; however, empirical evidence remains mixed and inconclusive. The 2030 Agenda articulates an ambitious global framework that embeds human dignity, social justice, and ethical governance at the heart of national development strategies. Among the 17 UN-SDGs, several goals are directly relevant to MS risk, including SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), and SDG 16 (peace, justice, and strong institutions). 
In particularly, Target 8.7 commits states to “take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end MS and human trafficking,” underscoring the integral role of sustainable development performance in combating MS (United Nations, 2015a). However, the persistence of MS across both developed and developing economies suggests that the relationship between UN-SDGs commitments and actual labour outcomes is neither linear nor automatic, highlighting the need for empirical examination of how national UN-SDGs performance translates into tangible reductions in MS practices.
Nonetheless, the literature also highlights a critical tension between formal UN-SDGs alignment and substantive governance outcomes. Several studies argue that UN-SDGs implementation may be subject to symbolic adoption, particularly in contexts where institutional capacity and enforcement mechanisms remain weak (Helfaya et al., 2025; Lebaron, 2020; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021). This critique resonates with NIT’s concept of institutional decoupling, in which formal structures and commitments coexist alongside persistent operational failures (Ahmed et al., 2025; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). As such, improved SDGI performance should not be interpreted as a guarantee of MS eradication, but rather as an indicator of greater institutional readiness and policy coherence to address MS risks.
Despite these limitations, empirical evidence suggests that countries with stronger UN-SDGs performance tend to demonstrate more robust labour regulation, broader access to justice, and higher levels of inter-institutional coordination—all of which are associated with lower MS prevalence and vulnerability (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). Moreover, SDGI assessments incorporate indicators related to stakeholder inclusion, rights protection, and institutional transparency, reinforcing the expectation that higher SDGI scores reflect governance environments less conducive to exploitative labour practices (Helfaya et al., 2025).
Critically, UN-SDGs performance is also linked to state response capacity to MSRM. Governments that perform well on the UN-SDGs are more likely to invest in labour inspection systems, data collection, victim protection mechanisms, and cross-sectoral coordination; key components of effective MSRM (Christ et al., 2023; Crane et al., 2019). In contrast, low UN-SDGs performance often signals fragmented governance, regulatory gaps, and limited enforcement capacity, conditions under which MS practices are more likely to persist. Moreover, some empirical research supports this connection. Studies have shown that UN-SDGs-aligned countries tend to invest more in social protection, labour regulation, and ethical supply chain oversight; all of which are critical mechanisms for mitigating MS risks (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2021). Moreover, governments that actively pursue UN-SDGs targets are more likely to engage in coordinated institutional responses, including inter-ministerial collaboration, cross-sectoral monitoring, and data-driven policy interventions.
Improved national performance on the UN-SDGs is theoretically and empirically associated with a reduction in MS risks, as UN-SDGs achievement reflects the presence of coordinated, inclusive, and institutionally embedded governance processes rather than isolated policy outcomes (Sachs et al., 2022; United Nations- Economic and Social Council, 2022). The UN-SDGs performance assessment conducted by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) extends beyond outcome-based indicators to evaluate the extent to which governments maintain effective monitoring mechanisms, incorporate multi-stakeholder participation, and demonstrate sustained policy commitment across interconnected social and institutional domains (Boyd et al., 2021; Sachs et al., 2019). These domains include gender equality, social inclusion, non-discrimination, labour protection, anti-trafficking initiatives, and access to justice for marginalised populations—areas that are structurally linked to vulnerability to labour exploitation and coercive work practices (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022; United Nations, 2015b). Consequently, higher SDG performance signals a governance environment more capable of addressing the institutional drivers of MS through integrated policy design, enforcement capacity, and accountability mechanisms.
From a governance perspective, improvements in UN-SDGs performance signal not isolated policy interventions but broader state capacity to mobilise cross-sectoral coordination and institutional coherence—conditions that are essential for addressing structurally embedded forms of labour exploitation (Massuga et al., 2023; Skrivankova, 2010). Combating MS requires sustained government engagement across labour regulation, social protection, criminal justice, and human rights enforcement; consequently, fragmented or symbolic policy approaches are unlikely to yield meaningful reductions in MS prevalence (Davidson, 2015; Fudge, 2018). Where national authorities lack political will or fail to engage powerful domestic actors, progress toward both UN-SDGs attainment and MS mitigation remains constrained, undermining the foundational principles of the 2030 Agenda (Walk Free, 2025). 
Critically, UN-SDGs performance is also shaped by the extent to which governments recognise and incorporate the interests of diverse stakeholder groups, including minorities, migrant workers, women, and other structurally marginalised populations (Howard and Forin, 2019; Lewis et al., 2015; Maury, 2020). Building on prior cross-national research, UN-SDGs performance is conceptualised through the SDGI, a composite indicator capturing country-level progress across core socio-economic and institutional domains, including poverty alleviation, education, gender equality, institutional integrity, and labour rights (Helfaya et al., 2025; Sachs et al., 2019). Following the analytical approach adopted by Houqe and Khan, (2025) and Moussa et al. (2022), higher SDGI scores are commonly associated with more inclusive development trajectories, stronger public accountability structures, and closer alignment with international labour and human rights standards. From a neo-institutional perspective, such conditions reflect environments in which coercive regulatory capacity, normative commitments to social justice, and mimetic alignment with globally endorsed governance models are more deeply institutionalised (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013).
However, NIT also cautions that strong formal development performance may partly reflect legitimacy-seeking behaviour rather than substantive governance effectiveness (Ahmed et al., 2025; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Governments may adopt internationally sanctioned development frameworks, reporting practices, and policy architectures to signal conformity with global norms while allowing implementation gaps and enforcement weaknesses to persist (Lebaron, 2020; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Scott, 2013). In this sense, higher SDGI performance may simultaneously capture both enhanced institutional capacity and elements of symbolic compliance. This institutional tension underscores the need to empirically examine whether improved SDGI performance corresponds to substantive reductions in MS PREV and VULN, as well as stronger government responses MSRM, rather than assuming a linear or automatic relationship between sustainable development alignment and labour exploitation outcomes.
From an NIT perspective, alignment with global development targets exerts normative and mimetic pressures on states to institutionalise socially responsible practices and integrate anti-exploitation policies into national governance systems (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Huq and Stevenson, 2020). Countries that aspire to global legitimacy or leadership in sustainability rankings are likely to emulate successful models by embedding AMS interventions into their institutional and legal frameworks. Such alignment not only enhances reputational capital but also improves access to international partnerships and development funding.
Empirical research supports this connection. Studies have shown that UN-SDGs-aligned countries tend to invest more in social protection, labour regulation, and ethical supply chain oversight—all of which are critical mechanisms for mitigating MS risks (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2021). Moreover, governments that actively pursue UN-SDGs targets are more likely to engage in coordinated institutional responses, including inter-ministerial collaboration, cross-sectoral monitoring, and data-driven policy interventions. Taken together, these patterns suggest a systematic relationship between national progress on the SDGs and the institutional capacity to prevent and respond to MS.
H2: Countries with better performance on the Sustainable Development Goals Index (SDGI) are expected to exhibit:
(a) lower prevalence of MS (PREV),
(b) lower vulnerability to MS (VULN), and
(c) stronger government responses to mitigate MS risk (MSRM).
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The eradication of MS is inseparable from broader commitments to inclusive and human development. Human development—traditionally captured by the HDI through access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities—has long been recognised as a foundation for individual empowerment, social mobility, and institutional resilience (Davis, 2017; Moussa et al., 2022; UNDP, 2009). Higher levels of human development are generally associated with stronger labour market participation, improved legal awareness, and enhanced state capacity to regulate employment relations. However, these aggregate gains may conceal deep structural inequalities that significantly undermine their protective effects against labour exploitation.
Inequality remains a critical factor in shaping exposure to MS risk (Nunn, 2007). Unequal access to income, education, and healthcare reinforces socio-economic marginalisation and heightens individuals’ susceptibility to coercion, debt bondage, and forced labour, particularly among women, migrants, ethnic minorities, and informal workers (UNDP, 2025a). As a result, countries may display relatively high average human development while simultaneously harbouring persistent pockets of extreme vulnerability. To address this limitation, the IHDI provides a more analytically appropriate measure by adjusting HDI achievements according to their distribution across the population (UNDP, 2019). By explicitly incorporating inequality, the IHDI aligns more closely with the structural conditions that enable or constrain MS practices (OECD, 2024).
At the macro level, a growing body of scholarship emphasises that development equity—rather than development alone—is central to reducing poverty, social exclusion, and exploitative labour outcomes. OECD (2024) evidence, alongside studies by Jindra and Vaz (2019) demonstrates that countries with higher inequality-adjusted development are better positioned to deliver public services, protect marginalised populations, and implement redistributive and regulatory policies that address systemic risk factors associated with trafficking and forced labour. In contrast, uneven development erodes institutional effectiveness and weakens the enforcement of labour protections, thereby creating environments in which MS practices can persist.
Sector-specific evidence further illustrates the mechanisms through which inequality-adjusted development influences MS risk. Health systems, for example, play a critical role in identifying and supporting victims of MS, yet their effectiveness is severely constrained in contexts characterised by unequal or under-resourced healthcare provision (Brian Snyder, 2015; Such et al., 2020; Such and Salway, 2017)). Similarly, education functions as a key protective factor against exploitation by expanding economic opportunities, strengthening legal awareness, and reducing susceptibility to coercion. Empirical studies show that higher and more equitably distributed education outcomes are associated with lower levels of crime and labour exploitation (Lochner, 2020). These sectoral dynamics underscore how inequality-adjusted human development operates not only as a macro indicator but also as a structural determinant of individual vulnerability and institutional responsiveness.
Sector-specific evidence further illustrates the mechanisms through which inequality-adjusted development influences MS risk. Health systems, for example, play a critical role in identifying and supporting victims of MS, yet their effectiveness is severely constrained in contexts characterised by unequal or under-resourced healthcare provision (Snyder, 2015; Such and Salway, 2017; Such et al., 2020). Similarly, education functions as a key protective factor against exploitation by expanding economic opportunities, strengthening legal awareness, and reducing susceptibility to coercion. Empirical studies show that higher and more equitably distributed education outcomes are associated with lower levels of crime and labour exploitation (Lochner, 2020). These sectoral dynamics underscore how inequality-adjusted human development operates not only as a macro indicator but also as a structural determinant of individual vulnerability and institutional responsiveness.
Empirical research further highlights the context-dependent relationship between human development and MS outcomes. Moussa et al. (2022) find that MS vulnerability and state-level mitigation capacity are strongly influenced by HDI, with particularly pronounced effects in countries exhibiting higher levels of institutional capacity. In low-income contexts, improvements in human development contribute directly to reducing vulnerability and strengthening government responses to MS (Moussa et al., 2022). In high-income countries, however, higher HDI levels may coincide with increased reporting of MS cases—not because exploitation is more prevalent, but because stronger institutions, regulatory frameworks, and monitoring systems enhance detection, transparency, and accountability (Christ et al., 2023; Stevenson and Cole, 2018a). This distinction suggests that human development not only mitigates structural vulnerability but also facilitates institutional visibility and responsiveness in anti-slavery governance.
From an NIT perspective, inclusive and equitable development constitutes a powerful normative benchmark that governments are increasingly expected to meet in order to maintain domestic and international legitimacy (Scott, 2013; UNDP, 2025b). Higher IHDI scores signal stronger institutional capacity, greater social inclusion, and more robust governance infrastructures—conditions that reinforce coercive pressures through effective regulation, normative pressures through social expectations of fairness and justice, and mimetic pressures through alignment with internationally recognised development standards. Conversely, where inequality undermines human development, institutional arrangements are more likely to tolerate or obscure exploitative practices, reflecting patterns of institutional decoupling between formal commitments and lived realities (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
Taken together, the theoretical and empirical literature suggests that IHDI is a critical conditioning factor shaping both the prevalence of MS and the effectiveness of state-level responses. Higher IHDI scores reflect governance environments characterised by reduced structural vulnerability, stronger social protection systems, and enhanced institutional capacity to prevent, detect, and remediate MS practices. Based on this theoretical rationale and empirical evidence, we propose the following hypothesis:
H3: Countries with higher Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI) scores will exhibit
(H3a) lower prevalence of MS (PREV),
(H3b) lower vulnerability to MS (VULN), and
(H3c) stronger government responses to mitigate MS risk (MSRM).
Below figure 4.2 present the research scheme of macro level. 
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Figure 4.2 Research Schema

[bookmark: _Toc215651840][bookmark: _Toc216557241][bookmark: _Toc220848343][bookmark: _Toc221437634]4.3 Hypothesis Development: Meso-Level
The persistence of CMS in global supply chains represents one of the most pressing ethical challenges in contemporary corporate governance. CMS practices encompass a wide range of exploitative labour conditions, including forced labour, debt bondage, child labour, and human trafficking. These practices undermine fundamental human rights and corporate ethics and directly threaten the achievement of the UN-SDGs, particularly Goals 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) (Crane et al., 2019; Moussa et al., 2022; Shepherd et al., 2022).
Despite increasing regulatory interventions—such as the UK MSA (2015) and the EU’s CSDDD (2024)—enforcement remains uneven, and firms’ compliance is frequently symbolic rather than substantive (HR Government, 2015; KPMG, 2023; Makower, 2023; Vidal et al., 2023). In this context, SGIs have emerged as an essential institutional mechanism through which firms demonstrate their alignment with ethical and regulatory expectations. However, the actual effectiveness of SGIs in eradicating CMS practices remains underexplored and contested.
NIT provides a valuable lens for examining how firms adopt SGIs in response to institutional pressures rather than purely intrinsic ethical motives (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Vidal et al., 2023). NIT delineates three types of institutional pressures that shape corporate behaviour: coercive (e.g., legal mandates), normative (e.g., professional and stakeholder expectations), and mimetic (e.g., imitation of peer organisations). These pressures collectively influence firms to institutionalise socially responsible practices, including anti-CMS policies, in order to preserve legitimacy, manage reputational risk, and secure continued access to markets and resources (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Coercive pressures stem from regulatory requirements such as the MSA and CSR reporting obligations, compelling firms to formalise compliance frameworks. Normative pressures arise from industry standards and stakeholder expectations, which encourage firms to adopt internal governance mechanisms, such as board diversity, CSR committees, and strategic CSR integration. Mimetic pressures influence firms to imitate industry leaders who have gained legitimacy through high ESG ratings or CSR awards (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Moussa et al., 2023; Vidal et al., 2023).
Building on these theoretical foundations, this study conceptualises SGIs as encompassing both internal governance features (e.g., BGD, CSRST, dedicated CSRC) and external accountability mechanisms (e.g., CSRA, CSRREP, CSP, CSRAW). Sections 4.3.1-4.3.7 elaborated the seven sub-hypotheses (H4a–H4h), each addressing a distinct SGI component. These initiatives are hypothesised to positively influence firms’ efforts to address CMS risks substantively, rather than symbolically. Accordingly, the study posits the following overarching hypothesis:
H4: Firms with stronger SGIs exhibit greater compliance with ACMS measures.
See Figure 4.3 for the conceptual framework of meso-level analysis.
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Figure 4.3: Conceptual Framework – The Role of SGIs in Eliminating CMS Practices
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CSRST integration refers to the extent to which sustainability objectives are embedded into a firm’s core business model, strategic planning, and decision-making processes. This integration signifies a shift from ad hoc CSR activities toward a systematic approach in which ethical, social, and environmental concerns are internalised within corporate governance structures (Johannsdottir et al., 2025; Rogerson et al., 2020b; Shaukat et al., 2016). In the context of CMS, CSRST integration is critical because it determines whether firms view ACMS efforts as central to their business mission or as peripheral compliance tasks.
Recent research underscores the strategic and operational benefits of integrated CSR. For example, Khan et al. (2016) show that firms that prioritise material sustainability issues—those most relevant to stakeholder well-being—achieve better long-term financial and reputational outcomes. Similarly, Kuzey et al. (2022) demonstrate that integrated CSR practices enhance social responsibility performance and mitigate risks associated with unethical supply chain practices. Firms with CSR embedded in their strategic logic are also more likely to adopt due diligence policies that monitor working conditions across tiers of suppliers (Crane et al., 2019; Shaukat et al., 2016).
From a NIT perspective, CSR integration serves as both a symbolic and substantive response to institutional pressures. On the one hand, it can reflect mimetic behaviour, in which firms emulate industry leaders to gain legitimacy and maintain investor confidence (Moussa et al., 2023). On the other hand, when CSRST is substantively embedded, it signifies alignment with coercive pressures from regulators and normative expectations from professional bodies and consumers (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Helfaya et al., 2024). Research, however, warns that some firms engage in “greenwashing,” adopting CSR strategies superficially to deflect criticism rather than drive meaningful change (Nekhili et al., 2021; Young and Gad, 2022).
The distinction between symbolic and substantive CSRST is particularly salient in the context of MS governance. Firms that adopt CSR strategies to meet regulatory checkboxes may produce impressive sustainability reports without implementing real change on the ground. In contrast, substantively integrated CSR is associated with long-term commitments to supplier engagement, risk-based auditing, and the implementation of grievance mechanisms—hallmarks of effective ACMS governance (Crane et al., 2019; Islam and Van Staden, 2021).
Therefore, CSRST integration functions as both a governance enabler and a legitimacy-seeking device. Its role in embedding ethical labour practices across the supply chain makes it a critical antecedent of firms’ capacity to eliminate CMS practices. Firms that integrate CSR into core strategy are more likely to embed anti-CMS practices rather than treat them as symbolic compliance.
[bookmark: _Toc215651847]H4a: Firms with well-integrated CSR strategies (CSRST) have a positive impact on ACMS practices
[bookmark: _Toc220848345][bookmark: _Toc221437636]4.3.2 Impact of Board Gender Diversity on ACMS Practices
BGD has emerged as a critical dimension of corporate governance reform, reflecting both ethical imperatives and regulatory priorities for more inclusive and accountable leadership structures. Gender-diverse boards are increasingly recognised for their contribution to enhancing the oversight of ESG practices, particularly those relating to corporate ethics, stakeholder engagement, and human rights protections (Bear et al., 2010; Terjesen et al., 2016).
Empirical evidence supports the view that gender-diverse boards are positively associated with superior ESG performance and social sustainability outcomes. For instance, Shaukat et al. (2016) find that firms with higher female representation on boards disclose more extensive sustainability information and demonstrate stronger social responsibility. Similarly, Kuzey et al. (2022) demonstrate that female directors significantly influence corporate environmental and social practices, leading to more proactive risk management related to supply chain ethics.
From a NIT standpoint, BGD can also be understood as a response to both normative and coercive institutional pressures. Regulatory bodies and governance codes in many jurisdictions now mandate or strongly encourage gender representation targets (Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Al-Shaer et al., 2024). These institutional norms compel firms to reform their board compositions not only to enhance legitimacy but also to signal alignment with broader societal values concerning equality, inclusiveness, and human rights (De Masi et al., 2021; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). This institutional alignment is particularly salient in contexts where MS practices attract public, investor, and regulatory scrutiny.
Prior research suggests that gender-diverse boards enhance monitoring, ethical sensitivity, and stakeholder orientation (Al-Shaer et al., 2024; Hoang et al., 2023). More diverse boards are more likely to prioritise social risk, stakeholder interests, and ethical oversight, including CMS risks (De Masi et al., 2021; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Female directors have also been shown to question management more rigorously and to advocate for stronger supply chain accountability, both of which are vital to addressing exploitative labour practices hidden deep within GVCs (Terjesen et al., 2016).
Therefore, BGD contributes not only to ethical legitimacy but also to structural oversight capacity, making it a critical factor in advancing meaningful ACMS efforts.
H4b: Firms with greater board gender diversity (BGD) demonstrate stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc215651848][bookmark: _Toc216557248][bookmark: _Toc220848346][bookmark: _Toc221437637]4.3.3 Impact of CSR Committees on ACMS Practices
CSRC[footnoteRef:19] represents a formal governance mechanism through which firms institutionalise oversight of their sustainability and ethical performance. Positioned at the board or executive level, CSRCs are charged with developing, monitoring, and enforcing CSR policies, including those related to labour rights, stakeholder engagement, and human rights due diligence (Allam et al., 2024; Helfaya et al., 2024; Helfaya and Moussa, 2017). Their establishment signals a firm’s intent to align internal governance structures with external sustainability expectations and enhance transparency in social and environmental performance. [19:  Many other names are used to refer to CSR committees, including sustainability committees ‘environmental,’ ‘corporate social responsibility,’ ‘corporate ethics,’ ‘environmental health and safety,’ or ‘sustainable development’ committee (Helfaya et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2021).] 

Recent empirical evidence supports the positive relationship between CSRC and the implementation of meaningful sustainability practices. García-Sánchez et al (2019) find that CSRC significantly enhances the quality and scope of sustainability reporting, while Orazalin and Mahmood (2021) report that their presence improves ESG performance across multiple dimensions. Furthermore, Helfaya et al. (2024) demonstrate that CSRC increases firms’ responsiveness to social sustainability challenges, including labour rights abuses, by formalising ethical oversight and improving accountability structures.
From a NIT standpoint, the proliferation of CSRC can be interpreted as a response to normative pressures from investors, proxy advisors, and global governance standards, as well as coercive pressures from regulatory bodies that increasingly mandate ESG disclosures and board-level responsibility for sustainability (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Vidal et al., 2023). The UK Corporate Governance Code (2018), for instance, recommends board-level oversight of stakeholder interests and ethical risk management, prompting firms to institutionalise CSRCs as part of broader efforts to comply with evolving governance norms (FRC, 2022).
Importantly, CSRCs can help shift firms from symbolic compliance to substantive engagement with ACMS goals. By embedding human rights due diligence into the governance infrastructure, CSRC enables ongoing monitoring, risk identification, and escalation procedures in response to MS incidents (Crane et al., 2019; Islam and Van Staden, 2021). They also facilitate cross-departmental collaboration between procurement, compliance, and sustainability teams, enhancing the firm’s ability to implement coherent ACMS strategies across its operations and supply chains.
Thus, the presence of a CSRC reflects a governance commitment to aligning firm strategy with stakeholder expectations and institutional demands. It is expected that such formalised oversight structures significantly enhance the firm’s capacity to engage in ACMS practices.
H4c: Firms with a dedicated Corporate Social Responsibility Committee (CSRC) exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc221437638][bookmark: _Toc215651849][bookmark: _Toc216557249][bookmark: _Toc220848347]4.3.4. Impact of CSR Reporting on ACMS Practices
CSRREP has become a central mechanism through which firms communicate their social and ethical commitments to external stakeholders, particularly in response to rising regulatory, normative, and reputational pressures surrounding CMS in global supply chains (Hamed et al., 2022; PWC, 2023). Under legislative frameworks such as the UK MSA 2015 and similar disclosure regimes, firms are increasingly required to publicly report on their policies, due diligence processes, and actions to address CMS risks. From a NIT perspective, CSR reporting functions as a legitimacy-seeking practice through which organisations align themselves with dominant social expectations and global governance norms (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024).
A growing body of empirical research suggests that firms with more extensive CSR reporting are more likely to articulate formal commitments to ACMS initiatives (KPMG, 2024; Michelon et al., 2015; Raimo et al., 2020; Young and Gad, 2022). Enhanced reporting increases transparency exposes firms to greater stakeholder scrutiny and creates reputational incentives to demonstrate compliance with labour and human rights standards (Christ et al., 2023; Hoang et al., 2023; Sikka, 2011). In this sense, CSR reporting can act as a governance mechanism that institutionalises ACMS commitments within corporate accountability structures, encouraging firms to adopt policies and frameworks aimed at mitigating exploitation risks.
However, the literature also cautions that CSR reporting may not always reflect substantive change. Several studies document the risk of symbolic compliance, in which firms disclose extensive narratives about without implementing meaningful operational reforms (Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). This reflects NIT’s concept of institutional decoupling, whereby formal reporting structures coexist with persistent exploitative practices in supply chains (Lebaron, 2020; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Nevertheless, even when partially symbolic, CSR reporting still signals organisational responsiveness to coercive and normative pressures and is often associated with higher levels of formal commitment to ACMS governance.
Consistent with this reasoning, firms that engage more intensively in CSR reporting are expected to demonstrate stronger ACMS commitments, as reporting serves both as a legitimising response to external expectations and as a platform for articulating governance intentions related to CMS. Accordingly, this study advances the following hypothesis:
H1d: Firms with higher levels of CSR reporting are positively associated with stronger ACMS commitments.
[bookmark: _Toc221437639]4.3.5 Impact of External CSR Assurance on ACMS Practices
CSRA involves engaging independent third-party auditors to verify the credibility, completeness, and reliability of a firm’s sustainability disclosures, including those related to labour practices and human rights risks. This form of assurance is intended to enhance stakeholder trust, improve corporate transparency, and mitigate the risk of “greenwashing” or symbolic compliance with ESG principles (García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Mat Zain et al., 2015)
Assurance strengthens the legitimacy of CSRREP by validating internal assessments of working conditions, human rights compliance, and ACMS protocols. Firms that subject their disclosures to external scrutiny demonstrate a stronger commitment to ethical performance and are more likely to implement corrective actions when abuses are identified (Al-Shaer, Malik, and Zaman, 2022; Sayari and Marcum, 2022a; Adelopo, Cheung, and Zaman, 2024). This is particularly salient in high-risk sectors—such as apparel, electronics, construction, and agriculture—where MS violations are more prevalent and regulatory expectations for transparency are intensifying (Liu and Cheng, 2024; Lopatta et al., 2023; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024).
From the standpoint of NIT, external assurance can be interpreted as a firm’s response to coercive and normative institutional pressures. Coercive pressures arise from laws and soft regulatory frameworks—such as the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and national MSAs—that require firms to provide credible evidence of their sustainability performance. Normative pressures stem from professional assurance standards (e.g., AA1000AS, ISAE 3000), investor expectations, and stakeholder norms that emphasise verified and material ESG data (Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024; Zainuddin et al., 2025).
Firms often adopt assurance to build or maintain legitimacy, particularly when faced with reputational risk or public scrutiny (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2019; Dando and Swift, 2003; Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2016). However, empirical studies suggest that assurance is not merely symbolic: companies with assured CSR disclosures tend to exhibit stronger ESG performance, more substantive labour policies, and greater alignment with international frameworks such as the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (Kolk and Perego, 2010; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021a; Young and Gad, 2022). Furthermore, Lopatta et al. (2023) provide evidence that third-party verification improves social impact credibility and reduces the incidence of stakeholder litigation or reputational crises.
Importantly, external assurance also promotes internal accountability by subjecting internal controls and data collection processes to review and verification. This institutionalised scrutiny encourages firms to adopt robust AMS procedures, including supplier audits, traceability systems, grievance mechanisms, and worker engagement platforms.
Thus, CSRA strengthens the governance infrastructure that underpins corporate efforts to eliminate MS, making it a critical enabler of ACMS practices. Accordingly, we advance the following hypothesis.
H4e: Firms that undergo external CSR assurance (CSRA) exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc220848348][bookmark: _Toc221437640]4.3.6 Impact of Corporate Social Performance on ACMS Practices
[bookmark: _Hlk213621450][bookmark: _Hlk216561594]CSP, typically assessed through ESG-based social pillar scores, reflects a firm’s engagement with key social sustainability dimensions—labour rights, human rights, working conditions, employee welfare, and stakeholder inclusion (Nekhili et al., 2021; Yan-Leung et al., 2018). High CSP scores indicate the extent to which firms institutionalise social values and embed ethical standards across their governance and operations. Firms demonstrating elevated social performance tend to exhibit proactive stakeholder engagement, improved transparency, and robust responses to reputational and regulatory risks associated with labour exploitation (García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Hummel et al., 2022)
From a NIT lens, CSP also serves as a legitimacy-seeking mechanism, in which firms conform to normative and coercive pressures from regulators, rating agencies, investors, and civil society (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). In high-risk sectors, where scrutiny over MS practices is particularly intense, high CSP scores can act as institutional signals of compliance and ethical governance. Firms that invest in social sustainability are better positioned to respond to regulatory frameworks such as the UK MSA (2015) or the EU CSDDD (2022), both of which mandate transparency and accountability for labour rights violations in supply chains (Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024; Vidal et al., 2023)
Recent empirical research supports the positive relationship between CSP and anti-slavery practices. For example, Islam and Van Staden (2021) find that high social ESG performance is associated with fewer labour rights controversies and stronger human rights disclosures. Similarly, Lopatta et al. (2023) show that firms with strong social performance metrics are more likely to adopt external assurance practices and third-party audits—critical mechanisms for identifying and mitigating CMS risks. Furthermore, Khan et al (2016)  demonstrate that firms prioritising material social sustainability issues achieve superior risk-adjusted returns, indicating that CSP is not only a moral imperative but also a strategic advantage.
In light of the above, CSP can be viewed as both a normative commitment to stakeholder values and a strategic response to institutional pressures. It contributes to stronger governance accountability, more rigorous supplier oversight, and the implementation of measurable ACMS practices. Accordingly, it is hypothesised that 
H4f: Firms with higher corporate social performance (CSP) have a positive impact on ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc215651850][bookmark: _Toc216557250][bookmark: _Toc220848349][bookmark: _Toc221437641]4.3.7 Impact of CSR Awards and Recognition and ACMS Practices
CSRAW represents a form of reputational capital that enables firms to signal leadership in sustainability, ethical conduct, and social impact. These awards—granted by NGOs, industry bodies, media, and professional associations—acknowledge firms that demonstrate excellence in ESG practices, including human rights governance and supply chain ethics (Burritt and Christ, 2021; Strauss et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025). Recognition in the form of CSR rankings, awards, and certifications can incentivise firms to institutionalise visible, measurable CSR practices, particularly in areas subject to stakeholder and media scrutiny, such as CMS.
CSR recognition is also tightly linked to mimetic pressures in NIT, which holds that firms facing uncertainty or legitimacy challenges often imitate the structures and practices of perceived leaders in their field (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Firms that observe competitors gaining reputational advantage through CSR accolades may adopt similar ACMS practices to maintain their own legitimacy and market positioning (Moussa et al., 2023; Vidal et al., 2023). This process contributes to the industry-wide diffusion of best practices in sustainability and anti-slavery governance.
Furthermore, receiving CSR-related awards can reinforce internal commitment to ethical practices by validating efforts already underway. It serves as a form of external feedback that motivates firms to sustain and deepen their investments in governance mechanisms such as CSRST, third-party audits, supplier codes of conduct, and human rights training (García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Rogerson and Parry, 2020). These mechanisms are central to identifying and mitigating risks associated with forced labour, debt bondage, and other forms of CMS.
Empirical studies support the notion that CSRAW is positively associated with improved ESG outcomes. For example, García-Sánchez et al. (2022) find that firms that receive sustainability awards are more likely to produce detailed and externally verified CSR reports. Similarly, Eccles et al. (2014) report that firms with visible CSR reputations exhibit stronger alignment of governance with long-term social and environmental goals. In the context of CMS, firms recognised for social performance are more likely to adopt preventive frameworks, including due diligence processes, risk assessments, and supplier engagement programs (Crane et al., 2019; Vidal et al., 2023).
However, there is also a risk that firms pursue recognition for reputational gains without embedding substantive change. Although CSRAW may originate as symbolic capital, they often reinforce normative and mimetic pressures that push firms toward more embedded and effective ACMS practices. These institutional mechanisms, therefore, motivate the hypothesis outlined below.
H4g: Firms receiving CSR-related awards and recognition exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
Sustainability Governance Initiatives (SGIs)
H1a → CSR Strategy Integration (CSRST) 
H1b → Board Gender Diversity (BGD)
H1c → CSR Committees (CSRC)
H1d → CSR reporting (CSRREP)
H1e → External CSR Assurance (CSRA) 
H1f → Corporate Social Performance (CSP)
H1g→ CSR Awards and Recognition (CSRAW)
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Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery (ACMS) Practices
(ACMS Index - commitment to addressing CMS in operations and supply chains)

4.4 [bookmark: _Toc216557251][bookmark: _Toc220848351][bookmark: _Toc221437642]Summary
This chapter developed the theoretical rationale and logical justification for the hypotheses guiding this thesis, focusing specifically on the macro and meso levels dimensions. Grounded in NIT, the chapter argued that MS is shaped by institutional pressures operating across different levels of governance. At the macro level, it proposed that variations in national institutional environments — including IEQ, IHDI, and UN-SDGs that influence the PREV, VULN and government response to MSRM. 
[bookmark: _Toc221437643][bookmark: _Toc215651823][bookmark: _Toc220848327]At the meso-level, the chapter examined how SGIs shape corporate commitments to addressing CMS among MNCs It proposed that while these governance mechanisms may enhance transparency and legitimacy, they do not necessarily guarantee substantive changes in corporate practice. Accordingly, the hypotheses were designed to capture both the potential and the limitations of SGIs in influencing ACMS commitments. Chapter 5 builds on this foundation by detailing the research methodology, data, and analytical approaches used to empirically test these hypotheses.














Chapter 5 Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc221437644]5.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the methodological framework underpinning the study and explains the philosophical, theoretical, and practical foundations that guide the research design. Given the complex and multi-dimensional nature of MS and its corporate manifestations (CMS), a rigorous and transparent methodological approach is essential to capture both its structural drivers and lived realities. Accordingly, this chapter justifies and details the mixed-methods strategy adopted to examine CMS across macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis.
The chapter begins by outlining the research philosophy and paradigm that inform the study’s ontological and epistemological positioning. Grounded in critical realism and guided by pragmatism, the research recognises that CMS is both a real, structurally embedded phenomenon and a socially constructed reality shaped by institutional processes, power relations, and local contexts. This dual philosophical stance provides coherence for integrating quantitative and qualitative methods within a single analytical framework (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
Building on this foundation, the chapter introduces the Burrell and Morgan (1979) Sociological Paradigms Framework to situate the study within broader debates in social science methodology. The discussion explains how the research draws primarily from the Functionalist and Interpretivist paradigms while maintaining a critical awareness of power and structural inequality informed by radical perspectives. This positioning supports the study’s pragmatic commitment to methodological pluralism and problem-driven inquiry.
The chapter then presents the Integrated Conceptual Framework, which structures the research around an Inputs–Throughput–Outputs logic informed by NIT. This framework illustrates how macro-level institutional pressures (coercive, normative, and mimetic) shape meso-level corporate governance responses through SGIs, while recognising that this pathway is mediated by institutional decoupling. A complementary micro-level qualitative strand investigates the “black box” of decoupling by examining worker experiences in Sri Lanka’s A&TI.
Following this, the chapter outlines the research design, explaining the rationale for an explanatory sequential mixed-methods approach. It justifies why combining large-scale quantitative analysis of G500 MNCs with in-depth qualitative inquiry in a developing country context is both methodologically appropriate and theoretically necessary. The section also discusses the advantages and limitations of mixed methods and clarifies how integration is achieved across phases.
The chapter then details the quantitative strand, covering both macro-level (cross-country panel analysis of governance, development, and MS indicators) and meso-level (firm-level panel analysis of SGIs and ACMS commitments). It specifies data sources, variables, estimation techniques, and robustness checks. This is followed by the qualitative strand, which comprises two components: (1) a meso-level disclosure analysis of leading apparel and textile MNCs, and (2) a micro-level investigation based on questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with workers and key stakeholders in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. The chapter explains sampling, data collection procedures, and thematic analysis. The final sections address cross-phase integration, explaining how quantitative and qualitative findings are synthesised to generate meta-inferences. The chapter also discusses issues of validity, reliability, and trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and methodological limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc221437645]5.2 Research Philosophy and Paradigm
The research philosophy establishes the fundamental assumptions that underpin this study, shaping how reality is understood, how knowledge is generated, and how research is conducted. The methodological choices of the thesis are underpinned by a combination of critical realism as the ontological foundation and pragmatism as the guiding epistemological stance. This dual philosophical orientation provides both the theoretical and methodological coherence necessary to address the complex, multi-dimensional nature of MS. It enables the research to bridge macro-level institutional structures, meso-level corporate mechanisms, and micro-level worker experiences through a mixed-methods design.
[bookmark: _Toc215651855][bookmark: _Toc220848355][bookmark: _Toc221437646]5.2.1 Ontological Position: Critical Realism (Nature of Reality)
Ontology concerns the nature of reality and the researcher’s assumptions about what exists (Bhaskar, 2013). This study adopts critical realism as its ontological position. Critical realism argues that social phenomena exist independently of human perception but are shaped and mediated by underlying structures, mechanisms, and power relations that are not always directly observable (Bhaskar, 2013; Lawson et al., 2013). From this perspective, MS and its corporate manifestation (CMS) are understood as real, material phenomena rooted in institutional, economic, and political systems, even if individuals experience and interpret them differently (Bhaskar, 1978; Archer et al., 2016). 
Critical realism is particularly appropriate for this research because CMS operates across multiple levels—global institutions, corporate governance systems, and local labour contexts—where causal mechanisms such as coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures influence outcomes in complex and non-linear ways (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). While empirical indicators (e.g., prevalence rates, vulnerability scores, and government response measures) capture observable manifestations of modern slavery, critical realism allows the study to also consider deeper causal forces such as power asymmetries, institutional decoupling, and market-driven exploitation (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 
Thus, critical realism enables this study to conceptualise CMS as both an objective structural problem embedded in global governance and a socially mediated phenomenon experienced by workers within specific organisational and institutional contexts. This ontological stance supports analysis across macro (institutional), meso (corporate), and micro (worker) levels.
[bookmark: _Toc221437647]5.2.2 Epistemological Position: Pragmatism (Nature of Knowledge)
Epistemology concerns how knowledge is generated, validated, and interpreted. It addresses questions such as: What counts as legitimate knowledge? Should research prioritise objective measurement or subjective interpretation? (Guba and Lincoln, 2005). This study adopts pragmatism as its epistemological stance. Pragmatism rejects rigid methodological dualisms between positivism (quantitative) and interpretivism (qualitative), instead prioritising the research problem and selecting methods that best address it (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). Knowledge, from a pragmatic perspective, is judged by its practical usefulness, explanatory power, and ability to generate actionable insights rather than by strict philosophical purity (Morgan, 2007).
Pragmatism is well suited to CMS research because modern slavery is a complex, multi-dimensional issue that cannot be fully captured through a single method or worldview. A purely quantitative approach risks treating corporate disclosures and governance indicators at face value, while a purely qualitative approach may lack generalisability across countries and firms (Bryman, 2016). Pragmatism allows this study to integrate both perspectives, using quantitative data to identify broad structural patterns and qualitative data to understand lived experiences and institutional decoupling. Accordingly, pragmatism provides a coherent justification for the study’s mixed-methods design, enabling the combination of statistical analysis (macro–meso) with in-depth qualitative inquiry (micro) to produce a more comprehensive understanding of CMS. 
Pragmatism rejects the notion of an absolute epistemic hierarchy between qualitative and quantitative methods, instead prioritising the use of approaches that best answer the research questions. This aligns with the study’s aim to explore both structural determinants (quantitative) and lived experiences (qualitative) of CMS. It also supports the integration of diverse data sources, allowing findings from statistical models (macro–meso) to inform qualitative inquiry (micro), and vice versa. It enables the researcher to interpret patterns not as deterministic outcomes but as manifestations of the dynamic interaction between institutional logics and human agency.
[bookmark: _Toc215651857][bookmark: _Toc220848357][bookmark: _Toc221437649]5.2.3 Philosophical Coherence and Alignment with Mixed-Methods Logic
The combination of critical realism and pragmatism ensures philosophical coherence in integrating quantitative and qualitative strands. Critical realism provides the ontological depth needed to uncover the underlying mechanisms and institutional structures that influence CMS, while pragmatism offers the epistemological flexibility to employ both numerical and narrative data to understand them. Together, they acknowledge that no single method can fully capture the complexity of governance, power, and legitimacy shaping CMS.
Within this framework, quantitative analysis identifies statistically significant patterns in institutional governance and corporate accountability (e.g., using panel regressions on HDI, IEQ, and SDGI variables). At the same time, qualitative inquiry contextualises these findings by examining the meanings and lived realities of policy–practice gaps through semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, and document analysis. The integration of both strands facilitates triangulation, enhances validity, and strengthens theoretical inference within the Neo-Institutional framework guiding the study.
Thus, the philosophical and methodological coherence of this research lies in its alignment among ontology (a structured but complex social reality), epistemology (pragmatic inquiry into multiple forms of evidence), and methodology (a sequential, explanatory, mixed-methods design). This combination provides both the depth and breadth required to understand CMS as a structural, relational, and lived phenomenon within global business systems.
[bookmark: _Toc221437650]5.2.4 The Burrell and Morgan Framework (Paradigm Positioning)
[bookmark: _Toc215651824][bookmark: _Toc220848328][bookmark: _Toc215651854][bookmark: _Toc220848354]To fully situate the methodological choices of this research, it is essential to articulate its philosophical foundations (Creswell, 2014). The philosophical foundation of this research is informed by Burrell and Morgan's (1979) seminal framework of Sociological Paradigms and Organisational Analysis, which maps the field of social science along two principal dimensions:
(1) the nature of social science — ranging from objective to subjective assumptions about reality and knowledge, and
(2) the nature of society — ranging from regulation to radical change.
From these axes emerge four paradigms: Functionalist, Interpretivist, Radical Humanist, and Radical Structuralist (see figure 5.1). Their framework is built on the premise that all theories of organisation are grounded in a philosophy of science and a theory of society.
· The Functionalist Paradigm (Objective-Regulation): 
This is the dominant orientation in organisational and management research. It assumes that social reality is objective and external to individuals, emphasising order, stability, and rationality. Functionalist studies typically adopt positivist or post-positivist epistemologies, employing quantitative methods to test hypotheses, identify causal relationships, and build models to improve organisational efficiency and predict behaviour (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Saunders et al., 2009). Research grounded in this paradigm seeks to explain how structures and institutions maintain equilibrium within society or organisations.
It assumes a realist ontology and a positivist epistemology, viewing social reality as objective and measurable. It seeks to explain and predict social phenomena through causal relationships, emphasising order, stability, and functional integration (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Saunders et al., 2009). Within this paradigm, organisations are seen as rational systems responding to external constraints. NIT is most frequently applied within this tradition, conceptualising institutional pressures as external, measurable forces that shape organisational behaviour (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). This approach aligns closely with the macro and meso components of this research, in which statistical analysis examines relationships among governance quality, SGIs, and ACMS commitments
· The Interpretive Paradigm (Subjective-Regulation):
 This paradigm shares the regulatory view of society but rejects the objective ontology. It sees social reality as a network of shared meanings and seeks to understand the world from the subjective experiences of those within it (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Saunders et al., 2009).  It assumes that reality is socially constructed through shared meanings, discourses, and interactions (Guba and Lincoln, 2005). Knowledge is created through understanding how individuals interpret their social worlds. This paradigm underpins the micro-level component of the study, which investigates the lived experiences of workers and managers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Here, NIT is interpreted less as a static explanatory model and more as a lens for understanding how institutional pressures are enacted, resisted, or reinterpreted in local contexts — thereby exposing processes of decoupling between formal policies and lived realities (Bromley and Powell, 2012; LeBaron, 2020).
· The Radical Humanist Paradigm (Subjective-Radical Change): 
This paradigm combines a subjectivist view of reality with a focus on radical change. It concerns how people's socially constructed realities can become alienating and imprisoning, preventing the full expression of human potential. It aims to critique the status quo and achieve emancipation by freeing consciousness from these constraints. 
It contributes a critical dimension to the analysis by recognising that global capitalism and transnational governance structures create systemic conditions that reproduce inequality and exploitation (Guba and Lincoln, 2005; Morgan, 2007). While the primary orientation of this study is not revolutionary, it incorporates insights from this paradigm to interrogate the structural contradictions inherent in global production systems, where profit imperatives perpetuate coercive labour practices even under extensive regulation. 
· The Radical Structuralist Paradigm (Objective-Radical Change): 
This paradigm shares the goal of radical change but from an objectivist standpoint. It views society as comprising real, concrete structures that inherently generate conflict and modes of domination (e.g., economic class structures) (Saunders et al., 2009). The goal of research is to analyse these objective structures to uncover their contradictions and provide a basis for revolutionary change.
The radical humanist paradigm, though less directly applied, provides philosophical resonance with emancipatory aims embedded in MS research — namely, to challenge oppressive narratives and amplify marginalised voices (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Guba and Lincoln, 2005). Its emphasis on ideological critique informs the qualitative interpretation of CMS disclosures as rhetorical tools that can both reveal and obscure organisational complicity.
This framework provides a useful meta-theoretical lens for positioning this research, which aims to understand MS and its corporate manifestations (CMS) as both a structural and socially constructed phenomenon. By recognising that MS is shaped by objective institutional pressures yet experienced subjectively by workers, the study operates across the functionalist and interpretivist paradigms; a dualistic philosophical stance consistent with pragmatism (Creswell and Plano, 2018; Morgan, 2007b). By cross tabulating these two dimensions, Burrell and Morgan derive four mutually exclusive paradigms for organisational analysis:
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Figure 5.1: Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory
Source: ​Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 22​ 
By engaging across these paradigms, the study positions itself within a pragmatic worldview that transcends rigid philosophical boundaries. Following the arguments of Creswell (2014) and Morgan (2007), the research problem; understanding the dual realities of institutional compliance and worker exploitation; takes precedence over adherence to a single paradigm. Pragmatism permits the integration of functionalist (quantitative) and interpretivist (qualitative) traditions while maintaining a critical awareness of structural power dynamics. This alignment ensures methodological pluralism without philosophical inconsistency, enabling a more holistic exploration of CMS that captures both measurable institutional patterns and lived social realities. 
[bookmark: _Toc215651826][bookmark: _Toc220848330]For a study of CMS, this framework is invaluable. It reveals that a purely functionalist approach (e.g., quantifying SGI adoption alone) risks accepting corporate disclosures at face value and overlooking the human experience. A purely interpretivist approach, while rich in meaning, may lack critical bite. Engaging with the radical paradigms provides the critical tools 5.2.4.2 The Pragmatic Worldview 
 Pragmatic researchers prioritise understanding the research problem over adhering strictly to specific methodologies. They advocate using a variety of approaches to gain insights into the problem, drawing on both quantitative and qualitative assumptions as needed (Creswell, 2014). This freedom of choice allows researchers to select the methods, techniques, and procedures that best suit their research objectives (Bergman, 2008; Creswell, 2014; Gibson, 2017; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009)​. This pragmatism provides the philosophical basis for the research below. 
· Pragmatism is connected with multiple philosophies or realities. It incorporates both quantitative and qualitative assumptions to explore their inquiries. 
· Researchers have freedom of choice within pragmatism, enabling them to select the methods, techniques, practices, and procedures that best align with their research objectives and personal inclinations. 
· Pragmatists view the world as lacking absolute unity, akin to mixed-methods researchers who adopt multiple approaches to data collection and analysis rather than adhering strictly to a single methodology. 
· Truth holds paramount importance in pragmatism, leading mixed-methods investigators to utilise both quantitative and qualitative data to offer the most comprehensive understanding of a research problem. 
· Pragmatists recognise the necessity of establishing a purpose for integrating methods, providing a rationale for combining qualitative and quantitative data in research endeavours. 
· Embracing a pragmatist worldview affords mixed-methods researchers’ opportunities to explore various methodologies, diverse worldviews, and differing assumptions, as well as a range of techniques for collecting and analysing data. 
In the research paradigm of this study, the theoretical framework is anchored in pragmatism, as outlined by ​Collis and Hussey (2021). Pragmatism serves as the guiding philosophy that shapes the overall research approach, particularly in addressing the complex phenomenon of MS. This paradigm recognises the inherent complexities and nuances of MS and emphasises the need for a flexible, adaptive research methodology that can effectively capture and address them. Within this paradigm, the integration of diverse research methods, including both qualitative and quantitative approaches, is encouraged to provide a comprehensive understanding of CMS practices. By embracing pragmatism within the research paradigm, the study aims to navigate the intricacies of CMS, capitalise on the strengths of various research methods, and generate insights to inform evidence-based interventions and policy decisions to combat CMS effectively.  
[bookmark: _Toc215651827][bookmark: _Toc220848331][bookmark: _Toc221437651]5.2.5 Justifying the Study’s Pragmatic Paradigm
[bookmark: _Toc215651828][bookmark: _Toc220848332]5.2.5.1 Moving Beyond the Paradigms
This study consciously adopts a pragmatic approach that strategically transcends the rigid boundaries of the Burrell and Morgan (1979) quadrants. While their framework is invaluable for diagnosing the philosophical assumptions underlying research, pragmatism offers a solution-oriented pathway that prioritises the research problem over adherence to philosophical purity. Further, Creswell and Plano (2018) argue that the value of a theory or method lies in its practical consequences and its utility in addressing a complex problem effectively.
For this investigation into MS, the research problem itself is inherently multi-faceted, encompassing three interconnected levels of reality that together capture the structural and experiential complexity of the phenomenon:
1. Macro-level: The objective reality of global governance frameworks, institutional environments, and national regulatory systems that shape corporate accountability and labour standards across jurisdictions. This level is explored through quantitative indicators, including governance quality, development indices, and inequality measures.
2. Meso-level: The organisational and corporate governance reality, where firms respond to these macro pressures through SGIs, disclosure practices, and board-level oversight mechanisms. This level embodies the interface between institutional conformity and strategic agency, illustrating how coercive, normative, and mimetic forces operate within multinational corporations.
3. Micro-level: The subjective reality of lived experiences, local practices, and hidden dynamics within global supply chains—revealed through worker semi-structured interviews and questionnaire. This level captures how formal corporate commitments translate (or fail to translate) into tangible outcomes for workers, uncovering the everyday manifestations of institutional decoupling.
Together, these three levels represent the dual structure and dual reality of MS, where formal systems of governance coexist with informal practices of exploitation. Understanding MS thus requires a theoretical and methodological approach capable of bridging objective structures and subjective experiences, which this study achieves through its pragmatic integration of quantitative and qualitative inquiry within a NIT lens (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
A single paradigm is insufficient to capture this complexity. A purely Functionalist (objective) approach would quantify correlations but risk accepting corporate disclosures at face value, missing the human story and the mechanisms of decoupling. A purely Interpretivist (subjective) approach would provide a deep, contextual understanding of worker experiences but might lack the generalisability to explain broader patterns across the G500. The Radical paradigms, while offering crucial critical insight into power structures, are not designed for the empirical testing and detailed descriptive inquiry also required here.
Therefore, pragmatism provides the necessary philosophical justification for a mixed-methods methodology (see Figure 5.2). It rejects the forced choice between objective and subjective worldviews, instead asking: “What combination of methods and philosophical insights best helps us solve the problem of understanding and explaining the dual realities of MS?”
The answer, for this study, is a deliberate and strategic integration:
1. At the macro level, the quantitative component, which analyses global governance indicators, institutional quality, and development indices, operates primarily from a functionalist perspective. It conceptualises the institutional environment as an objective structure of coercive and normative pressures that shape corporate behaviour across jurisdictions. This level seeks to model systematic patterns of institutional isomorphism and regulatory influence using measurable, empirical data derived from cross-country and global datasets.
2. At the meso-level, examining firm-level SGIs and corporate disclosure practices bridges macro-institutional dynamics and micro realities. This level draws on both functionalist and interpretivist assumptions, viewing corporate governance structures as formal responses to institutional pressures while recognising the symbolic, communicative, and legitimating dimensions of disclosure practices. It is here that institutional theory’s central mechanisms—coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures—are most visibly enacted within organisational decision-making.
3. At the micro level, the qualitative component, based on semi-structured interviews and questionnaire data from Sri Lanka’s A&TI, is grounded in an interpretivist orientation. It focuses on understanding the lived experiences, meanings, and practices of workers and managers, thereby exposing how formal governance structures translate into everyday realities of compliance, resistance, and exploitation. This level serves as the empirical site where institutional decoupling becomes observable and humanly experienced.
Pragmatism, as the overarching paradigm, does not merely combine these components; it also provides a coherent philosophical foundation for their integration. It acknowledges that knowledge is both constructed and grounded in observable reality, allowing this research to move fluidly between quantitative generalisation and qualitative depth. By aligning objectivist (functionalist) and subjectivist (interpretivist) traditions through a pragmatic stance, this study offers a holistic and multi-level understanding of CMS—one that reveals how institutional pressures, corporate governance responses, and worker experiences interact to sustain or challenge MS within global supply chains.
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Figure 5.2: Neo-institutional theoretical framework
5.2.6.2 Synthesis through Pragmatism
The pragmatic paradigm provides the essential philosophical justification for combining these two distinct approaches. It resolves the apparent tension between functionalist and interpretivist worldviews by rejecting the proposition that one must choose a single, “pure” philosophical stance. Instead, pragmatism asserts that the nature of the research problem should dictate the methodological approach (Creswell and Plano, 2018). The complex, multi-faceted problem of CMS; spanning objective global systems and subjective local experiences—cannot be fully understood from a single philosophical standpoint.
This synthesis is not merely additive but integrative and explanatory. The two components work in concert to build a comprehensive explanation:
· NIT, applied through the macro-quantitative (functionalist) component, provides the “what” and the “how.” It identifies the broad patterns: what external pressures (coercive, mimetic, normative) are most significant, and how they correlate with the adoption of specific SGIs across a large population of firms. It maps the institutional landscape and the formal organisational responses.
· The micro-qualitative (interpretivist) component provides the “why” and reveals the human consequence. It explores why the formal structures identified by the macro-analysis so often fail. It delves into the lived experience to uncover the social processes, localised rationalities, and hidden practices that constitute decoupling in action. This component gives meaning to the statistical patterns by exposing their real-world effects on human dignity and well-being.
Therefore, pragmatism facilitates a research design in which quantitative data reveal a widespread phenomenon (the gap between policy and practice), and qualitative inquiry explains the mechanisms behind it (how and why decoupling occurs). Together, they provide a more complete, rigorous, and impactful analysis of CMS than either approach could achieve in isolation, fulfilling the core pragmatic tenet of selecting the methods that best address the problem at hand.
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The integration strategy of the thesis is embedded within the Integrated Conceptual Framework (see Figure 5.3), which operationalises the mixed-methods, multi-level research design across macro, meso, and micro levels. Guided by a critical realist ontology and a pragmatic epistemology, the framework structures how quantitative and qualitative components are connected, sequenced, and synthesised to produce coherent and theoretically informed explanations of CMS.
At the design level, integration is achieved through an explanatory sequential mixed-methods strategy, which is directly reflected in Figure 5.3. The macro-level analysis (RQ1) represents the institutional inputs, structured around the three forms of isomorphism from NIT: Coercive isomorphism (laws, regulations, and international frameworks), Mimetic isomorphism (uncertainty-driven imitation), and Normative isomorphism (professional networks and standards).
These institutional pressures establish the structural context in which firms operate. These macro-level pressures feed into the meso-level analysis (RQ2 and RQ3), where firms respond through SGIs, including ACMS policies, board governance mechanisms, disclosures, and supplier oversight. This represents the throughput stage of the framework, where institutional pressures are translated into formal organisational structures. The micro-level analysis (RQ4) is designed as a qualitative investigation of the “black box” of decoupling within Sri Lanka’s A&TI. This strand does not merely run in parallel but is explicitly informed by patterns observed at the macro and meso levels, ensuring conceptual continuity across the research design.
At the methods level, integration is achieved by aligning different data sources and analytical techniques with specific components of the conceptual framework. The macro–meso quantitative component provides generalisable evidence using panel data, governance indicators, and firm-level SGI measures to examine how institutional pressures shape corporate responses to MS risks. The meso-level disclosure analysis examines how firms publicly communicate their ACMS commitments, allowing comparison between formal governance structures and substantive practices. The micro-level qualitative component uses semi-structured interviews and questionnaire to explore workers lived experiences, local labour conditions, and the mechanisms through which decoupling occurs in practice. These methods are not treated as competing but as complementary. The quantitative strand establishes what is happening structurally, while the qualitative strand explains how and why these patterns unfold on the ground, particularly through the lens of institutional decoupling  (Creswell and Plano, 2018).
Decoupling is one of the key features of this integration. At the meso-level, decoupling captures the gap between formal SGIs and their actual implementation within corporate operations and supply chains. Firms may adopt policies to secure legitimacy without substantively altering labour practices. At the micro level, decoupling is examined as a lived process, revealing how corporate commitments translate (or fail to translate) into tangible outcomes for workers.
At the interpretation level, integration occurs through the synthesis of evidence across macro, meso, and micro analyses to generate meta-inferences about CMS governance. This involves triangulating statistical patterns (macro–meso) with corporate disclosures and worker experiences (micro). Using NIT as a unifying theoretical lens to link institutional pressures, organisational responses, and labour outcomes. Interpreting quantitative findings through qualitative insights to explain why certain governance mechanisms appear effective in theory but weak in practice. The integrated framework therefore enables the study to move beyond descriptive analysis toward a deeper, multi-level explanation of CMS as both an institutional governance challenge and a lived social reality.
Elimination of CMS Practices, including reduced MS PREV and VULN, Stronger labour protections, more transparent and accountable supply chains, and alignment with SDGs and human rights principles. However, the framework explicitly acknowledges that this outcome is contingent rather than guaranteed, due to the mediating effect of decoupling. This makes the framework both analytically realistic and normatively relevant. Micro-level analysis – RQ4
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Figure 5.3: Integrated Conceptual Framework
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Bryman and Bell (2015) have presented four basic mixed research designs out of six (Creswell and Plano, 2011). See Figure 5.4 for the four basic components of the mixed-methods design. However, the Guest and Fleming (2015, p. 587) had expanded by presenting all six mixed methods designs while adding transformative (theoretical framework seeking to address the needs of a specific population and to call for change) and multi-phase designs (sequential and concurrent strands, collected over a period, and the implementation of distinct projects or phases within an overall program of study). Among the different research designs, this study used the explanatory sequential design to interpret its overall findings.
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Figure 5.4 Four basic Mixed Methods Design
Source: Bell et al., 2019, p. 573
[bookmark: _Toc215651859][bookmark: _Toc220848359][bookmark: _Toc221437655]5.3.2 Pros and Cons of Mixed Methods Design
Mixed-methods research offers a comprehensive framework that integrates qualitative and quantitative approaches, enabling researchers to capture both the depth and breadth of a phenomenon. Its strengths lie in enhancing validity through triangulation, contextualising statistical findings, and producing insights applicable to real-world contexts (Creswell and Plano, 2018; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). However, the approach also presents notable challenges, including the need for methodological expertise, increased time and resource demands, and potential complexity in integrating diverse data types (Bergman, 2008; Gibson, 2017). Despite these limitations, when applied rigorously, mixed methods research remains a robust design that enriches understanding and strengthens the robustness of empirical inquiry. A summary of the principal advantages and disadvantages of mixed methods research is presented in Table 5.1.
Table 5.1: Advantages and Disadvantages of Mixed Methods Research
	Aspect
	Advantages
	Disadvantages
	Key References

	Comprehensiveness
	Combines qualitative depth with quantitative breadth, offering a holistic understanding of complex phenomena.
	Integration can be conceptually and practically demanding.
	(Creswell and Plano, 2018; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009)
	Triangulation
	Enables validation of findings across different data sources, enhancing credibility and reliability.
	Merging results may be challenging and open to the researcher’s interpretation.
	(Brannen, 1992; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009)

	Contextual Insight
	Qualitative data explain the why behind quantitative what and how, providing richer insights.
	Requires expertise in both methods, which may exceed the researcher’s capacity.
	(Bryman and Bell, 2015; Morse et al., 2002)

	Validity and Robustness
	Reduces limitations of single method designs and strengthens overall validity.
	Potential for researcher bias during data integration and interpretation.
	(Creswell and Plano, 2018; Guest and Fleming, 2015)

	Practical Utility
	Produces findings applicable to real-world contexts (e.g., education, healthcare, social sciences).
	Involves high time, cost, and resource demands.
	(Bergman, 2008; Creswell and Plano, 2018)

	Flexibility
	Allows adaptation during the research process as new insights emerge.
	Logistical and analytical complexity in managing multiple data types.
	(Brannen, 1992; Creswell and Plano, 2018; Gibson, 2017)
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The multi-phase structure adopted in this study is grounded in the logic of the explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, which begins with quantitative analysis and is subsequently enriched through qualitative inquiry. This sequencing is particularly suited to the study of CMS, a phenomenon that is institutional, multi-layered, and often intentionally obscured within global production systems (Bergman, 2008; Creswell and Plano, 2018). The approach enables the research to address the “what,” “how,” and “why” of CMS governance in a systematic and theoretically coherent manner (Creswell and Plano, 2018; Guest and Fleming, 2015).
The first phase—macro- and meso-level quantitative analysis—provides broad, generalisable insights into the structural patterns shaping CMS outcomes across countries and MNCs. By examining large-scale datasets (WGI, SDGI, IHDI, GSI, and G500 corporate governance indicators), this phase identifies statistically significant relationships between institutional conditions, SGIs, and ACMS commitments. However, quantitative patterns alone cannot fully explain the mechanisms underlying these relationships, nor can they reveal the organisational, cultural, and power dynamics that underpin corporate behaviour. Quantitative findings often point to associations but leave unanswered questions about causality, contradictions, and the real-world translation of policies into practice.
For this reason, the second and third phases introduce qualitative analysis to illuminate the meanings, processes, and lived realities behind the statistical associations. The meso-level qualitative extension examines corporate disclosures to interrogate whether firms’ ACMS commitments are substantive or symbolic, thereby uncovering potential institutional decoupling between policy and performance. This step is essential because NIT argues that organisations often adopt formal structures—such as CSR policies, codes of conduct, or human rights statements—not necessarily to enforce them, but to gain legitimacy under coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Qualitative scrutiny of disclosure texts is therefore needed to determine whether these structures function as genuine governance mechanisms or performative tools used to manage reputation and compliance expectations.
The final qualitative phase—micro-level semi-structured interviews and questionnaire provides bottom-up empirical grounding by examining how global and corporate commitments are experienced by workers, supervisors, and labour actors within Sri Lanka’s A&TI. This phase is crucial for revealing the everyday realities of CMS, including exploitation patterns, power asymmetries, audit failures, and worker resistance. Micro-level insights help explain why specific quantitative patterns may appear contradictory (e.g., high disclosure alongside persistent exploitation) and allow the study to map the full cycle of institutional pressures, corporate responses, and labour outcomes.
Together, these phases facilitate methodological triangulation by integrating findings across multiple data sources, analytical levels, and institutional actors. This triangulated approach strengthens validity and allows the study to uncover institutional contradictions and decoupling processes that would remain invisible under a single-method design. The multi-phase structure, therefore, reflects both the complexity of CMS governance and the theoretical requirements of NIT, which emphasises multi-level, dynamic interactions between institutional environments, organisational structures, and human agency.
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This study adopts an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, which involves a two-step process where quantitative data collection and analysis are conducted first, followed by qualitative data collection and interpretation (Bell et al., 2019; Bryman and Bell, 2015; Creswell, 2009; Creswell and Plano, 2011, 2018; Guest and Fleming, 2015). In this design, quantitative findings provide the foundation for subsequent qualitative inquiry, enabling the researcher to explain, elaborate, and contextualise statistical patterns through interpretive exploration (Creswell, 2014). The approach allows for systematic integration, in which qualitative insights help clarify the mechanisms and contextual factors underlying quantitative relationships (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Bell et al, 2019).
The explanatory sequential design was selected because it provides both breadth and depth of understanding—quantitative analyses identify empirical relationships across global institutional and corporate sustainability governance systems. In contrast, qualitative analyses uncover the human, organisational, and contextual dimensions shaping those outcomes. As argued by Creswell and Plano (2018), this design is particularly valuable when the initial quantitative phase identifies significant trends or anomalies that require further qualitative explanation. Accordingly, this thesis applies the explanatory sequential design across three interrelated phases representing the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels of CMS analysis. See Figure 5.5 below for better clarity. 
This design ensures a logical sequencing of inquiry, where macro- and meso-level quantitative findings inform the development of qualitative instruments and guide case and participant selection. The integration of both data types occurs during the interpretation phase through meta-inference and triangulation, producing a cohesive understanding of how institutional, organisational, and human-level dynamics interact to sustain or challenge CMS practices.
The explanatory sequential approach aligns closely with the NIT framework that underpins this research. It allows empirical testing of institutional pressures—coercive, normative, and mimetic—through quantitative modelling, followed by qualitative exploration of how these pressures manifest in organisational practices and worker experiences. This design thus facilitates a robust, multi-level understanding of the institutional drivers, corporate behaviours, and lived realities of MS in global supply chains.
Phase I – Macro-Level Quantitative Analysis
│
├── Data: WGI, HDI, SDGI, GSI (Institutional datasets)
├── Analysis: Panel regression (FE/RE, IV-2SLS)
└── Output: Global governance drivers of MS outcomes
Phase II – Meso-Level Corporate Analysis
│
├── Quantitative Strand: G-500 dataset (SGIs, ACMS index)
├── Qualitative Strand: Disclosure analysis (Nike, Dior, Inditex)
└── Output: Corporate sustainability practices and symbolic accountability
Phase III – Micro-Level Qualitative Analysis
├── Data: 52 Interviews (Sri Lanka A&TI)
├── Analysis: Thematic coding (NVivo, NIT framework)
└── Output: Worker experiences, decoupling, and grassroots accountability
Integration and Meta-Inference
└── Synthesised multi-level understanding of CMS as an institutional governance failure
informs
informs















Figure 5.5: Three-Phase Explanatory sequential design 
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The quantitative component of this research comprises two interconnected phases—the macro-level and the meso-level to investigate how institutional, governance, and sustainability factors influence the PREV, VULN and government response to MSRM. Both phases rely on secondary data from established, publicly accessible, and verifiable global databases to ensure analytical rigour, replicability, and cross-national comparability.
The quantitative strand did not employ primary survey instruments but instead utilised a structured secondary data extraction approach, consistent with best practices in institutional and corporate governance research (Albitar et al., 2025; Cheng et al., 2014; Ullah et al., 2021). Data were collected through a combination of global institutional datasets and Refinitiv Eikon databases. A purposive sampling strategy was applied at both levels, guided by theoretical and empirical relevance rather than randomness.
This research adopts a quantitative, longitudinal, macro-comparative research design guided by deductive reasoning, in which theoretical constructs derived from NIT   are operationalised and empirically assessed using panel data analysis (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). The core rationale underpinning this approach is the need to capture structural and institutional variation across countries and over time, thereby allowing for a rigorous examination of how national-level governance and socio-economic development influence MS PREV, VULN, and government responses to MSRM (Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2022). Using longitudinal global panel data from 2016, 2018, and 2023, the study models how variations in IEQ, SDGI, and HDI affect MS outcomes across countries. The inclusion of macroeconomic controls—such as GDP growth, FDI, inflation, net migration (NETMIG), and the female share of the population—ensures that structural or demographic differences do not confound the results.
 	At the meso-level, the quantitative component focuses on firm-level governance dynamics, using data from G500 MNCs (2009–2023) to assess the impact of SGIs on CMS commitments. This analysis captures how institutional pressures manifest in corporate structures and sustainability practices, highlighting both normative and mimetic responses to external accountability expectations. 
Together, these quantitative analyses bridge the structural and organisational dimensions of MS and CMS, linking institutional environments with corporate conduct and disclosure behaviour. The integration of global and firm-level datasets strengthens the validity and generalisability of findings, while the longitudinal design enables examination of dynamic trends over time. Overall, the quantitative approach provides a rigorous, evidence-based foundation for understanding how governance systems at different levels interact to influence the persistence and eradication of MS in global supply chains.
  Longitudinal studies are commonly associated with positivist methodology due to their emphasis on quantifiable data and causal inference (Collis and Hussey, 2021). However, in some instances, longitudinal studies can also align with an interpretivist paradigm, particularly when exploring complex social phenomena or understanding the dynamics of research problems over time (Bergman, 2008). A longitudinal study, which observes the same group of subjects over an extended period, embodies the principles of positivist methodology by rigorously examining empirical data to uncover patterns and regularities in human behaviour (Collis and Hussey, 2021). This research design enables systematic tracking of changes in variables of interest over time, providing insights into developmental trajectories, causal relationships, and the dynamic nature of social phenomena. However, longitudinal studies can also incorporate elements of cross-sectional analysis by collecting data from different groups of subjects at each time point, thus offering a broader perspective on population dynamics (Bergman, 2008; Creswell, 2014). 
 Through this longitudinal lens, the study seeks to go beyond mere correlation and causation, delving into the nuanced interactions and contextual factors that shape business practices related to the research problem. This interpretivist perspective allows for a deeper understanding of how these variables are socially constructed and influenced by broader societal dynamics. By combining the longitudinal approach with cross-sectional elements, this study generates comprehensive insights into how variables interact and evolve over time within a population.
Table 5.2 summarises the key advantages and disadvantages of the quantitative research approach adopted in this research. While it offers objectivity, scalability, and empirical rigour, its limitations in contextual interpretation are mitigated through the complementary qualitative phase of this mixed-methods design.
Table 5.2: Advantages and Disadvantages of the Quantitative Research Approach	
	Advantages (Strengths)
	Disadvantages (Limitations)

	1. Objectivity and Replicability – Ensures consistency and reliability through standardised data collection and statistical analysis.
	1. Limited Contextual Understanding – Fails to capture human experiences, perceptions, and contextual nuances behind data patterns.

	2. Generalizability – Large, representative samples (e.g., Global 500 firms over 14 years) enable findings to be applied across wider populations or industries.
	2. Over-Simplification of Complex Phenomena – Reduces multi-dimensional issues like MS or sustainability to quantifiable indicators.

	3. Causal Analysis – Enables identification of relationships and causality among variables through techniques such as regression and correlation analysis.
	3. Dependence on Secondary Data Quality – Inconsistent or missing data across countries or firms may affect accuracy and validity.

	4. Efficiency and Precision – Facilitates systematic data analysis, offering clarity and measurable insights in less time compared to qualitative methods.
	4. Rigid Research Design – Reliance on predefined hypotheses and variables limits flexibility to explore emerging themes or unexpected results.

	5. Comparability – Allows cross-national or cross-industry comparison using standardised indicators such as SDGI, HDI, or ESG metrics.
	5. Measurement and Response Bias – Survey or secondary data may contain errors, misreporting, or biases in coding and interpretation.

	6. Supports Hypotheses Testing – Strengthens theory-building by empirically validating relationships within and across governance levels.
	6. Lack of Depth – Quantitative results may identify ‘what’ and ‘how much,’ but not fully explain the ‘why’ behind observed behaviours.
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This qualitative phase focuses specifically on corporate disclosure practices among leading apparel and textile MNCs, providing insight into how firms narrate, legitimise, and operationalise their commitments to ACMS. By analysing annual reports (AR), integrated annual reports (IAR), impact reports (IR), CMS statements, sustainability reports, human rights policies, and related governance disclosures, media reports, this phase assesses whether firms demonstrate substantive accountability or engage in symbolic compliance.


Strengths and Weaknesses of the Disclosure Analysis 
The meso-level disclosure analysis offers valuable insight into how leading apparel and textile MNCs publicly construct and communicate their commitments to ACMS governance. By examining multiple reporting channels over the recent five years, the method provides longitudinal visibility into shifts in transparency, due diligence practices, and the extent to which firms demonstrate substantive accountability or symbolic compliance. This strengthens the overall mixed-methods design by enabling triangulation between institutional pressures, corporate governance mechanisms, and on-the-ground realities in supplier contexts. 
However, the approach also carries inherent limitations. Corporate reports are self-produced, strategically curated narratives that may omit sensitive information, emphasise reputational goals, or exaggerate compliance efforts (Creswell, 2014; Karamatzanis et al., 2025). Variations in reporting standards across firms and jurisdictions further complicate comparability, and disclosures may not accurately reflect operational practices within lower-tier supply chains. These strengths and weaknesses are recognised in the interpretation of the findings and are detailed comprehensively in Table 5.3.
Table 5.3: Strengths and Limitations of the Disclosure Analysis 
	Aspect
	Strengths
	Limitations

	Access and Availability
	Corporate reports are publicly available, verifiable, and auditable, enabling transparent, replicable analysis across years and firms.
	Disclosure quality varies across firms and countries; not all relevant information is disclosed, creating potential data gaps.

	Longitudinal Insight
	Enables tracking of changes in reporting quality, narrative framing, and AMS commitments over time (2019–2023).
	Difficult to confirm whether improvements reflect real change or strategic reporting adjustments (“narrative inflation”).

	Analytical Depth
	Offers nuanced insight into governance structures, due diligence processes, and corporate intentions that are not visible in quantitative datasets.
	Reports often emphasise policy intentions rather than operational outcomes, limiting the ability to assess implementation.

	Triangulation Value
	Strengthens mixed methods design by linking institutional pressures (macro), governance practices (meso), and worker experiences (micro).
	Corporate narratives may conflict with worker accounts, complicating interpretation and requiring careful reconciliation.

	Theoretical Contribution
	Helps identify patterns of symbolic compliance, decoupling, legitimacy-seeking behaviour, and institutional pressures (coercive, normative, mimetic).
	The researcher’s judgment influences interpretation; coding subjectivity must be mitigated through rigour and reflexivity.

	Comparative Analysis
	Cross-firm comparison (Nike, Inditex, Dior) highlights differences in governance regimes, reporting obligations, and institutional environments.
	Differences in legal context, reporting frameworks, and organisational culture limit direct comparability across firms.

	Policy Relevance
	Reveals gaps in existing MS legislation and reporting frameworks, supporting evidence-based recommendations.
	Corporate disclosures may downplay controversies or exclude sensitive information to avoid reputational risks.

	Ethical and Practical Considerations
	Non-intrusive method—no risk to participants; aligns with ethical research principles.
	Reliant solely on what firms choose to disclose; lacks access to internal documents or confidential information.
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5.3.5.2.2 Questionnaire and semi-structured Interview
The Sri Lankan A&TI operates within a specific socio-cultural and economic context. Qualitative methods excel at capturing this contextual richness. By conducting semi-structured interviews and administering questionnaires, researchers can uncover the cultural norms, economic and political pressures, and institutional dynamics that contribute to prevailing CMS practices in this setting (Collis and Hussey, 2021). This contextual understanding is crucial for crafting effective interventions and policies. Qualitative research methods, including semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, provide a platform for an in-depth exploration of the issue. 
As Creswell (2009) emphasises, qualitative research enables researchers to gain a comprehensive understanding by delving deeply into participants’ experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Also, data collected through semi-structured interviews and questionnaires can be compelling tools for advocacy (Bergman, 2008; Creswell and Plano, 2011; Gibson, 2017). Moreover, providing a human face to the problem, qualitative data can influence decision-makers and inspire action. Gathering primary data from factory workers, managers, and other stakeholders helps to reveal intricate details and personal narratives (Bergman, 2008; Creswell and Plano, 2011; Morse et al., 2002). 
The qualitative analysis employed in this study, including semi-structured interviews and questionnaires with apparel and textile-related parties, provides a critical avenue for gaining a comprehensive understanding of CMS practices within Sri Lanka’s A&TI supply chain. By focusing on the experiences and perceptions of individuals directly involved in or impacted by the industry, this approach offers a deeper exploration of the issue. Research schema II (Figure 5.6) outlines the qualitative research scope of the study.

Figure 5.6: Research Schema II: Qualitative approach
While quantitative analyses (G500) provide valuable statistical data regarding prevalence and trends, qualitative research offers a more holistic perspective in developing country contexts (Creswell, 2014; Creswell and Plano, 2011; Gibson, 2017). It humanises the issue by showcasing the lived experiences of individuals affected by CMS practices. This includes insights into the motivations of those involved, the challenges workers face, and the complexities of eradicating such practices. Such narratives complement quantitative findings by providing rich, contextual insights that reveal how structural patterns are experienced in practice. They help bridge the gap between statistical trends and lived realities, enabling a deeper understanding of the mechanisms underlying CMS.
 The researcher considered academic expertise and sought feedback and opinions before finalising the questionnaire and semi-structured interview questions for their MS research. To ensure a comprehensive exploration of the prevalence and perception of CMS practices, the study solicited opinions from experts in the field. Specifically, this study requested 17 experts in the field and received 10 responses from scholars in the area of MS from various universities to gather their input and enrich the questionnaire.
5.3.9.2.3 Justification for a Case Study Approach
The case study approach was chosen for three interrelated reasons:
· Limited bottom-up evidence in Global South contexts: Existing CMS literature is dominated by Global North perspectives, with little empirically grounded research on worker-level experiences in developing economies. A qualitative case design facilitates theory-building from context-specific realities (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
· Restricted access to conventional large-scale datasets: Workers in vulnerable positions frequently fear employer retaliation, job loss, or immigration-related repercussions, limiting the feasibility of traditional survey-based designs.
· Need to explore multi-level institutional dynamics: CMS is deeply embedded in organisational cultures, informal norms, buyer–supplier relationships, and socio-economic structures—dynamics that cannot be captured through quantitative approaches alone (Alves et al., 2024).
To strengthen methodological rigour, documentary analysis was integrated alongside semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. Disclosures—such as sustainability reports, MS statements, governance policies, and public databases; enabled cross-verification of participants’ accounts, thus illuminating gaps between organisational narratives and on-the-ground realities of compliance and decoupling (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
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Sri Lanka’s A&TI was selected as the micro-level research context due to its strategic role in global supply chains, its significant contribution to national exports, and its large, predominantly female workforce, which is particularly vulnerable to exploitation (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). The sector is internationally recognised for ethical manufacturing standards and green production practices, offering a unique setting to examine the gap between formal ACMS commitments and on-the-ground labour realities. Moreover, the presence of major multinational buyers and recent economic and political instability make Sri Lanka an analytically rich environment for exploring how global governance pressures intersect with local working conditions. A detailed justification is provided in Table 5.4.     Table 5.4: Rationale for Selecting Sri Lanka’s A&TI as the Research Context
	Reason Category
	Description
	Relevance to Research

	1. Strategic Location and Global Supply-Chain Integration
	Sri Lanka is situated at the crossroads of major East–West shipping lanes, making it a critical logistics and manufacturing hub in global apparel supply chains. Colombo Port is among the most efficient in South Asia.
	Provides unique insights into how global supply-chain pressures and MNC sourcing practices influence CMS risks in a key export-oriented economy.

	2. Economic Dependence on the Apparel Sector
	The A&TI generates more than 50% of Sri Lanka’s national export earnings, forming the backbone of the country’s economy.
	A high-dependency industry reveals the tensions between economic survival, competitive pricing, and labour-rights vulnerabilities—central to CMS dynamics.

	3. High Employment Contribution
	The sector directly employs 350,000 workers and indirectly supports another 350,000, making it one of the largest industrial employers in the country.
	Large, diverse, and layered employment structures allow examination of workforce vulnerabilities, power asymmetries, and labour governance.

	4. Gendered Labour Force and Vulnerability
	Around 34% of the apparel workforce are women, many of whom are young and from rural/peripheral areas (Sri Lanka Apparel, 2020).
	Highlights gendered vulnerabilities, risks of exploitation, and decoupling between CSR commitments and ground realities—crucial for micro-level analysis.

	5. Reputation for Ethical Labour Practices
	Sri Lanka promotes itself globally as producing “Garments Without Guilt”, with strict compliance, third-party audits, and leading ethical manufacturing practices.
	Provides a contrasting setting where claimed ethical excellence enables the study of symbolic compliance, audit-washing, and institutional decoupling.

	6. Global Recognition in Green Manufacturing
	Home to the world’s first LEED Platinum Green Garment Factory, achieving 50% energy reduction and 70% water savings (EDB, 2024).
	Demonstrates sustainability leadership, allowing exploration of how environmental governance intersects with social sustainability and CMS.

	7. Strong Regulatory Frameworks
	Sri Lanka has ratified 43 ILO Conventions, including 8 of the 10 Fundamental Conventions. National regulations and monitoring systems support labour protection.
	Enables assessment of how formal governance and regulatory frameworks translate into real worker protection—critical for macro–micro linkages.

	8. Presence of Major Global Brands
	Sri Lankan factories manufacture for Nike, Inditex, Dior, H&M, Victoria’s Secret, M&S, Decathlon, Levi’s, Uniqlo, and others.
	Allows analysis of how MNC sustainability governance (SGIs, CSR, due diligence) influences local labour conditions.

	9. Post-Crisis Vulnerabilities
	Economic crisis (2020–2023), inflation, and political instability increased workers’ precarity and weakened enforcement.
	Provides real-time insights into how crises exacerbate CMS risks and weaken institutional capacity.





[bookmark: _Toc159763563]5.3.9.2.5 Strengths and Limitations of the Questionnaire and semi-structured 
Interview
While semi-structured interviews and questionnaires provided rich, context-specific insights into the lived experiences of workers and stakeholders in Sri Lanka’s A&TI, these methods also presented several limitations that must be acknowledged. Participant responses were sometimes shaped by subjectivity, fear, cultural sensitivity, or limited knowledge of supply-chain structures, potentially leading to incomplete or socially desirable answers. Practical challenges such as language differences, time constraints, access barriers, and the difficulty of establishing trust in a sensitive research context also affected data collection. Moreover, semi-structured interviewing is time-intensive and prone to interpretive variation, requiring strong reflexivity and careful analytical procedures. These limitations do not undermine the value of the qualitative strand; instead, they highlight the need for triangulation across macro-, meso-, and micro-level data, reinforcing the mixed-methods design adopted in this study. A detailed summary of strengths and limitations is provided in Table 5.5.
Table 5.5: Strengths and Limitations of semi-structured Interviews and Questionnaires 
	Dimension
	Strengths / Advantages
	Limitations / Constraints

	Depth of Insight
	Enables collection of rich, detailed, and context-specific data on lived experiences (Creswell, 2007). 
Captures emotions, perceptions, and nuanced personal narratives essential for understanding CMS realities (Guest and Fleming, 2015).
	Responses may be influenced by personal bias, fear, cultural norms, or social desirability (Bell et al., 2019).
 Subjective accounts may lack precision or exaggerate/underreport experiences.

	Contextual Understanding
	Provides insight into socio-cultural norms, workplace dynamics, structural vulnerabilities, and economic pressures shaping exploitation (Saunders et al., 2009). 
Helps interpret quantitative results by explaining the “why” behind findings.
	Respondents with limited knowledge of supply-chain structures may provide incomplete or vague answers (Guest and Fleming, 2015). 
 Language differences (Sinhala/English) may create communication challenges.

	Multiple Stakeholder Perspectives
	Allows collection of diverse viewpoints across workers, supervisors, managers, unions, NGOs, and policymakers. 
Supports triangulation with corporate disclosures and quantitative findings.
	Some stakeholder groups may be underrepresented due to accessibility, fear, or reluctance to participate. 
Snowball sampling may inadvertently bias the sample.

	Flexibility and Tailoring
	Interviews can be adapted to different participant profiles (e.g., workers vs. managers). 
Facilitates follow-up questions to probe sensitive workplace issues such as harassment, threats, and wage violations.
	Time-consuming data collection and transcription, especially for a large sample. 
 Requires strong interviewer skills to maintain neutrality, rapport, and cultural sensitivity.

	Data Triangulation
	Enhances credibility by corroborating findings with quantitative results and document analysis (Gibson, 2017). 
Helps identify inconsistencies between policy claims and worker realities.
	Integrating multiple qualitative and quantitative datasets is analytically complex. 
Requires careful interpretation to avoid overgeneralisation or misalignment.

	Ethical and Advocacy Value
	Personal stories highlight invisible or unreported labour abuses, strengthening the study’s social impact. 
Can inform policy reforms and strengthen anti-slavery interventions.
	Discussing sensitive topics (e.g., abuse, threats, harassment) may cause emotional distress. 
Requires high ethical vigilance, confidentiality, and trust-building.

	Practical Constraints
	Allows alternative data collection modes (face-to-face, phone, online) to accommodate worker schedules.
	 Worker fatigue (long shifts) reduces availability for interviews. 
•Fieldwork challenges in Sri Lanka due to economic instability, transport issues, and safety concerns.



5.3.5.3 Triangulation
Triangulation in the context of mixed methods research refers to the practice of using multiple sources of data, methods, theories, or researchers to confirm or corroborate research findings (Collis and Hussey, 2021). It is based on the idea that integrating diverse perspectives and approaches can enhance the validity and reliability of researchers’ findings, providing a more comprehensive understanding of MS practices. In mixed-methods research, triangulation typically involves integrating qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis techniques. For example, this study gathers qualitative data through semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to explore participants’ experiences and perspectives in depth. It may then complement this qualitative data with quantitative measures to provide statistical support or enhance the generalizability of their findings. By triangulating qualitative and quantitative data, this study can strengthen the credibility of its results. 
Triangulation of theory:  By triangulating through the lens of NIT, the study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors driving and shaping CMS practices within organisations, offering valuable insights into ethical business conduct and organisational dynamics. Data triangulation involves integrating quantitative and qualitative methods to examine CMS practices comprehensively. Quantitative analysis covers 15 years across 11 economic sectors (72 industries) in 32 countries (See Table 5.11 and 5.12), providing a macro-level overview of CMS trends and patterns. This quantitative approach enables the identification of correlations and variations in CMS practices across different contexts. Concurrently, qualitative research focuses on the A&TI, exploring stakeholder perceptions through semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. By combining these methods, the study aims to offer a nuanced understanding of CMS practices, enriching statistical trends with contextual insights. This mixed-methods approach enhances the credibility of findings and provides a robust understanding of CMS dynamics and implications.
Investigator triangulation: This study seeks input and advice from academic experts before conducting the qualitative research phase. By leveraging the expertise and insights of these academics, the study aims to refine its research questionnaire and semi-structured interview protocols to ensure they are relevant, clear, and effective at capturing the desired information. By adjusting the research instruments based on expert feedback, the study enhances the validity and credibility of its qualitative findings, ultimately contributing to a more robust and nuanced understanding of the research topic.
Methodological triangulation: The study utilises both questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. A quantitative approach provides statistical rigour and enables the analysis of large datasets to identify trends in CMS practices. Semi-structured interviews and questionnaires offer rich, detailed insights into individuals’ perspectives and experiences related to CMS practices. By triangulating these methods, the study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of CMS practices, leveraging the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative approaches to enhance the validity and credibility of the research findings (Creswell and Plano, 2018; Guest and Fleming, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc215651864][bookmark: _Toc220848364][bookmark: _Toc221437658]5.3.6 Primary Research Question and analytical alignment
This thesis is guided four research questions, each aligned with the multi-level structure of the research design. The integration of quantitative and qualitative methods enables a comprehensive examination of the institutional, corporate, and social mechanisms that shape CMS across global supply chains. Table 5.6 summarises the Research question and hypothesis.
Table 5.6: Sub-Questions and Analytical Alignment
	Level
	Research Question
	Methodological Strand
	Analytical Focus / Expected Contribution

	Macro-Level 
	RQ 1: 
What macro-level governance factors influence the elimination of MS practices globally?
	Quantitative
(panel data; secondary datasets – WGI, IHDI, SDGI, GSI)
	Examines structural governance drivers and coercive institutional pressures shaping national AMS capacity.

	Meso-Level 
	RQ2: How do firm-level SGIs influence corporate commitments to eradicate CMS among G500 MNCs?

	Quantitative
(G500 panel data- 2010–2023)
	Tests how firm-level governance attributes predict ACMS performance under normative and mimetic pressures.

	
	RQ3: To what extent do corporate disclosures on CMS reflect substantive accountability versus symbolic compliance, and how do these disclosures align with broader institutional pressures?
	Qualitative
(content analysis of disclosures – Nike, Inditex, Dior 2019–2023)
	Explores legitimacy-seeking behaviour and patterns of symbolic compliance within sustainability reporting.

	Micro-Level
	RQ4: What are the micro-level experiences of workers in the contexts where CMS risks are most acute? 

	Qualitative 
(52 semi-structured interviews and questionnaire)
	Reveals how global governance and corporate norms are enacted, resisted, or decoupled at the ground-level workers.


[bookmark: _Toc221437659]5.4 Quantitative Strand
[bookmark: _Toc215651871][bookmark: _Toc216557271][bookmark: _Toc220848371][bookmark: _Toc221437660]5.4.1 Quantitative Analysis: Macro-Level 
This research adopts a quantitative, longitudinal macro-level research design to investigate how institutional and socio-economic structures influence the prevalence, vulnerability, and government responses to MS across countries. Guided by NIT's theoretical underpinnings, the research focuses on uncovering the structural and institutional conditions under which MS risks proliferate or are mitigated globally.
The design is rooted in a deductive reasoning approach, allowing for the formulation and empirical testing of theoretically informed hypotheses. Similar to the Houqe and Khan, (2025) study this thesis integrates macro-level cross-national panel data across three time periods (2016, 2018, and 2023), the study enables both temporal and spatial comparisons of determinants of MS. This temporal dimension is critical for assessing how institutional reforms, governance quality, and socio-economic development trajectories affect MS risk over time.
[bookmark: _Toc200010374][bookmark: _Toc215651873][bookmark: _Toc216557273][bookmark: _Toc220848373]5.4.1.1 Sample and data 
The selection of the 2016, 2018, and 2023 editions of the GSI as observation points for this study is guided by both methodological robustness and contextual significance. These editions represent the most comprehensive and methodologically consistent cross-national datasets available for assessing MS risk, including PREV, VULN, and MSRM (Walk Free, 2016, 2018a, 2023a). Importantly, the chosen time points reflect distinct phases of the global governance and policy landscape. The 2016 edition captures the early years of implementation of the UN-SDGs, notably Target 8.7, which explicitly addresses the eradication of forced labour and MS. The 2018 edition corresponds to a period of intensified international engagement, with new national legislation, supply chain accountability mechanisms, and increased stakeholder activism across sectors (ILO, 2017a; Landman and Silverman, 2019; ILO, 2022).
Notably, there is a reporting gap for 2020, as the GSI was not published during the COVID period. This was due to significant disruptions in data collection and operational constraints resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, which hampered international survey deployment and institutional monitoring capacities (ILO, 2020b; Walk Free, 2023a). The 2022 edition, therefore, serves as a post-pandemic benchmark, offering valuable insight into how global shocks—such as public health crises, economic instability, and increased informality in labour markets—have reshaped MS risk. Including this year in the panel enables an examination of whether and how institutional and structural conditions mediated the impact of COVID-19 on national vulnerabilities and policy responses (ILO, 2020a; Kent et al., 2021). Thus, the combination of 2016, 2018, and 2023 enables a longitudinal yet policy-sensitive analysis while accommodating constraints posed by global events beyond the researcher’s control.
The initial sample includes all 195 countries, reflecting a globally representative framework for conducting cross-national empirical analysis. To ensure the methodological soundness and consistency of the dataset across all key analytical dimensions, a rigorous, multi-stage refinement process was employed, guided by the availability and completeness of critical variables.
In the first stage, two entities (the Holy See and the State of Palestine) were excluded due to their non-membership status in the United Nations, which precludes them from accessing SDGI data.  Subsequently, 12 countries were omitted due to the absence of one or more primary dependent variables, specifically the MS PREV, VULN, and MSRM, as reported by the GSI. In the third stage, 10 additional countries were excluded due to incomplete institutional data, particularly regarding the WGI, which are integral to the construction of the core independent variables. Finally, seven countries were removed owing to missing values in essential macroeconomic and demographic control variables—such as gross domestic production (GDP) growth, foreign direct investment (FDI), NETMIG, and population structure—sourced primarily from the World Bank Development Indicators (WDI) and supplementary United Nations datasets.
Upon completion of this refinement process, the final dataset comprises 166 countries, observed across three discrete time periods: 2016, 2018, and 2023. This balanced panel structure facilitates robust longitudinal analysis and ensures adequate cross-sectional diversity. The resulting sample maintains a high degree of internal validity and encompasses a wide range of legal traditions, institutional capacities, and developmental profiles, thereby enhancing the external validity and global applicability of the study’s findings. Table 5.7 presents the macro-level sample composition. 
	Number of countries in the Initial Sample 
	
	195

	Exclude
	
	

	Missing GSI indicators
	12
	

	Missing IEQ and legal data
	10
	

	Missing macroeconomic/demographic controls 
	7
	(29)

	Final sample 
	
	166


Table 5.7: Table Sample details 
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5.4.1.2 Definition of Variables
Table 5.8 presents the definitions of the dependent, independent, and control variables of the empirical model used in this study.
Table 5.8: Variable definitions
	Variable name
	Acronym
	Definition
	Source

	Modern Slavery Prevalence
	PREV
	The percentage of MS in the population, including, for example, child exploitation, forced labour, commercial sexual exploitation, human trafficking, and forced marriage.
	(Walk Free, 2016)

	Vulnerability to Modern Slavery
	VULN
	The overall vulnerability to MS provides a risk score based on an analysis of data covering 23 risk variables across five major dimensions: lack of basic needs, inequality, disenfranchised groups, governance issues, and effects of conflict. This score ranges from 0 to 100.
	(Walk Free, 2016)

	Government Response to Modern Slavery Risk Mitigation
	MSRM
	Measured by the government response index, which provides a comparative assessment of the legal, policy, and programmatic actions that governments are taking to respond to MS. This is based on data collected on five main dimensions: (1) establishing effective criminal justice mechanisms; (2) addressing risk factors; (3) strengthening coordination and holding governments to account; (4) cleaning up government and business supply chains; (5) identifying and supporting survivors.
	(Walk Free, 2016)

	Institutional Environment Quality
	IEQ
	A composite measure for the overall IEQ six dimensions (e.g., Rule of law (RL), GF (Government effectiveness), CC (Control of Corruption), VA (Voice and Accountability), RQ (Regulatory Quality), and PS (Political Stability).
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Sustainable Development Goals Index
	SDGI
	Aggregate score reflects a country’s progress toward achieving the UN-SDGs.
	(United Nations, 2022c)
	Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index 
	IHDI
	It is computed as a geometric mean of inequality-adjusted dimensional indices. A composite index measuring inequalities adjusted for average achievement in three basic dimensions of human development: healthy life, education, and a decent standard of living.
	(UNDP, 2025a)
	Corruption Perceptions Index
	CPI
	Corruption Perceptions Index. A score of 0-100, where 0 is highly corrupt and 100 is very clean.
	(Transparency International, 2023)
	GDP Growth Rate (%)
	GDPG
	The annual growth rate of a country’s gross domestic product indicates economic expansion.
	(The World Bank, 2023)
	Foreign Direct Investment (% of GDP)
	FDI
	Net inflow of foreign capital for investment purposes as a percentage of GDP.
	(The World Bank, 2023)
	Inflation Rate (CPI %)
	INFL
	Annual percentage increase in consumer prices (cost of living).
	(The World Bank, 2023)
	Net Migration Rate
	NETMIG
	Net number of migrants per 1,000 population (immigrants minus emigrants).
	(The World Bank, 2023)
	Female Population Share
	FPOP
	The proportion of the total population that is female.
	(The World Bank, 2023)
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5.4.1.3 Dependent variable: Modern slavery risk
Consistent with prior macro-level studies by Moussa et al. (2022), this research employs a tripartite index framework to evaluate national-level MS risks. Specifically, it draws on three interrelated indicators from the GSI: the PREV, VULN, and MSRM. Together, these indicators offer a multidimensional lens for understanding the magnitude, structural enablers, and policy interventions associated with MS at the country level. Figure 5.7 shows the Continental Distribution of the MS. 
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Figure 5.7: Global Modern Slavery at a glance
Source: World | The Global Slavery Index (2023)
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The PREV of MS represents the percentage of the population enslaved. This includes forced labour, human trafficking, forced marriage, and other forms of coercion (Moussa et al., 2022; Walk Free, 2016). It is derived from a set of harmonised statistical models, surveys, and secondary data sources, and serves as a proxy for the scale of slavery-related practices such as forced labour, trafficking, and servitude.
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The VULN captures underlying structural, socioeconomic, and governance-related risk factors that increase a population's exposure to exploitation (Albitar et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022; Walk Free, 2016). The measure integrates 23 indicators grouped into five structural domains: access to basic needs, levels of inequality, treatment of marginalised or disenfranchised groups, governance efficacy, and conflict exposure. This composite index enables an assessment of latent risk across diverse socio-political environments. Higher values indicate greater systemic susceptibility to MS conditions. This variable enables the analysis of how development deficits and institutional fragility contribute to the perpetuation of exploitative labour systems (ILO, 2016, 2022b). It is particularly relevant for identifying at-risk populations and regions requiring targeted policy intervention.
[bookmark: _Toc196915010][bookmark: _Toc197080391][bookmark: _Toc200010379][bookmark: _Toc215651878][bookmark: _Toc216557278][bookmark: _Toc220848378]5.4.1.3.3 Modern slavery risk mitigation 
The MSRM score evaluates how effectively national governments are responding to the challenge of MS. It incorporates 104 indicators structured around five pillars: the strength and scope of criminal justice responses, targeted interventions to reduce risk factors, institutional coordination and accountability, efforts to regulate both public and corporate supply chains, and mechanisms for victim identification and support (Moussa et al., 2022; Walk Free, 2016). The scale ranges from 1 (minimal engagement) to 100 (comprehensive state response), enabling cross-country comparison of policy commitment and implementation capacity.
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The following figures (Figures 5.8–5.10) provide a visual overview of the MS indicators for 2016, 2018, and 2023. These boxplots illustrate the distributional changes in PREV, VULN, and MSRM, offering insights not only into central tendencies but also into variation and inequality between countries.
Figure 5.8: Modern Slavery Prevalence: The figure shows that PREV has remained persistently high across several countries, with a relatively stable median from 2016 to 2023. Despite increased global awareness, the interquartile range and the presence of high-end outliers suggest limited progress in reducing forced labour and exploitation in the most affected regions. This could be due to several overlapping factors: enduring poverty, labour market informality, limited access to legal protection for migrant workers, and weak enforcement of anti-slavery laws (ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022). In many conflict-affected or post-colonial contexts, structural conditions that facilitate MS—such as marginalisation of ethnic groups or reliance on bonded labour—remain deeply entrenched (Kara, 2017; ILO, 2022). NIT also suggests that without strong institutional isomorphism, weaker states may resist convergence toward global anti-slavery norms (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Hazelton, 2013). 
Figure 5.9: Vulnerability to Modern Slavery: The second figure reveals an apparent widening in vulnerability scores, with a rising median and more dispersed values over time. This indicates a growing polarisation, with vulnerable countries becoming more so, while others show modest improvements or stagnation. Several possible explanations emerge:
1. Economic shocks and inequality: Vulnerability is often linked to poverty, unemployment, and lack of social protection (ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022). Countries facing inflation, stagnant growth, or foreign debt pressures may experience increased household vulnerability, pushing more individuals into informal or exploitative work.
1. Climate and displacement pressures: Climate-induced migration and disasters (droughts, floods), particularly in the Global South, have been accelerating, displacing populations and increasing their susceptibility to trafficking and forced labour (Ritu Bharadwaj et al., 2021; Rogerson et al., 2024).
1. Political fragility and conflict: In fragile states, government breakdown often leads to lawlessness, corruption, and weak border control—all conditions conducive to slavery (Biermann et al., 2022; Craig et al., 2019). The persistence or emergence of such conflict zones could explain the upward trends.
These observations align with stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984; Burritt and Christ, 2023), which holds that in the absence of strong stakeholder engagement—whether from civil society, multinationals, or global institutions—vulnerable populations may fall through the cracks of regulatory and protective frameworks. 
Figure 5.10: Modern slavery risk mitigation: MSRM has improved in median value across the years, indicating institutional progress. This suggests that more countries are developing and implementing national action plans, signing international agreements, and improving victim support or legal enforcement (Forestier and Kim, 2020; HR Government, 2015; Kara, 2017). However, the wide dispersion—especially the continued presence of countries with very low scores—points to significant asymmetry in institutional capacity and political will. Some governments may prioritise anti-slavery reforms due to international pressure, economic partnerships, or reputational concerns (Australian Government, 2022; Young and Gad, 2022). Others, particularly those lacking democratic institutions or donor incentives, may lag behind. According to NIT, global standards (such as SDG 8.7 or the Palermo Protocol) exert coercive and normative pressures, leading to partial policy convergence—but adoption is uneven and sometimes symbolic (Boyd et al., 2021; Geels, 2020).
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[bookmark: _Toc196915012]Figure 5.8: Distribution of Modern Slavery Prevalence Scores (PREV) by Year
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[bookmark: _Toc196915014]Figure 5.9: Distribution of Modern Slavery Vulnerability Scores (VULN) by Year
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[bookmark: _Toc196915016]Figure 5.10: Modern slavery risk mitigation (MSRM) by Year
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[bookmark: _Toc196915018][bookmark: _Toc197080393][bookmark: _Toc200010382][bookmark: _Toc215651881][bookmark: _Toc216557281][bookmark: _Toc220848381]5.4.1.4.1 Institutional Environment Quality (IEQ)
IEQ is a composite measure developed through Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to capture the strength, integrity, and functionality of national institutions that help curb MS (Helfaya et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). IEQ draws from six dimensions of governance as defined by the WGIs (Kaufmann et al., 2011). These dimensions collectively reflect a country's institutions' capacity to enforce laws, ensure political freedom, maintain order, regulate policy effectively, reduce corruption, and maintain stability. By summarising these correlated dimensions into a single index, IEQ offers a robust proxy for assessing the institutional context under which MS risks are shaped and mitigated (Moussa et al., 2022).
Table 5.9 below presents the correlation matrix, which supports the composite construction of IEQ and shows strong positive relationships among its constituent variables (Elamer et al., 2020; Helfaya et al., 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). For instance, RL is highly correlated with GE (0.9559*) and CC (0.9569*), indicating these dimensions move closely together across contexts. Similarly, VA exhibits meaningful correlations with the other dimensions, particularly with RQ (0.8084*) and RL (0.7988*), underscoring its institutional relevance. All pairwise correlations are statistically significant at conventional levels (* p < 0.1), reinforcing the justification for combining these indicators into a unified measure of institutional quality (Daniel et al., 2012; Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2022).
	
	RL
	VA
	RQ
	GE
	CC
	PS

	RL
	1.0000
	
	
	
	
	

	VA
	0.7988*
	1.0000
	
	
	
	

	RL
	0.9472*
	0.8084*
	1.0000
	
	
	

	GE
	0.9559*
	0.7473*
	0.9421*
	1.0000
	
	

	CC
	0.9569*
	0.7806*
	0.9119*
	0.9322*
	1.0000
	

	PS
	0.7767*
	0.6622*
	0.7232*
	0.7661*
	0.7553*
	1.0000


Table 5.9: Correlation Matrix of the IEQ’s six dimensions





Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8 *** p value <0.01.  **p value < 0.05. * p value <0.1
In line with Moussa et al. (2022) and Helfaya et al. (2025), this study assessed the internal consistency of the six institutional dimensions comprising the IEQ construct using Cronbach’s alpha. To further validate the structure and reduce dimensionality, we conducted a Principal Component Analysis (PCA), consistent with previous research (e.g., Elamer et al., 2020; Tunyi and Ntim, 2016). The PCA results, shown in Table 5.10, indicate that the first principal component (Comp1) explains approximately 86.2% of the total variance, with all six indicators loading strongly and positively on it. Specifically, RL (0.431), RQ (0.423), GE (0.424), and CC (0.423) showed particularly strong loadings, reinforcing the integrative nature of the underlying governance construct.
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values for individual variables range from 0.877 (RL) to 0.956 (PS), with an overall KMO of 0.903, suggesting excellent sampling adequacy, which is above the recommended threshold of PCA of 0.5 (Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2022; Helfaya et al., 2025). This is further supported by the absence of unexplained variance across all variables in the PCA, indicating a strong factor structure with minimal residuals (Moussa et al., 2022; Helfaya et al., 2025). Individual KMO scores for each dimension also exceeded 0.87, further confirming the data's factorability. Based on these results, we retained the first principal component to construct a composite IEQ index, which serves as the primary institutional variable in our subsequent regression analyses. This approach enhances both the parsimony and interpretability of the institutional construct used in the study.
	Variable
	Comp1
	Comp2
	Comp3
	Comp4
	Comp5
	Comp6
	Unexplained
	KMO

	RL
	0.431
	-0.077
	-0.206
	-0.127
	-0.100
	-0.860
	0
	0.877

	VA
	0.378
	-0.382
	0.827
	-0.034
	0.162
	0.011
	0
	0.918

	RQ
	0.423
	-0.231
	-0.169
	0.606
	-0.557
	0.248
	0
	0.887

	GF
	0.424
	-0.034
	-0.354
	0.238
	0.779
	0.174
	0
	0.890

	CC
	0.423
	-0.087
	-0.230
	-0.744
	-0.202
	0.408
	0
	0.916

	PS
	0.368
	0.887
	0.258
	0.069
	-0.075
	0.041
	0
	0.956

	Eigenvalue
	5.173
	0.356
	0.306
	0.088
	0.044
	0.032
	-
	-

	Proportion
	0.862
	0.059
	0.051
	0.015
	0.007
	0.005
	-
	-

	KMO
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	0.903


Table 5.10: PCA (eigenvectors) and diagnostics of the IEQ’s dimensions
Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8.
Figure 5.11 presents the scree plot of eigenvalues after PCA of the six WGIs used to construct the IEQ index. The steep drop from the first to the second component, followed by a levelling off, indicates that the first principal component captures the majority of the variance in the data—specifically, it has an eigenvalue greater than 5, far exceeding the threshold of 1 (indicated by the dashed line). According to the Kaiser criterion, which retains components with eigenvalues greater than 1, only the first component should be considered for further analysis (Moussa et al., 2022). This suggests a strong unidimensional structure in the data, justifying the use of a single composite index (IEQ) in subsequent modelling or analysis.
[image: ]
Figure 5.11: Scree plot of eigenvalues after PCA of the six WGIs
Figure 5.12 displays the boxplot of scores for the first principal component (IEQ) across three time points: 2016, 2018, and 2023. The distribution of IEQ scores appears relatively stable over time, with medians slightly below zero in all years and nearly identical interquartile ranges (IQRs). This suggests that IEQ across countries has not shifted significantly over the observed periods. The consistency in the spread and central tendency aligns with findings from Daniel et al (2012) and Elamer et al (2020), who observed that governance structures—particularly the legal, regulatory, and administrative dimensions—tend to change slowly unless disrupted by major political or economic shocks. The presence of extreme values (longer whiskers) indicates persistent disparities in governance quality among countries. Hence, this visualisation supports the argument that IEQ is a relatively stable construct over short to medium timeframes, further validating its use as a composite index for comparative cross-country governance analysis (Helfaya et al., 2025).
.[image: ]
Figure 5.12: IEQ Distribution 

[bookmark: _Toc196915019][bookmark: _Toc197080394][bookmark: _Toc200010383][bookmark: _Toc215651882][bookmark: _Toc216557282][bookmark: _Toc220848382]5.4.1.4.2 Sustainable Development Governance Index (SDGI)
The SDGI captures the extent to which countries align their governance structures and institutional practices with the principles and targets of the SDGs. It reflects factors such as transparency, stakeholder participation, environmental regulation, and policy coherence. As an independent variable, SDGI helps explain how sustainability-focused governance reforms contribute to improved institutional performance and reduced MS risks. This aligns with global governance theory and empirical evidence emphasising the integrative role of UN-SDGs implementation in improving public sector effectiveness and social protection systems (UNDP, 2020).
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The HDI is a composite measure that captures a country’s average achievement in three key dimensions of human development: health (life expectancy at birth), education (mean and expected years of schooling), and standard of living (GNI per capita). It provides a summary metric of societal well-being and development progress. Prior research (e.g., Moussa et al., 2021; Danial et al., 2021; Helfaya et al., 2025) has shown that higher HDI levels are typically associated with stronger institutions, better regulatory environments, and reduced vulnerability to exploitation. However, in this study, the IHDI is treated as an independent variable to assess its impact on MS practices. The IHDI refines the traditional HDI by accounting for inequality in health, education, and income. It reflects the actual level of human development experienced by a population, discounting the HDI according to internal disparities. A lower IHDI, relative to the HDI, signals greater inequality.
By incorporating IHDI into the analysis, the study investigates whether higher levels of equitable human development are associated with lower estimated PREV, reduced VULN, and stronger MSRM. This approach allows for an examination of how inequalities in fundamental human development factors contribute to the persistence and patterns of MS across countries.
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This study examines the institutional and structural determinants of MS practices by employing a set of carefully selected dependent, independent, and control variables. The three dependent variables reflect distinct but interrelated aspects of MS. The MSRM captures the extent of national efforts to address MS through legal enforcement, victim protection, and institutional coordination. A higher MSRM score indicates a stronger, more proactive state apparatus in combating exploitative practices. The VULN index measures the degree to which populations are exposed to structural and socioeconomic risk factors such as poverty, conflict, weak legal protections, and gender inequality. Higher VULN values suggest that a country’s social and institutional systems are less able to shield individuals from exploitation. The third dependent variable, PREV, quantifies the estimated number of individuals per 1,000 population living in MS conditions. This includes those subjected to forced labour, human trafficking, and forced marriage, making PREV a direct indicator of slavery practices across countries.
To understand what drives these outcomes, the study focuses on three key independent variables. The HDI is used as a proxy for a country’s level of social and economic development, combining indicators of health, education, and income. Countries with higher HDI tend to exhibit more capable governance systems and stronger legal frameworks, which may reduce the likelihood of exploitative labour systems. The SDGI reflects the extent to which countries institutionalise sustainable development principles, including policy coherence, participation, and transparency. Countries with higher SDGI scores are typically more aligned with the SDGs and thus may be more equipped to address structural vulnerabilities linked to MS. 
To account for potential confounding influences, several control variables are included in the model. GDP growth (GDPG) captures macroeconomic performance, which may affect both institutional investment and socioeconomic vulnerability. FDI is included to reflect a country’s integration into global markets, which may either promote governance reforms or strain regulatory capacity, depending on oversight. Inflation (INFL) is used as a proxy for economic stability, as high inflation is often associated with institutional weakness and declining public confidence NETMIG serves as a demographic control, as countries experiencing high levels of emigration may be facing governance failures or economic hardship, while high immigration may signal institutional pressure. Lastly, the Female share of the population (FPOP) accounts for demographic composition and potential gender-related disparities in governance and vulnerability. These control variables help ensure that macroeconomic or demographic conditions do not confound the observed effects of the key independent variables on MS practices.
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To assess the influence of institutional, and developmental factors on MS practices, this study employs a series of panel regression models using data from multiple countries over three time periods (2016, 2018, and 2023). Each model estimates the effect of a single key independent variable—either IEQ, HDI, or SDGI—on three separate outcome measures: VULN, PREV, and MSRM. To account for additional structural, economic, and demographic influences, each model also includes a consistent set of control variables: GDPG, FDI, INFL, NETMIG, and FPOP. These controls ensure that other relevant national characteristics do not confound the effect of the key independent variable.
The models are estimated using panel-data techniques, with both country (μi​) and year (λt​) fixed effects included to capture unobserved heterogeneity and time-specific shocks. The general form of the model is expressed using summation notation as follows:
k​
Yit​= α + β1​Zit​+∑   γj​ Xjit​+μi​+λt​+εit​
j=1
Where:
Yit​: Dependent variable (MSRM, VULN, or PREV) for country i in year t
Zit​: Key independent variable (IEQ, HDI, or SDGI)
Xjit​: Control variable j for country i in year t, where j=1,2,...,k (e.g., GDPG, FDI, INFL, NETMIG, FPOP)
γj​: Coefficient for control variable j
μi​: Country-specific fixed effect
λt​: Year-specific fixed effect
εit​: Error term
k: Number of control variables
n: Total number of countries
This framework allows the study to isolate the unique impact of institutional and development-related variables on MS practices while accounting for unobservable heterogeneity and macro-level dynamics across countries and time.
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[bookmark: _Toc215651887][bookmark: _Toc216557287][bookmark: _Toc220848387]5.4.2.1 Sample and Data 
The meso-level sample comprises the world’s largest MNCs, identified from the 2023 G500 ranking. To maintain comparability over time, the 2023 list was used as a fixed sample frame, and historical data for these firms were traced back to 2009–2023. This strategy ensures a balanced panel in which the same firms are consistently observed over time, eliminating distortions caused by annual changes to the G500 list. By holding the sample constant, the analysis supports robust longitudinal comparisons and enables a more accurate investigation of temporal dynamics in SGIs and corporate responses to ACMS practices.
The initial dataset consisted of 7,500 firm-year observations from the G500 sample over 15 years (2009–2023). However, SGI's data gaps necessitated excluding several firms to ensure the accuracy and consistency of the variables used to construct the SGI and ACMS indices. Specifically, 158 firms (2,370 firm-year observations) were removed due to missing ACMS-related disclosures; 59 firms (885 observations) lacked essential SGI indicators; and an additional 28 firms (420 observations) were excluded because of incomplete control-variable data.
These omissions reflect broader challenges in global corporate reporting: the absence of mandatory international standards for labour rights disclosures means that many MNCs provide inconsistent, incomplete, or strategically selective reporting on CMS-related governance. Non-disclosure may indicate weak institutional pressures in the firm's home country, limited organisational commitment to SGIs, or reputational concerns that discourage transparent reporting. After all exclusions, the final analytical sample comprised 255 firms and 3,825 firm-year observations across 33 countries. The detailed sample composition and country distribution are presented in Table 5.11 below.
Table 5.11: Sample and Country Composition
	
	Sample composition
	

	
	Number of Firms
	Total number of Observations

	Initial Sample
	500
	7500

	Excluded
	
	

	Missing AMS Data         
	(158)
	(2370)

	Missing SGI data
	(59)
	(885)

	Missing control variables
	(28)
	(420)

	Final Sample
	255
	3825

	
	Country Composition
	

	Country of Incorporation
	Number of MNCs
	Total number of Observations

	Australia
	2
	30

	Austria
	1
	15

	Belgium
	2
	30

	Brazil
	5
	75

	Canada
	7
	105

	Cayman Islands
	1
	15

	China (Mainland)
	5
	75

	Colombia
	1
	15

	Curacao
	1
	15

	Denmark
	2
	30

	France
	18
	270

	Germany
	17
	255

	Hong Kong
	2
	30

	India
	9
	135

	Ireland
	4
	60

	Italy
	4
	60

	Japan
	27
	405

	Jersey
	1
	15

	Luxembourg
	1
	15

	Mexico
	3
	45

	Netherlands
	6
	90

	Norway
	1
	15

	Russia
	4
	60

	Singapore
	1
	15

	South Korea
	10
	150

	Spain
	8
	120

	Sweden
	1
	15

	Switzerland
	8
	120

	Taiwan
	6
	90

	Thailand
	1
	15

	Turkey
	1
	15

	United Kingdom
	17
	255

	United States
	78
	1170

	Grand Total
	255
	3825



Industry composition
The industry classification presented in Table 5.12 offers a structured and analytically valuable overview of the 255 multinational firms included in the sample, organised according to two dimensions central to CMS research: (1) sectoral exposure to CMS risk, and (2) labour versus capital intensity. Of the total sample, 186 firms operate within high-risk sectors, including apparel, food processing, automotive manufacturing, logistics, airlines, mining, and chemicals—industries characterised by long, fragmented supply chains, subcontracting networks, and heightened vulnerability to labour exploitation. Conversely, 69 firms are located in lower-risk, service-oriented sectors, such as banking, telecommunications, insurance, and software, where supply chains are shorter and less labour-intensive.
The classification further highlights substantial variation in production systems across the sample. Seventy-one firms operate in labour-intensive industries, where workforce conditions, informal contracting, and supplier practices play a defining role in operational outcomes. In contrast, 184 firms operate in capital-intensive sectors, such as energy, utilities, heavy manufacturing, and materials, where automation, scale efficiencies, and technological investments dominate production processes. This distribution underscores the diverse institutional and operational environments encompassed within the dataset and provides an essential analytical lens for interpreting cross-industry variability in SGIs and ACMS governance.
Prior scholarship suggests that industry structure significantly shapes corporate behaviour, labour rights performance, and the likelihood of substantive versus symbolic compliance in addressing CMS risks (Crane et al., 2019; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024; Rogerson and Parry, 2020). Consistent with this literature, the present study adopted an industry-specific analytical strategy by categorising firms along the two aforementioned dimensions. First, industries were classified into high- and low-risk CMS sectors, drawing on established frameworks by Allam et al. (2024) and Christ et al. (2019), which identify sectors such as agriculture, textiles, construction, and extractives as particularly vulnerable to forced labour and exploitation. Second, following the approach of Helfaya et al. (2024), firms were further categorised into labour-intensive and capital-intensive industries to capture differences in resource dependency, production organisation, and exposure to labour governance pressures.
This stratified classification enables a more nuanced examination of how SGIs operate under varying institutional logics and sectoral conditions. It further supports the theoretical premise of NIT by allowing the analysis to assess whether the effects of SGIs on ACMS outcomes differ across industries with distinct legitimacy pressures, regulatory scrutiny, and stakeholder expectations. A detailed presentation of the classification criteria for CMS-risk levels and industry orientation is provided in Table 7.7.
Table 5.12:  Industry classification based on the CMS risk and Labour and capital Insensitivity
	Economic sector[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS) is a common global classification standard used by many market participants. GICS is a four-tiered, hierarchical industry classification system. It consists of 11 sectors, 25 industry groups, 74 industries, and 163 sub-industries. (see more information:  https://www.lseg.com/en/data-analytics/financial-data/reference-data/classifications/business-and-industry-classifications/global-industry-classification-standard-system). ] 

	Industry Name
	Number of companies
	High-risk sectors for CMS
	Low-risk sectors for CMS
	Labour-intensive Industries
	Capital Intensive Industries

	Communication Services
	14
	
	14
	
	14

	 
	Broadcasting
	1
	
	1
	
	1

	 
	Integrated Telecommunications Services
	7
	
	7
	
	7

	 
	Online Services
	2
	
	2
	
	2

	 
	Wireless Telecommunications Services
	4
	
	4
	
	4

	Consumer Discretionary
	34
	
	34
	11
	23

	 
	Apparel & Accessories
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Apparel & Accessories Retailers
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Auto & Truck Manufacturers
	14
	14
	
	
	14

	 
	Auto, Truck & Motorcycle Parts
	5
	5
	
	
	5

	 
	Computer & Electronics Retailers
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Department Stores
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Discount Stores
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Footwear
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Home Improvement Products & Services Retailers
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Household Electronics
	2
	2
	
	
	2

	 
	Oil & Gas Refining and Marketing
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	 
	Restaurants & Bars
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Tires & Rubber Products
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	Consumer Staples
	31
	31
	
	31
	

	 
	Brewers
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Discount Stores
	3
	3
	
	3
	

	 
	Drug Retailers
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Food Processing
	7
	7
	
	7
	

	 
	Food Retail & Distribution
	12
	12
	
	12
	

	 
	Non-Alcoholic Beverages
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Personal Products
	3
	3
	
	3
	

	 
	Tobacco
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	Energy
	33
	33
	
	
	33

	 
	Integrated Oil & Gas
	14
	14
	
	
	14

	 
	Oil & Gas Exploration and Production
	5
	5
	
	
	5

	 
	Oil & Gas Refining and Marketing
	12
	12
	
	
	12

	 
	Oil & Gas Transportation Services
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	 
	Oil Related Services and Equipment
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	Financials
	32
	
	32
	
	32

	 
	Banks
	17
	
	17
	
	17

	 
	Consumer Lending
	1
	
	1
	
	1

	 
	Heavy Machinery & Vehicles
	1
	
	1
	
	1

	 
	Investment Banking & Brokerage Services
	3
	
	3
	
	3

	 
	Investment Management & Fund Operators
	2
	
	2
	
	2

	 
	Life & Health Insurance
	5
	
	5
	
	5

	 
	Multiline Insurance & Brokers
	2
	
	2
	
	2

	 
	Online Services
	1
	
	1
	
	1

	Health Care
	16
	16
	
	4
	12

	 
	Advanced Medical Equipment & Technology
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	 
	Healthcare Facilities & Services
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Managed Healthcare
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Medical Equipment, Supplies & Distribution
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Pharmaceuticals
	11
	11
	
	
	11

	Industrials
	43
	43
	
	24
	19

	 
	Aerospace & Défense
	6
	6
	
	
	6

	 
	Airlines
	6
	6
	
	
	6

	 
	Construction & Engineering
	3
	3
	
	3
	

	 
	Construction Supplies & Fixtures
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	 
	Consumer Goods Conglomerates
	6
	6
	
	6
	

	 
	Courier, Postal, Air Freight & Land-based Logistics
	3
	3
	
	3
	

	 
	Diversified Industrial Goods Wholesale
	7
	7
	
	7
	

	 
	Electrical Components & Equipment
	2
	2
	
	
	2

	 
	Employment Services
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Heavy Machinery & Vehicles
	3
	3
	
	
	3

	 
	Investment Holding Companies
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	 
	IT Services & Consulting
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Marine Freight & Logistics
	2
	2
	
	2
	

	 
	Miscellaneous Speciality Retailers
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	Information Technology
	23
	
	23
	
	23

	 
	Communications & Networking
	1
	
	1
	
	1

	 
	Computer Hardware
	7
	
	7
	
	7

	 
	Electronic Equipment & Parts
	2
	
	2
	
	2

	 
	IT Services & Consulting
	3
	
	3
	
	3

	 
	Phones & Handheld Devices
	2
	
	2
	
	2

	 
	Semiconductors
	5
	
	5
	
	5

	 
	Software
	3
	
	3
	
	3

	Materials
	21
	21
	
	
	21

	 
	Commodity Chemicals
	4
	4
	
	
	4

	 
	Construction Materials
	3
	3
	
	
	3

	 
	Diversified Chemicals
	2
	2
	
	
	2

	 
	Diversified Mining
	4
	4
	
	
	4

	 
	Iron & Steel
	7
	7
	
	
	7

	 
	Specialty Chemicals
	1
	1
	
	
	1

	Real Estate
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	 
	Homebuilding
	1
	1
	
	1
	

	Utilities
	7
	7
	
	
	7

	 
	Electric Utilities
	2
	2
	
	
	2

	 
	Multiline Utilities
	5
	5
	
	
	5

	Total number of Companies
	255
	186
	69
	71
	184
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5.4.2.2 Definitions of variables
Table 5.13 presents the definitions of the variables.
Table 5.13: Definition of components of ACMS 
	Dependent Variable

	Variable                Acronym	                           Definition

	Health and Safety Policy Score
(0-100)

	H&S


	Assesses the strength of health and safety protocols across operations and supply chains. A higher score reflects comprehensive safeguards and effective risk controls.

	
Child Labour Policy Score
(0-100)

	
CL

	Evaluates efforts to prevent child labour, including adherence to international codes (e.g., the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition (EICC) Code of Conduct and the Pharmaceutical Industry Principles (PSCI)), and legal frameworks. A higher score indicates rigorous enforcement and proactive measures.


	Forced Labour Policy Score
(0-100)
	FL


	Measures the company’s systems to prevent forced or compulsory labour, aligned with industry codes and legal standards. A higher score denotes robust compliance mechanisms.


	Human Rights Contractor Policy Score	
(0-100)

	HRCON	

	Captures integration of human rights criteria in supplier selection and oversight, reflecting alignment with EICC, PSCI, and laws like the UK MSA. A higher score signals strong supplier governance.


	Human Rights Policy Score
(0-100)

	
PHR

	Evaluates the breadth and implementation of the company’s general human rights policy. A higher score reflects clear articulation and robust execution.


	ILO and United Nations Human Rights Score
(0-100)	
	FHR

	Assesses public commitment to international human rights principles (ILO, UN). A higher score indicates strong alignment and formal recognition.

	Independent Variables

	CSR Strategy Score (0-100)
	CSRST
	Assess the extent to which a company integrates economic, social, and environmental factors into strategic decision-making. Higher values indicate a stronger commitment to sustainable business practices.

	Board Gender Diversity 
(0-100)
	
BGD
	The percentage of female directors on a company’s board reflects the firm’s commitment to gender diversity and ethical governance.

	CSR Committee Score (0-100)
	CSRC
	Measures whether a firm has a dedicated CSR or sustainability committee responsible for overseeing sustainability policies. A higher score indicates stronger governance and accountability.


	CSR Reporting 
Score (0-100)
	CSRREP
	Measures the extent to which the company discloses CSR, H&S, or sustainability initiatives through standalone reports or annual disclosures.

	External CSR Assurance Score (0-100)
	CSRA
	Assess whether a company engages independent auditors for CSR, health and safety (H&S), or sustainability reporting. A higher score reflects greater transparency and regulatory compliance.

	Corporate Social Performance Score (0-100)
	CSP
	The social pillar score measures a firm’s ability to foster trust and loyalty through ethical management and effective stakeholder engagement. A higher score reflects stronger social governance and responsible business conduct.

	CSR Recognition Awards Score (0-100)
	CSRAW
	Evaluate whether a company has received external recognition for CSR initiatives, including corporate social responsibility, human rights, or environmental sustainability awards. Higher values indicate strong external validation.

	Board Independence (0-100)
	BINDP
	The percentage of independent board members reflects the corporate governance structures that ensure oversight and accountability.

	Control variables

	Board Size
	BSIZE
	Total number of board members at the end of the fiscal year, influencing governance efficiency and strategic decision-making.

	Return on Assets
	Log_ROA
	The income after taxes-to-average total assets ratio reflects a firm’s financial performance and efficiency.

	Firm Size (Employees)
	Log_FTE
	Log-transformed number of full-time employees, serving as a proxy for firm size, influences resource allocation and sustainability practices.

	Board Skills 
(0-100) 
	BSKIL
	Percentage of board members with expertise in industry-specific domains or finance, reflecting corporate governance quality.

	Industry
	Industry
	A dummy variable representing firms based on the industry classification benchmark (TRBC[footnoteRef:21]) to control for the industry effects [21:  The Refinitiv Business Classification (TRBC) is an industry classification of global companies developed by the Thomson Reuters. TRBC is designed to categorize companies and their financial instruments into sectors and industries, providing a standardized framework for investment analysis, portfolio management, and benchmarking. The TRBC system is hierarchical, with four levels ranging from broad economic sectors to more specific industries and subindustries. (See more information https://www.lseg.com/en/data-analytics/financial-data/indices/trbc-business-classification).  ] 


	Firms
	Firm
	Dummy variables to control for firm effects

	Year
	Year
	Dummy variables to control for year effects

	Capital Intensive Industry
	Capital-intensive industries rely heavily on large-scale investments in machinery, equipment, and technology rather than on human labour. Firms in these industries often have higher fixed costs but greater automation and efficiency (Helfaya et al., 2024)

	Labour-intensive Industries
	Labour-intensive industries primarily depend on human effort rather than automated processes. These industries are more vulnerable to labour exploitation, requiring stronger governance frameworks to mitigate MS risks (Helfaya et al., 2024).

	High-risk sectors for CMS
	Dummy variable representing industries with a high risk of exposure to MS risks (Allam et al., 2024; Cousins et al., 2020).

	Low-risk sectors for CMS
	Dummy variable representing the industries that have a low risk of exploring MS risks (Cousins et al., 2020; Allam et al., 2024).
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The dependent variable for the meso-level quantitative analysis is the ACMS Index, developed to capture the extent of a firm’s formal governance commitments to addressing CMS risks within its operations and global supply chains. The ACMS Index is constructed as a policy-based, disclosure-driven measure that reflects the presence and strength of ACMS policies, due diligence systems, and governance mechanisms documented in publicly available reports.
Although the ACMS Index does not directly measure the actual implementation or effectiveness of ACMS practices, it is theoretically justified within the NIT framework. NIT emphasises that organisations respond to coercive pressures (e.g., regulatory requirements such as MSAs), normative pressures (professional and societal expectations), and mimetic pressures (imitation of industry leaders) by adopting formal structures and policies that signal compliance and legitimacy. Thus, policy disclosures—despite the potential gap between rhetoric and practice—constitute a valid indicator of firms’ institutional responses to external accountability demands (Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Karamatzanis et al., 2025; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
The ACMS Index is therefore conceptualised as a proxy for a firm’s formalised AMS governance architecture, capturing how organisations position themselves in relation to legal, ethical, and reputational expectations. This aligns with prior scholarship that uses disclosure-based indices to measure corporate commitments to human rights, MS, and sustainability governance (Burritt and Christ, 2021; Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Young and Gad, 2022). The ACMS Index ranges from 0 to 100, with higher values representing more comprehensive policy articulation and stronger formalised commitments.
The ACMS Index is constructed using six policy dimensions reported in the Refinitiv Eikon database, each of which reflects a core aspect of corporate labour-rights governance:
1. Health and Safety Policy (H&S)
1. Child Labour Policy (CL)
1. Forced Labour Policy (FL)
1. Human Rights Contractor Policy (HRCON)
1. Human Rights Policy (PHR)
1. ILO and United Nations Fundamental Human Rights policy score (FHR)
Each variable is standardised on a 0–100 scale, and the AMS Index is computed as their unweighted arithmetic mean:
ACMS Score = (H&S + CL + FL + HRCON + PHR + FHR) / 6
(See Table 5.13 for detailed variable definitions.)
This study’s use of policy-based indicators aligns with a growing body of scholarship that recognises that formal corporate disclosures provide a credible proxy for organisational commitment to labour rights governance, particularly in contexts where verified enforcement data are scarce or inconsistent. As demonstrated by Helfaya et al (2024), policy statements on forced labour, child labour, and broader human rights protection serve as meaningful indicators of a firm’s ethical orientation and governance stance. Locke (2013) similarly argues that organisational responses to labour exploitation typically begin with the articulation of formal policies, which often precede and shape subsequent behavioural and operational changes. By drawing on structured policy disclosures available through the Refinitiv Eikon database, this study adopts a methodologically robust approach consistent with established ESG and social accountability research. Within this thesis, the ACMS Index is therefore conceptualised not as a measure of enforcement effectiveness, but as a theoretically justified indicator of a firm’s formal governance commitment to addressing CMS risks and aligning with evolving institutional expectations.
This conceptual distinction is firmly rooted in NIT, which posits that organisations frequently adopt formal structures, policies, and governance mechanisms in response to external institutional pressures from regulators, investors, civil society, and other stakeholders (DiMggio and Powell, 1983; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Such policy adoption—whether or not it translates into substantive operational change—constitutes a form of institutional isomorphism aimed at signalling conformity with prevailing social, regulatory, and normative expectations. In this regard, the existence of formal ACMS policies reflects a firm’s efforts to secure organisational legitimacy, manage reputational exposure, and align with globally recognised governance standards, including SDG Target 8.7 and emerging mandatory human right due diligence frameworks (Allain et al., 2013; Vidal et al., 2023)t al., 2013; Vidal et al., 2023).
While this study recognises the inherent limitations of policy-based measures—particularly the risk of symbolic adoption without corresponding action—the presence and specification of such policies remain valuable first-order indicators of a firm’s ethical orientation and governance intent. Policy disclosures provide a transparent, standardised, and cross-comparable basis for examining corporate commitments in contexts where direct evidence of enforcement is often unavailable or inconsistent. Accordingly, the ACMS score is employed in this thesis as a proxy for corporate commitment to AMS governance, capturing the extent to which firms institutionalise internal accountability mechanisms and align with international labour rights expectations, such as those embedded in the EU-CSDDD.
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SGI index, a composite indicator (CSRST, BGD, CSRC, CSRREP, CSRA, CSP, and CSRAW) developed to capture the extent to which firms embed sustainability-related governance structures and practices within their organisational systems. The SGI index reflects how companies internalise sustainability principles across strategic, managerial, and accountability processes. It aligns with the assumptions of NIT, which suggests that organisations adopt governance structures in response to institutionalised expectations and pressures—whether coercive, normative, or mimetic—aimed at securing legitimacy and reducing uncertainty (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). The SGI index is constructed by averaging six governance components, each scored from 0 to 100:
SGIs = (CSRST+BGD+CSRC+CSRA+CSP+CSRAW+CSRREP)/7
See Table 5.13 for the detailed definitions of these variables. 
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To enhance the robustness of the results, the study incorporates control variables for corporate governance, financial performance, and firm size, while accounting for firm-specific factors that may influence the effectiveness of ACMS policy implementation. Board Independence (BINDP) is included as a control variable because independent directors are often associated with stronger oversight and accountability, which can enhance a firm’s commitment to adopt AMS practices (Allam et al., 2024). Board size (BSIZE) is also controlled, as larger boards may either improve decision-making due to diverse perspectives or create inefficiencies that hinder effective oversight. The profitability of a firm, measured by the log of return on assets (Log_ROA), is another key control variable, as more profitable firms may have greater financial resources to invest in AMS initiatives.
Additionally, the study includes firm size, measured as the log of full-time employees (Log_FTE). It helps to account for differences in operational complexity. Larger firms may have more resources to implement AMS strategies, but may also face challenges in managing complex, global supply chains (GRI and RLI, 2019). Board Skill Diversity (BSKIL) is also controlled for, as boards with a higher proportion of directors with expertise in sustainability and ethics are more likely to implement robust governance structures, thereby contributing to the effectiveness of ACMS efforts. Detailed definitions of the control variables are presented in Table 5.13.
[bookmark: _Toc215651892][bookmark: _Toc216557292][bookmark: _Toc220848392]5.4.2.6 Model Specification
This study primarily employs two-stage least squares (2SLS) regression models to investigate the causal impact of firm-level sustainability governance mechanisms on their performance in addressing MS risks, as measured by the CAMS index. The 2SLS approach is chosen to address potential endogeneity concerns, such as reverse causality, simultaneity, and omitted variable bias, which are common in corporate governance studies (Wintoki et al., 2012). The empirical model is specified as follows:
                                                   n
ACMSit​=β0​+β1​SGIsit​+ ∑γk ​ Control Variablesit​+αi​+δt​+ϵit​
                                                   k=1​​
Where:
· ACMSit​: Composite index captures the level of Anti-modern slavery practices of firm i in year t.
· SGIit​: Denotes the sustainability governance initiatives for firm i in year t, encompassing seven dimensions (CSRST, BGD, CSRC, CSRA, CSP, CSRAW, CSRREP)
· ∑γk Control Variables: includes a vector of control variables BINDP, BSIZE, Log_ROA, Log_FTE, BSKIL.
· αi​: Industry-fixed effects.
· δt​: Year-fixed effects.
· ϵit​: Error term.
· Clustered standard errors at the firm level account for within-firm correlation.
[bookmark: _Toc221437662][bookmark: _Toc220848393]5.5 Qualitative Strand
[bookmark: _Toc221437663]5.5.1 Disclosure Analysis - Meso-Level 
The meso-level qualitative extension plays a critical role in contextualising and deepening insights from the quantitative analysis of SGIs and ACMS commitments. While the quantitative strand identifies statistical patterns in corporate sustainability governance, it cannot, on its own, explain how or why firms articulate particular commitments, nor whether these commitments represent substantive action or merely symbolic compliance. The disclosure analysis, therefore, examines the narrative, rhetorical, and structural features of corporate reporting to assess the extent to which firms translate institutional expectations into meaningful labour rights governance.
 Anchored in NIT, this phase interrogates the interplay of coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shaping corporate responses to MS regulation, particularly within high-risk global supply chains. It also provides an empirical lens through which to identify institutional decoupling—the disjunction between formal policy commitments and actual implementation practices—and legitimacy-seeking behaviours embedded in sustainability and slavery-related disclosures. By analysing how leading apparel and textile MNCs publicly construct their ACMS strategies, this disclosure analysis of meso-level bridges the macro-level institutional environment and the micro-level lived realities of workers, enabling a more nuanced interpretation of governance gaps and the organisational motivations that underlie them.
[bookmark: _Toc216557294][bookmark: _Toc220848394]5.5.1.1 Sample Selection and Justification
The disclosure analysis focuses on three leading MNCs—Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior—selected through a theoretically informed and context-driven sampling strategy. Table 5.14 presents the justification for the sample selection for the Meso-Level disclosure analysis. These firms were chosen because they operate within the global A&TI sector, which is widely recognised as high-risk for CMS due to its extensive subcontracting networks, labour-intensive production processes, and geographically dispersed supply chains. Each company represents a distinct market segment—Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior—enabling comparative analysis across different business models, governance structures, and institutional environments.
The selection is further justified by their significant sourcing presence in Sri Lanka’s A&TI, as confirmed through public supplier disclosures (e.g., Nike) and worker testimonies referencing production for these brands. Their longstanding global visibility and substantial market share make them subject to strong coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures, making them analytically suitable for exploring how these pressures shape disclosure practices (Alves et al., 2024). Moreover, all three firms publish extensive sustainability, human rights, and MS-related disclosures, offering rich longitudinal documentary evidence for the period 2019–2023. This availability of consistent reporting allows for systematic comparison of policy commitments, narrative framing, and governance mechanisms over time.
By selecting firms that are both industry leaders and institutional exemplars, this phase enables a rigorous assessment of whether corporate disclosures reflect substantive accountability or symbolic compliance. It also provides a crucial bridge between macro-level governance indicators and micro-level labour experiences, thereby advancing the explanatory aims of the sequential mixed-methods design. 

	Criterion
	Nike 
	Inditex 
	Christian Dior
	Justification

	Global Market Power
	✓
	✓
	✓
	All three are industry leaders with significant influence over global apparel supply-chain practices.

	Presence in G500 Sample
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Ensures alignment and comparability with the meso-level quantitative dataset.

	Sri Lanka Sourcing Links
	✓
(Public supplier list includes Sri Lanka)
	✓
(workers referenced Zara production in interviews)
	✓
(mentioned in worker accounts; sector presence in Sri Lankan suppliers)
	Establishes relevance to micro-level fieldwork; ties corporate disclosure to worker realities.

	Availability of Disclosure Materials (2019–2023)
	✓
Annual Reports, Impact Reports, MSA Statements
	✓
Integrated Reports, Sustainability Reports, Policies
	✓
Annual Reports, Human Rights Disclosures
	Ensures the feasibility of longitudinal content analysis.

	High CMS-Risk Industry
	✓
 Apparel/Footwear
	✓ 
Fast Fashion
	✓
Luxury Fashion
	The A&TI is classified as high-risk for forced labour, wage exploitation, and supply-chain opacity.

	Significance in Global Supply Chains
	✓
Large-scale tiered production networks
	✓ 
World’s largest fashion retailer
	✓
Global luxury conglomerate under LVMH
	Ideal cases for examining decoupling and symbolic compliance.

	Brand Visibility and Institutional Pressures
	✓
Subject to strong public scrutiny and activism
	✓ 
High regulatory and consumer visibility
	✓ 
Reputational sensitivity in luxury markets
	NIT-aligned: high coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures.


Table 5.14: Justification for sample selection for Meso-Level Disclosure Analysis


[bookmark: _Toc216557295][bookmark: _Toc220848395]5.5.1.2 Data Sources for Disclosure Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc216557296][bookmark: _Toc220848396]5.5.1.2.1 Documents Included
The meso-level disclosure analysis drew on a curated set of publicly available corporate documents from Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior, produced between 2019 and 2023. The dataset comprised Integrated Reports, Annual Reports, Sustainability/Impact Reports, MSS, Codes of Conduct, Supplier Standards, and Human Rights/Due Diligence disclosures. These documents represent each firm's formal and externally communicated commitments to labour governance, ethical sourcing, and ACMS compliance, making them suitable for examining both symbolic and substantive accountability practices.
To strengthen analytical depth and triangulation, these primary corporate disclosures were supplemented with media investigations, NGO reports, and labour rights publications (e.g., the Clean Clothes Campaign and Human Rights Watch). These external sources provided independent perspectives on working conditions, enforcement gaps, and supply-chain realities, enabling the study to contrast corporate narratives with documented incidents and industry scrutiny. Collectively, the dataset provided a longitudinal, multi-perspectival evidence base for analysing how the selected MNCs articulated, adapted, and legitimised their labour and supply-chain governance strategies over the five years.
[bookmark: _Toc216557297][bookmark: _Toc220848397]5.5.1.2.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Documents were included in the analysis if they met the following criteria:
· Publication period: 2019-2023.
· Content relevance: contained explicit reference to labour governance, human rights, supply-chain oversight, due diligence mechanisms, or MS-related policies.

· Source validity was official corporate publications or verified third-party reports (e.g., reputable NGOs, investigative media).
· Comparability: followed standardised reporting formats that enabled cross-company and longitudinal analysis.
Documents were excluded if they focused primarily on brand promotion, marketing, or financial performance without substantive labour or sustainability content. Investor presentations, press releases, and advertising materials were similarly excluded due to a lack of analytical value for the ACMS governance assessment.
This selective inclusion strategy ensured that the final dataset captured material disclosures most relevant to evaluating firms’ institutional responses to MS governance expectations and aligned with key regulatory frameworks, including the UK MSA (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and the emerging EU-CSDDD (2024). Restricting the analysis to standardised, publicly available disclosures enhanced both transparency and comparability, providing a robust basis for identifying patterns of institutional decoupling, legitimacy-seeking behaviour, and governance alignment across the three case-study firms.
Figure 5.13 presents a PRISMA-style flow diagram documenting the systematic process by which disclosure materials were identified, screened, evaluated, and ultimately included in the meso-level qualitative analysis. The adoption of a PRISMA structure enhances methodological rigour by providing a replicable and auditable selection pathway, establishing transparent inclusion and exclusion criteria, reducing the risk of selection bias, and aligning the study with best practices in qualitative document analysis (Mishra and Mishra, 2023; Page et al., 2021). Beyond its procedural function, the diagram also serves a conceptual role by visually reinforcing the methodology's explanatory sequential logic and demonstrating how the disclosure dataset was systematically constructed prior to coding and thematic analysis (Bowen, 2009).
INCLUSION (n=114):
✓ Published 2019–2023  
✓ Contains explicit labour/human rights content  
✓ Official corporate disclosure or verified third-party report  
EXCLUSION (n=34):
✗ Marketing-only or promotional materials 
✗ Financial-only documents with no labour disclosure 
✗ Duplicates or archived versions 
✗ Reports outside timeframe 
Documents screened for relevance to:
• Labour governance
• Human rights due diligence
• Supply-chain oversight
• ACMS policies
Additional records from external sources:
NGO and media reports: n = 40

Identification

Corporate disclosures identified (2019–2023): 
Total documents: n = 123



Screening Criteria

 
Eligibility




Final documents included in qualitative disclosure analysis:   n = 80
Breakdown:
• Nike = 18
• Inditex = 18
• Christian Dior = 16
External triangulation sources included:
• NGO reports and Investigative media = 28






Figure 5.13: PRISMA Document Selection Flowchart
Furthermore, Table 5.15 present the detailed information of the document selection process. 
Table 5.15: Document selection detailed process
	Stage
	Description
	Nike
	Inditex
	Christian Dior
	Total

	Identification
	Initial corporate documents identified (annual, sustainability, impact, human rights, MSS statements, codes of conduct, supplier standards) for the period of 201-2023
	46
	42
	35
	123

	
	Additional documents identified through NGO reports, media investigations, and labour rights organisations
	16
	13
	11
	40

	Total records identified
	62
	55
	46
	163

	Screening
	Records screened for relevance (title, executive summary, table of contents review)
	62
	55
	46
	163

	
	Records excluded at screening stage (marketing-focused, financial-only, duplicate reports)
	19
	16
	14
	49

	Eligibility
	Full-text reports assessed for eligibility
	43
	39
	32
	114

	
	Excluded after full-text review (limited labour content, lack of MS relevance, non-comparable format)
	14
	11
	9
	34

	Included
	Final documents included in thematic disclosure analysis
	29
	28
	23
	80

	Sample composition

	Document Type
	Nike
	Inditex
	Christian Dior
	Total

	Annual / Integrated Reports
	5
	5
	5
	15

	Sustainability / Impact Reports
	5
	5
	5
	15

	Human Rights / Due Diligence Reports
	5
	5
	4
	14

	Codes of Conduct / Supplier Standards
	3
	3
	2
	8

	NGO / Investigative Reports (triangulation)
	11
	10
	7
	28

	Total
	29
	28
	23
	80



[bookmark: _Toc216557298][bookmark: _Toc220848398]5.5.1.3 Analytical Framework for Disclosure Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc216557299][bookmark: _Toc220848399]5.5.1.3.1 Analytical Approach: Thematic Analysis
In line with recent literature (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026), this research employed an adapted version of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework. This approach was selected for its methodological flexibility and its capacity to interrogate complex organisational narratives embedded within corporate disclosure reports. This approach was particularly appropriate for analysing how firms construct legitimacy, articulate ACMS commitments, and potentially obscure labour-related risks through symbolic or selective reporting. Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s model, the analysis proceeded through six iterative phases:
(1) familiarisation with the dataset through repeated reading of annual reports, sustainability disclosures, and MS statements.
(2) generation of initial codes applied systematically across the documents.
(3) searching for themes by clustering related codes into broader conceptual patterns.
(4) reviewing themes to test internal coherence and alignment with the research questions.
(5) defining and naming themes to sharpen analytic clarity and interpretive precision; and
(6) producing the report, which involved synthesising themes into a structured narrative to compare corporate claims with qualitative interview findings and macro-level institutional expectations.
This structured but flexible process enabled a deeper interrogation of the discursive, symbolic, and strategic dimensions of AMS disclosures, thereby enhancing interpretive insight into institutional decoupling and performative compliance—central concerns within NIT.
[bookmark: _Toc216557300][bookmark: _Toc220848400]5.5.1.3.2 Coding Framework
The disclosure analysis employed a hybrid deductive–inductive coding framework to ensure grounding in established theoretical constructs while remaining open to the emergence of context-specific patterns within the data (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). The deductive coding structure was informed primarily by internationally recognised labour governance frameworks and core tenets of NIT. In particular, the ILO’s five fundamental labour pillars—the elimination of child labour, elimination of forced or bonded labour, provision of safe and healthy working environments, protection of freedom of association and collective bargaining, and elimination of discrimination—provided a normative scaffold against which the selected MNCs’ ACMS disclosures could be assessed (ILO, 2020; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
These pillars have been widely used in prior MS and corporate labour governance research to benchmark the adequacy and scope of firms stated commitments (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron and Lister, 2021). Complementing these, a second set of deductive codes was derived from NIT, capturing coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shaping organisational disclosure practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2013). These codes enabled systematic identification of institutional decoupling, symbolic compliance, and legitimacy-seeking behaviours—phenomena well documented in sustainability reporting and labour governance literature (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Alongside this theoretically anchored, deductive structure, inductive coding enabled the emergence of grounded, empirically driven insights embedded in the corporate reports (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). This inductive dimension was essential for identifying disclosure patterns that were not explicitly addressed by existing frameworks but were recurrent across the dataset. For example, several disclosures revealed recurring issues such as wage theft and wage disparity, which align with growing evidence that economic exploitation constitutes a central dimension of contemporary MS (Lewis et al., 2015; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Additional inductive themes included production pressure, unrealistic quotas, restricted worker mobility, and subcontracting opacity, reflecting risk factors highlighted in labour rights investigations and global value chain scholarship (Anner, 2020; Barrientos, 2019). Other emergent codes—such as gendered harassment, weak or vague corrective action narratives, and audit manipulation indicators—echo concerns raised in critical studies of private auditing and CSR reporting, which often emphasise how supply-chain monitoring can mask deeper structural vulnerabilities (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Parsa et al., 2018).
By integrating both deductive and inductive coding strategies, the analysis examined corporate disclosures through a theoretically robust lens while remaining attentive to nuanced organisational behaviours and silences that may signal symbolic compliance or strategic concealment. This hybrid approach thus enhanced the depth and interpretive validity of the meso-level analysis, providing a richer basis for triangulation with worker testimonies and macro-level institutional findings.
[bookmark: _Toc221437664][bookmark: _Toc216557301][bookmark: _Toc220848401][bookmark: _Toc216557302][bookmark: _Toc220848402]6.5.5.2 Questionnaire and Interview: Micro-Level 
5.5.2.1 Micro-Level Research Setting and Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc216557303][bookmark: _Toc220848403]5.5.2.1.1 Why Sri Lanka’s Apparel and Textile Industry?
Sri Lanka’s A&TI was selected as the micro-level research context due to its strategic significance within global supply chains and its unique institutional characteristics that make it highly relevant for studying CMS (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). As one of the country’s largest export sectors, the A&TI plays a central role in national economic development while simultaneously exhibiting structural vulnerabilities that heighten workers’ exposure to exploitation. The sector is dominated by a large female workforce, many of whom migrate from rural areas and face heightened socio-economic precarity—conditions consistently identified as risk factors for forced labour, coercion, and abuse (EDB, 2024; International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), 2010).
Table 5.16 explains the rationale for selecting Sri Lanka’s A&TI as the study context. Sri Lanka’s long-standing reputation for “ethical manufacturing” and its global branding campaign, Garments Without Guilt, create a compelling setting for interrogating the gaps between corporate rhetoric and factory-level realities. These public narratives of compliance contrast sharply with findings from NGOs, labour rights organisations, and international indices (e.g., Walk Free, 2023), which reveal persistent labour violations and governance failures. This tension aligns with the study’s aim to examine institutional decoupling and symbolic compliance.
Moreover, Sri Lanka remains a major sourcing hub for leading multinational apparel brands—including Nike, Inditex, and Dior—making it an analytically rich context for linking meso-level corporate disclosures with micro-level labour experiences. Recent economic and political crises have further intensified worker vulnerability, weakened regulatory enforcement, and increased dependency on foreign buyers, amplifying conditions under which CMS practices may flourish. Together, these factors make Sri Lanka’s A&TI an ideal empirical setting for exploring how global governance pressures, corporate sustainability commitments, and local labour dynamics interact to shape MS risks.
	Reason
	Explanation

	High Export Dependency
	The A&TI contributes over 50% of Sri Lanka’s total export earnings, making the sector highly exposed to global buyer demands and international labour governance pressures.

	Large Female-Dominated Workforce
	Approximately 78% of workers in the sector are women—many from rural, low-income backgrounds—heightening vulnerability to exploitation, harassment, and coercive labour practices.

	Ethical Branding Narrative
	Sri Lanka promotes itself globally through the “Garments Without Guilt” campaign, creating strong legitimacy expectations that contrast with reported labour realities, making it ideal for examining symbolic compliance and decoupling.

	Economic Crisis and Increased Vulnerability
	Recent political and economic instability has intensified worker precarity, increased household debt, and weakened bargaining power, amplifying MS risks.

	Presence of Major MNC Buyers
	The country hosts supplier factories producing for Nike, Inditex (Zara), H&M, Victoria’s Secret, GAP, and other global brands, offering a relevant context for exploring how corporate commitments translate into local practices.

	Weak Labour Governance and Enforcement
	Despite ratifying core ILO conventions, Sri Lanka faces challenges such as limited labour inspections, weak enforcement mechanisms, and fragmented regulatory oversight.

	Complex, Multi-Tiered Supply Chains
	Prevalence of subcontracting, outsourcing, and informal labour arrangements increases opacity, creating conditions that enable concealed MS practices.

	Strategic South Asian Location
	The country’s position within global production networks makes it a significant sourcing hub for Western markets, where institutional pressures for compliance and disclosure are high.

	Historical Significance in the Global Apparel Sector
	With over four decades of integration into global supply chains, Sri Lanka provides a mature case for examining the evolution of labour governance, CSR practices, and institutional responses.

	Worker Access and Contextual Richness
	Strong NGO presence, active labour rights groups, and worker communities allowed for meaningful engagement, enhancing the depth and authenticity of qualitative insights.


Table 5.16: Rationale for Selecting Sri Lanka’s A&TI as the Study Context
Source: Export Development Board (EDB) (2025)
[bookmark: _Toc216557306][bookmark: _Toc220848409][bookmark: _Toc220848407][bookmark: _Toc220848404][bookmark: _Toc630892499][bookmark: _Toc216557304]5.5.2.2 Qualitative Questionnaire 
[bookmark: _Toc216557307][bookmark: _Toc220848410]5.5.2.2.1 Purpose of the Qualitative Questionnaire
The qualitative questionnaire was designed to complement the semi-structured interviews by capturing a broader range of worker perceptions and lived experiences related to CMS practices within Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Unlike quantitative surveys, the questionnaire employed open-ended and short-answer questions, allowing participants to describe their experiences in their own words while maintaining flexibility, anonymity, and cultural sensitivity. This method was particularly appropriate for engaging workers who were uncomfortable participating in recorded interviews or who preferred written responses due to fear of retaliation, time constraints, or limited privacy within factory settings (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
	The questionnaire provided an additional layer of insight into issues such as working conditions, economic vulnerability, discrimination, harassment, and worker agency—areas that are often underreported due to the normalisation of exploitative practices in the industry (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).  As part of the explanatory sequential design, these responses enriched the interpretation of micro-level themes and triangulated findings from interviews and document analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc216557308][bookmark: _Toc220848411]5.5.2.2.2 Questionnaire Design and Development
The qualitative questionnaire was designed through an iterative process that drew on both deductive and inductive foundations. Deductively, the structure and content were informed by recognised international labour governance frameworks, including ILO indicators, the UNGP and Human Rights, and SDG Target 8.7, ensuring alignment with globally established markers of labour exploitation and MS vulnerability. Inductively, the questionnaire incorporated insights emerging from preliminary field observations, informal conversations with workers, and pilot consultations with NGO partners who work closely with apparel-sector employees. This combined approach supported the development of questions that were theoretically grounded while remaining sensitive to contextual nuances within Sri Lanka’s A&TI.
The final instrument was composed of open-ended and short reflective questions designed to elicit rich narrative responses from workers with diverse educational and literacy backgrounds. The questionnaire explored several core thematic domains, including employment background (such as age, education level), working conditions (production hours, target pressures, overtime, and safety practices), and wages and financial vulnerability (including living wage adequacy, deductions, debt obligations, and recruitment-related costs). Additional sections examined freedom association—particularly potential restrictions, coercive supervision, and practices such as salary retention—as well as experiences of discrimination and harassment linked to gender, caste, ethnicity, or pregnancy. The questionnaire further probed workers’ voice and representation, focusing on union accessibility, grievance mechanisms, and fears of retaliation, alongside their perceptions of global brand influence, especially in relation to well-known global brands—the instrument concluded by inviting workers to provide suggestions for improving labour conditions.
To ensure linguistic accessibility, cultural appropriateness, and conceptual accuracy, the questionnaire was translated into Sinhala, the primary language of A&TI workers, and then back translated to confirm semantic and contextual equivalence. The instrument was pilot tested with a small group of workers and NGO practitioners, resulting in refinements to wording, sequencing, and layout to enhance comprehension and comfort. This rigorous development process ensured that the questionnaire was culturally appropriate, ethically sensitive, and methodologically robust for capturing the lived realities of workers within a high-risk, under-researched labour context.
[bookmark: _Toc216557309][bookmark: _Toc220848412]5.5.2.2.3 Sampling and Data Collection (Questionnaire)
A purposive and snowball sampling strategy was used to distribute the questionnaires among workers from different tiers of the A&TI supply chain, including boarding house workers, factory-floor workers (sewing, finishing, cutting, packing), temporary and subcontracted, night-shift workers, and workers in higher-risk geographical zones (Katunayake, Biyagama, Koggala). Participants were recruited through trusted intermediaries such as NGO-RED, worker centres, and community contacts, which significantly improved participation among vulnerable groups hesitant to speak publicly.
[bookmark: _Toc216557310][bookmark: _Toc220848413]5.5.2.2.4 Questionnaire Administration Procedures

The questionnaire was administered alongside the semi‑structured interviews to capture workers lived experiences of CMS in a complementary and mutually reinforcing manner. Conducting both methods concurrently allowed the research to balance breadth (through the questionnaire) and depth (through the interviews), consistent with the explanatory sequential design and the need for triangulation in sensitive labour-governance research.
Data collection occurred over three months across multiple factory zones, workers’ boarding houses, community centres, and NGO-supported safe spaces. These locations were intentionally selected to ensure privacy, minimise surveillance, and facilitate participation from vulnerable groups. Collaboration with local NGOs, such as RED, was essential to providing safe, trusted environments for both questionnaire completion and interviews.
Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed that all data would be kept anonymous and confidential and would not be shared with employers or state authorities. To further mitigate risks of employer retaliation or monitoring, the questionnaires were completed: individually, without supervisors present, to prevent intimidation or influence;  off-site, wherever possible, with the assistance of NGOs mediating access; in Sinhala, using a clear and accessible format suitable for varying literacy levels; with researcher support, particularly for workers who preferred oral explanation due to language or literacy barriers.
Because interviews and questionnaires were administered concurrently, participants could choose the format in which they felt most comfortable sharing sensitive information. For example, individuals reluctant to speak openly in interviews due to stigma, shame, or fear of reprisals often preferred to disclose concerns about wages, harassment, or coercion anonymously through the questionnaire. Conversely, some participants used the questionnaire as an initial engagement tool before agreeing to a more in-depth interview.
Completed questionnaires were checked for internal consistency, missing responses, and clarity, while ensuring that no identifying markers—such as names, factory numbers, or line supervisors—were recorded. Open-ended sections invited participants to describe experiences in their own words, and these narratives were later integrated with interview transcripts through inductive coding to strengthen thematic triangulation.
By administering questionnaires and interviews simultaneously, the study was able to cross-validate findings, capture a broader range of worker experiences, and address limitations associated with relying on a single qualitative method in a high-risk research context.
5.5.2.3 Interview
5.5.2.3.1 Research Sampling: Sampling Strategy
A combined purposive and snowball sampling strategy was adopted to ensure access to a diverse range of participants and to capture the multilayered nature of CMS within Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Purposive sampling enabled the recruitment of individuals with direct experience or knowledge of labour practices, including workers, supervisors, factory managers, and labour rights advocates. Snowball sampling was essential for reaching hidden or vulnerable populations—such as subcontracted workers, temporary employees, LGBTQ workers, and victims of harassment or coercive practices—who are often absent from formal datasets and who typically avoid direct engagement due to fear of retaliation or social stigma.
This multi-stakeholder approach reflects best practice in MS research, ensuring analytical depth and enabling triangulation across organisational levels. The inclusion of diverse participant categories strengthens the study's internal validity by ensuring that findings are not limited to managerial narratives but reflect a holistic, grounded understanding of CMS dynamics. The sampling strategy, therefore, supports both the study's explanatory aims and the broader NIT's focus on how pressures and contradictions manifest across institutional hierarchies.
5.5.2.3.2 Participant Categories

Participants were drawn from a broad cross-section of the A&TI supply chain and institutional environment to ensure comprehensive representation of experiences and perspectives. Worker participants included female, male, pregnant, migrant, and LGBTQ-identifying workers, capturing heterogeneity in vulnerabilities and workplace experiences. In addition, supervisors, production managers, and HR personnel were interviewed to understand managerial logics, enforcement practices, and organisational responses to global buyer requirements.
Individuals from trade unions, labour rights NGOs, ex-workers, and sector-specific academics were also included to provide external and historical perspectives on labour governance, constraints on collective bargaining, and systemic drivers of CMS. This multi-stakeholder composition allows the study to triangulate accounts across power hierarchies and institutional boundaries, ensuring that the resulting analysis captures both formal governance narratives and lived labour realities.
5.5.2.3.2 Data Collection Methods- Interview 
Data were collected primarily through semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to discuss sensitive topics—such as harassment, forced overtime, wage manipulation, and mobility restrictions—in a flexible yet guided manner. Interviews were conducted in Sinhala or English, depending on the participant's preference, and ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. Fieldnotes were also collected during site visits, boarding-house observations, and informal interactions, providing important contextual insights into workplace conditions, worker living arrangements, and local socio-cultural dynamics.
While most interviews were audio-recorded, non-recording was employed in cases involving heightened ethical and cultural sensitivities, particularly with female and LGBTQ workers who expressed fear of employer reprisal, social judgment, or personal risk. In such cases, detailed anonymised notes were taken immediately during and after the interview to preserve accuracy. This flexible recording protocol aligns with ethical guidelines for research involving vulnerable populations and ensures that participant safety and comfort remain prioritised throughout the data collection process (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Together, these methods provided a rich, triangulated dataset that supports a nuanced interpretation of CMS practices and institutional dynamics within Sri Lanka’s A&TI.
[bookmark: _Toc216557305][bookmark: _Toc220848408]5.5.2.3.4 Data Analysis Procedures (Micro-Level Interviews)
Similar to the Muthuthantrige et al (2026) study, the micro-level interview data were analysed using the six-phase thematic analysis framework (Braun and Clarke, 2006), adapted for labour exploitation and CMS research (see Table 5.17). This approach allowed for a flexible yet rigorous interrogation of complex, layered narratives across diverse stakeholder groups. The analysis began with immersion in the data, including repeated readings of transcripts and field notes to deepen contextual familiarity. A hybrid deductive–inductive coding strategy was applied, consistent with methodological recommendations for studying institutionalised exploitation (Fereday et al., 2006). 
Table 5.17: Thematic Analysis Process
	Stage
	Description

	1. Familiarisation
	Interview transcripts and documents were read multiple times to achieve a thorough understanding of the data.

	2. Initial Coding
	Two researchers independently conducted open coding to identify key phrases, patterns, and recurring narratives. Coding was conducted using NVivo 12 software to ensure consistency. To ensure rigour, the process incorporated data triangulation, member checking, and collaborative coding. An audit trail was maintained to document coding decisions and promote transparency and reliability (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Creswell, 2014) 

	3. Theme Development
	Through iterative comparison, axial coding was applied to cluster codes into broader categories. This recursive process involved cycling between empirical data, theory, and literature to refine and synthesise themes.

	4. Reviewing and Defining Themes
	Codes and categories were repeatedly revisited to ensure coherence and reduce redundancy, as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). Any overlapping or vague themes were clarified through the author’s discussion and triangulation.

	5. Reflexive Interpretation
	Final themes were contextualised within the socio-political realities of Sri Lanka’s A&TI and cross-compared between interview and document data.

	6. Narrative Construction
	The final step involved integrating themes into a coherent analytical narrative that explains how symbolic compliance and structural vulnerabilities manifest in CMS practices.


 Source: Muthuthantrige et al (2026, p)
Deductive codes were derived from international frameworks—including ILO forced labour indicators, the forced-labour continuum (Lewis et al., 2015; Skrivankova, 2010), and NIT constructs such as coercive pressures, institutional decoupling, and symbolic compliance—while inductive codes emerged organically from worker testimonies highlighting wage dependency, harassment, unsafe conditions, subcontracting opacity, and audit manipulation. Coding was conducted using NVivo 12, with iterative refinement facilitated by peer debriefing and code comparison to enhance reliability. As noted in the study by Muthuthantrige et al. (2026), the analysis triangulated interview data with NGO reports, media investigations, and corporate disclosures, enabling cross-validation and the identification of contradictions between policy rhetoric and workers' experiences. Reflexive memo-writing was employed throughout to surface researchers' assumptions and maintain analytical transparency, culminating in the development of cohesive themes that directly address the study’s research questions.
5.5.2.2 Questionnaire
[bookmark: _Toc220848405]5.5.2.2.1 Research Sample and Data Collection
After receiving ethical approval from the university, we distributed 123 copies of the questionnaire, accompanied by a cover letter, in January 2024 to different tiers of ground-level A&TI industry workers spread around the Katunayake FTZ and suburbs through the support of a non-government organisation and by visiting their boarding houses. Over six weeks, 105 questionnaires were returned with a response rate of 85 per cent. These participants were selected from various factories within the FTZ and export-oriented factories of different scales. This diverse sample ensures a comprehensive representation of the industry’s ground-level workforce across different tiers, including subcontractors, providing insights into their living and working conditions, working hours, and corporate culture, as well as the impact of factory size and location within the key manufacturing hub of Sri Lanka. The designed questionnaire consists of 29 questions, including details about the respondent’s profile. 
To ensure the validity and reliability of the questionnaire instrument, all items were developed based on established constructs in labour standards assessment literature, with a particular focus on working conditions in global supply chains (LeBaron & Lister, 2021; Mezzadri, 2017). Content validity was reinforced through expert review involving labour scholars and practitioners in the Sri Lankan garment sector. Moreover, the self-reported nature of the data introduces potential biases, particularly under conditions of surveillance or precarity; these were mitigated by ensuring respondent anonymity and using neutral, non-leading language in questionnaire administration.
A pilot test was conducted with a small cohort of workers (n = 10), resulting in minor revisions to enhance clarity and contextual relevance. Internal consistency reliability for the finalised questionnaire was found to be acceptable, with Cronbach’s Alpha values exceeding 0.70 across all thematic clusters (Wei et al., 2010). The reliability analysis demonstrated strong internal consistency within the identified domains. Items Q1–Q6 and Q7–Q11, which collectively assess living and working conditions, yielded Cronbach’s Alpha values of 0.96 and 0.72, respectively, indicating excellent and acceptable reliability. The working hours and wages section, comprising items Q13–Q17, achieved an Alpha of 0.76, reflecting moderate internal consistency. Finally, the corporate culture domain, represented by items Q19–Q29, showed good internal reliability with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.81. Items Q12 and Q18 were excluded from the reliability calculations due to low variance in the data.
[bookmark: _Toc220848406]5.5.2.2.2 Personal Profiles of the Respondents
The demographic information analysis of the questionnaire, as detailed in Table 5.18, encompassed 105 participants (ground-level workers), with a notable gender disparity: 86 females (82%) and 19 males (18%). This gender imbalance reflects the high proportion of women employed in Sri Lanka's T&AI, which aligns with the literature of 78% representing women's force in Sri Lanka in T&AL (Development Asia Initiative of Asian Development Bank, 2020). The age distribution of respondents indicates an experienced workforce, with the majority falling into the 25–45 age range. Specifically, 31 participants were aged 25–35 years, and 27 were aged 35–45 years, highlighting a mature workforce. This gender concentration in the industry reflects a broader trend in the Global South, where low-skill, labour-intensive sectors like apparel often employ a high proportion of women due to gendered labour market dynamics  (Akhter et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2022).
The educational qualifications of the participants paint a hidden picture, as a significant proportion of respondents hold GCSE Ordinary Level qualifications, with 52 participants (49%). Fewer respondents have GCSE Advanced Level qualifications (27%) or higher education degrees (2%), suggesting that most workers possess a foundational level of education but limited advanced qualifications. This educational profile may influence job roles and career progression within the industry. Even though the majority of workers in the study have GCSE qualifications or higher, this does not necessarily translate into better job opportunities or career advancement. This phenomenon points towards economic exploitation within the industry, where workers remain confined to low-wage, labour-intensive jobs despite their relatively high literacy levels. 
Standing (1999) argues that global feminisation of labour tends to concentrate women in industries where their labour is undervalued, regardless of their education. This results in a form of economic exploitation where workers are not compensated in line with their skills or education level. In the case of Sri Lanka's T&AI, although many workers possess GCSE qualifications, the industry's labour demands do not provide pathways for leveraging those qualifications into higher-skilled or better-paid positions. Moreover, the recruitment and retirement policies stipulate that the minimum age for recruitment is 18 years, while the average retirement age is 55 years, with extensions at management's discretion (BOI Sri Lanka, 2004). Additionally, individuals aged 16 to 18 can be employed under specific conditions: they cannot work more than 50 hours of overtime per month or during the hours of 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. (BOI Sri Lanka, 2004).
Interestingly, the questionnaire data also reveals that no respondents were under 16 or above 65 years old, aligning with legal employment age requirements and retirement norms. The responses were collected across a diverse age range, with no participants outside working age. The questionnaire analysis revealed no significant differences between the age groups, gender, and educational qualifications of the respondents, indicating a uniform distribution in these aspects across the sample. However, the high proportion of female respondents and the concentration of workers in specific age brackets are notable trends that could impact the industry's operational and managerial practices.
For instance, the high percentage of female respondents (82%) might necessitate the introduction of policies that address gender-specific needs in the workplace. This could include implementing flexible working hours, providing childcare support, or promoting leadership programs for women. In industries where the majority of the workforce is female, companies often prioritise family-friendly initiatives (e.g., maternity leave, flexible scheduling, and healthcare benefits tailored for a predominantly female workforce) to enhance employee retention and productivity. Additionally, the concentration of workers in the 25-55 age group suggests that most employees are in their prime working years. This age distribution could influence training programs, career development opportunities, and succession planning. For example, a company might offer upskilling initiatives for mid-career employees, preparing them for leadership roles as they progress within the organisation. This trend can also affect operational strategies, as companies may invest more in long-term employee engagement and retention strategies tailored for experienced professionals, ensuring a stable and skilled workforce.
Table 5.18: Personal profile of the respondent
	Category
	Sub-category
	Male (%) 
19 (18.1)
	Female (%) 
86 (81.9)
	Total (%)
105 (100)

	Age Group
	Less than 16 years
	0 (0)
	0 (0)
	0 (0)

	
	16-20 years
	2 (10.5)
	3 (3.5)
	5 (4.8)

	
	20-25 years
	2 (10.5)
	10 (11.6)
	12 (11.4)

	
	25-35 years
	6 (31.6)
	25 (29.1)
	31 (29.5)

	
	35-45 years
	4 (21.1)
	23 (26.7)
	27 (25.7)

	
	45-55 years
	5 (26.3)
	23 (26.7)
	28 (26.7)

	
	55-65 years
	0 (0)
	2 (2.3)
	2 (1.9)

	
	Above 65
	0 (0)
	0 (0)
	0 (0)

	
	Total
	19 (100)
	86 (100)
	105 (100)

	Educational Background
	Not Completed: GCSE Ordinary Level
	5 (26.3)
	18 (20.9)
	23 (21.9)

	
	GCSE Ordinary Level
	7 (36.8)
	45 (52.3)
	52 (49.5)

	
	GCSE Advanced Level
	6 (31.6)
	22 (25.6)
	28 (26.7)

	
	Degree Level and above
	1 (5.3)
	1 (1.2)
	2 (1.9)

	
	Total
	19 (100)
	86 (100)
	105 (100)

	Marital Status
	Single
	8 (42.1)
	21 (24.4)
	29 (27.6)

	
	Married
	7 (36.8)
	58 (67.4)
	65 (61.9)

	
	Divorced/Separated
	4 (21.1)
	7 (8.2)
	11 (10.5)

	
	Total
	19 (100)
	86 (100)
	105 (100)


[bookmark: _Toc216557311][bookmark: _Toc220848414]5.5.2.3 Ethical Considerations
Given the extreme sensitivity surrounding CMS, coercion, harassment, and workplace exploitation, the micro-level qualitative phase adhered to strict ethical protocols designed to protect vulnerable participants. Ethical approval was secured from the Keele University research ethics committee prior to fieldwork (see Appendix 4), consistent with best practice in qualitative labour rights research (Creswell, 2014; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Both interview and questionnaire participants were fully informed of the study’s aims, confidentiality measures, and voluntary nature, and each provided informed consent. Special care was taken when interviewing female workers, LGBTQ participants, and those reporting abuse, reflecting known risks of retaliation, stigma, and psychological harm among workers (Ahmad et al., 2022; Islam and McPhail, 2011).
	Similar to the Muthuthantrige et al (2026) notes, several participants expressed fear of job loss, harassment, or social repercussions, necessitating alternative data collection approaches such as non-recorded interviews, the use of pseudonyms, and off-site meeting locations to ensure safety. Reflexive ethical decision-making guided the research process, with interviewers continuously assessing power imbalances, emotional distress, and cultural sensitivities, particularly given the prevalence of gender-based violence and harassment in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Participants were provided opportunities to withdraw at any stage, and referrals to support organisations were offered when disclosures indicated potential harm.
 Data Management and Confidentiality
To protect participants’ anonymity and comply with institutional data protection requirements, all questionnaire and interview materials were handled using secure, encrypted data management procedures (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Audio files, transcripts, and field notes were stored on password-protected devices accessible only to the research team. Identifying information—including names, locations, factory identifiers, and brand references—was removed during transcription and replaced with anonymised codes (e.g., FW1, HRM3, NGO-RED), following the pseudonymisation approach outlined in the manuscript. Handwritten field notes from non-recorded interviews were digitised immediately after each session, cross-checked for accuracy, and stored securely. A full audit trail was maintained to document data management decisions and ensure traceability of analytic processes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In compliance with institutional policy, data will be retained for a defined period and destroyed thereafter. Confidentiality obligations were explicitly communicated to all participants, and no identifiable information was shared with third parties, employers, or state authorities. This approach aligns with ethical recommendations for research involving highly vulnerable labour populations experiencing coercion, fear, and managerial surveillance (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc216557312][bookmark: _Toc220848415][bookmark: _Toc221437665]5.6 Cross-phase integration 
The integration of findings across the quantitative (macro–meso) and qualitative (meso-extension and micro-level) phases followed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, in which qualitative evidence is used to deepen, clarify, and reinterpret the statistical patterns identified earlier in the study. Integration was achieved through the use of joint displays, meta-inferences, and systematic triangulation, enabling coherence across the three analytical levels. Joint displays served as a central interface, allowing the side-by-side comparison of statistical associations (such as the relationship between MS and country governance and development indicators, SGIs, and ACMS commitments), patterns emerging from corporate disclosures, and worker experiences captured through interviews and questionnaires. These visual matrices, presented in subsequent empirical chapters, highlighted areas of convergence and divergence—for example, cases in which SGIs appeared to be significant predictors of ACMS performance in the quantitative phase, yet qualitative data revealed limited translation of these commitments into improved labour conditions.
Meta-inferences were then generated by synthesising insights from the macro, meso, and micro strands to explain how and why specific quantitative outcomes manifest in practice. This interpretive process illuminated why firms with strong SGI profiles did not consistently demonstrate equally strong ACMS implementation, how institutional pressures shaped symbolic compliance, and why policy–practice gaps emerged within complex, multi-tiered supply chains. Such meta-inferences are strongly aligned with NIT, reinforcing the theory’s proposition that organisational behaviour is often driven more by legitimacy pressures than by substantive ethical commitments.
Triangulation further strengthened the study's credibility by comparing and integrating evidence from quantitative models, corporate disclosures, and worker narratives. This process revealed both alignment and contradiction. For instance, while quantitative findings suggested a positive association between SGIs and ACMS commitments, disclosure analysis frequently exposed selective reporting, reliance on generic due diligence language, and inconsistencies across reporting years. Micro-level testimonies added further depth, revealing production pressures, wage deductions, harassment, restricted mobility, and opaque subcontracting—issues rarely acknowledged in corporate reports. These grounded accounts provided critical explanations for disclosure gaps, illustrating patterns of institutional decoupling.
Conversely, the disclosure analysis helped contextualise quantitative associations by demonstrating that high SGI scores often reflect firms’ adoption of extensive policy frameworks in response to coercive and normative institutional pressures rather than evidence of substantive implementation. Industries with greater reputational exposure tended to produce more detailed disclosures, boosting their measured SGI and ACMS scores even when practice lagged behind policy. Similarly, variations by country of incorporation corresponded to differences in reporting regimes and regulatory expectations, further reinforcing NIT’s core arguments. Through these integrative mechanisms, the study generated robust, multi-layered insights that explain not only what relationships exist in the data but also how and why they materialise in practice.
[bookmark: _Toc216557313][bookmark: _Toc220848416][bookmark: _Toc221437666]5.7 Validity, Reliability, and Trustworthiness 
Ensuring methodological rigour in this multi-phase mixed-methods study required a comprehensive strategy to address validity, reliability, and trustworthiness across the quantitative, qualitative, and integrative components. For the quantitative strand, construct validity was strengthened by operationalising variables using established international indicators such as the WGI, SDGI, IHDI, and WGIs, as well as Refinitiv Eikon datasets, thereby ensuring that institutional and corporate governance constructs reflected their theoretical foundations. Internal validity was enhanced through panel-data techniques, including fixed- and random-effects modelling, robust standard errors, and extensive diagnostic testing for multicollinearity, heteroskedasticity, and outlier effects. Time and industry-stratified models further ensured that findings were not artefacts of model specification. External validity was supported by the breadth of the dataset—166 countries and 255 of the G500 firms—providing generalisability across diverse economic contexts. Reliability was maintained through consistent secondary data extraction processes, an audit trail documenting data-cleaning decisions, and the use of replicable coding structures.

For the qualitative strand, trustworthiness was established through the criteria of credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Credibility was reinforced through triangulation of multiple data sources—including interviews, questionnaires, corporate disclosures, NGO reports, and media investigations—which enabled comparison of narratives across stakeholder groups. Member-checking and prolonged engagement in the field further enhanced interpretive accuracy. Dependability was achieved by maintaining a clear audit trail documenting sampling decisions, coding processes, and thematic development. Collaborative coding and systematic anonymisation of data, ensuring that interpretations were grounded in participant accounts rather than researcher bias. Transferability was facilitated by providing thick descriptions of the Sri Lankan A&TI context, enabling readers to assess the applicability of findings to other Global South production settings.
Finally, rigour in the integration of mixed methods was ensured through clear alignment among strands and systematic triangulation during interpretation. The explanatory sequential design allowed quantitative results to inform qualitative sampling and instrument development, while qualitative insights clarified and contextualised statistical associations. Integration validity was achieved by constructing meta-inferences that synthesised evidence across macro, meso, and micro levels, ensuring theoretical coherence with NIT and empirical consistency across datasets. By combining complementarity, development, and triangulation logics, the study generated robust, multi-layered insights into CMS governance dynamics that would not have been attainable through a single-method design.



[bookmark: _Toc216557314][bookmark: _Toc220848417][bookmark: _Toc221437667]5.8 Methodological Limitations 
Table 5.19 below presents the study's methodological limitations.
	Limitation Category
	Description of Limitation
	Mitigation Strategy Applied

	1. Secondary Data Gaps (Quantitative Phase)
	Missing SGI, ACMS, and control variable data for several G500 firms reduced the sample and introduced potential selection bias.
	Employed strict inclusion criteria; conducted robustness checks; transparently reported exclusions and sample characteristics.

	2. Variability in Corporate Disclosure Quality 
	Annual reports and sustainability disclosures vary in depth and comparability across firms and years, creating a risk of selective reporting and narrative bias.
	Used a standardised coding framework; triangulated disclosures with NGO and media reports; analysed longitudinal patterns to identify inconsistencies.

	3. Symbolic vs. Substantive Reporting
	Corporate disclosures may reflect symbolic compliance rather than actual implementation, leading to overestimation of governance commitment.
	Interpreted findings through NIT; integrated micro-level worker data to validate or challenge corporate claims.

	4. Access Challenges in Fieldwork 
	Gaining access to workers—especially vulnerable groups—was constrained by employer surveillance, fear of retaliation, and cultural sensitivities.
	Collaborated with NGOs; used snowball sampling; conducted interviews off-site; adopted flexible and trauma-informed interviewing practices.

	5. Non-Recording of Sensitive Interviews
	Some interviews could not be audio-recorded due to the risk to participants, reducing verbatim detail.
	Used detailed fieldnotes; immediate post-interview transcription; cross-checking by research team; maintained reflexive memos.

	6. Questionnaire Non-Response and Literacy Issues
	Some participants lacked confidence in reading/writing Sinhala; fear of being identified reduced the full completion of questionnaires.
	Provided verbal-administered versions; simplified questionnaire design; assured anonymity; used researcher assistance when requested.

	7. Cross-Country Data Comparability 
	Institutional indicators (e.g., IEQ, SDGI, IHDI) differ in quality and measurement standards across countries.
	Used internationally validated datasets; normalised indicators where appropriate; conducted sensitivity analyses.

	8. Integration Complexity in Mixed Methods
	Combining quantitative and qualitative datasets introduces analytical challenges, especially where findings diverge.
	Used joint displays, meta-inferences, and systematic triangulation; aligned integration strategy with explanatory sequential logic.

	9. Limited Generalisability of Qualitative Findings
	Micro-level insights from Sri Lanka’s A&TI may not generalise to all countries or supply-chain contexts.
	Positioned qualitative results as contextual explanations; used them to interpret—not generalise beyond—the quantitative findings.


Table 5.19: Methodological limitations

[bookmark: _Toc221437668]5.9 Summary
This chapter has outlined the methodological framework guiding this study and justified the philosophical, theoretical, and practical choices underpinning the research design. Grounded in a critical realist ontology and a pragmatic epistemology, the chapter established a coherent philosophical foundation for investigating CMS as both a structurally embedded governance issue and a lived social reality. Positioning the study within Burrell and Morgan’s paradigmatic framework further clarified its alignment with Functionalist and Interpretivist traditions, while acknowledging critical insights from Radical perspectives. The chapter introduced the Integrated Conceptual Framework, structured around an Inputs–Throughput–Outputs logic informed by NIT, with institutional decoupling as a central moderating mechanism. This framework guided the mixed-methods, multi-level design, linking macro-level institutional pressures, meso-level corporate governance responses, and micro-level worker experiences.
An explanatory sequential mixed-methods approach was adopted, combining quantitative and qualitative strands to ensure both breadth and depth of analysis. The quantitative component examined cross-country governance indicators and firm-level SGIs using panel regression techniques, while the qualitative component involved disclosure analysis and in-depth fieldwork in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. The chapter also detailed procedures for data collection, analysis, integration, and triangulation, alongside considerations of validity, reliability, trustworthiness, and ethics. Building on this methodological foundation, Chapter 6 presents and discusses the empirical findings of the study.






[bookmark: _Toc200603877][bookmark: _Toc220846402][bookmark: _Toc221437669][bookmark: _Toc214218293][bookmark: _Toc196915004][bookmark: _Toc200603878]Chapter 6: Empirical results 
[bookmark: _Toc200603879][bookmark: _Toc214218294][bookmark: _Toc220846403][bookmark: _Toc221437670]6.1 Introduction
Chapter 6 presents the empirical analysis of the study and constitutes the core evidence through which the research questions are addressed. Adopting a sequential mixed-methods design, the chapter integrates four complementary analytical phases to examine how institutional environments, sustainability governance mechanisms, and organisational practices shape corporate responses to MS. By combining quantitative and qualitative approaches across multiple analytical levels, the chapter moves beyond isolated empirical techniques to offer a multi-layered and theoretically grounded explanation of ACMS governance.
The empirical analysis is organised into four interrelated phases. The first phase adopts a macro-level quantitative approach to examine how IEQ, SDGIs and IHDIs governance indicators influence cross-national variation in MS outcomes. This phase establishes the structural conditions within which firms operate and identifies institutional factors associated with heightened or reduced MS risk.
The second phase shifts the focus to the firm level, employing panel and dynamic regression techniques to assess the relationship between SGIs and ACMS commitments. This phase examines how internal governance structures, board characteristics, CSR mechanisms, and financial controls shape firms’ formal responses to CMS, while addressing issues of heterogeneity, persistence, and endogeneity.
Recognising that quantitative indicators capture patterns but not organisational meaning, the third phase introduces a meso-level qualitative analysis of disclosure. Anchored in NIT, this phase analyses corporate disclosures to examine how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures are translated into ACMS narratives and whether these disclosures reflect substantive governance integration, symbolic compliance, or institutional decoupling.
The fourth phase extends the analysis to the micro level, drawing on qualitative evidence to examine implementation realities and lived labour experiences within global supply chains, including evidence from Sri Lankan A&TI. This phase enables triangulation between institutional structures, corporate governance narratives, and worker-level outcomes, providing critical insight into the gaps between formal commitments and operational practice.
Together, these four phases form an integrated analytical framework that connects institutional context, organisational governance, corporate discourse, and labour realities. Each phase builds sequentially on the preceding analysis, enabling cumulative interpretation and strengthening explanatory validity. This integrated approach allows the study to identify not only where governance mechanisms appear effective, but also where structural weaknesses, contradictions, and forms of institutional decoupling persist.
[bookmark: _Toc220846404][bookmark: _Toc221437671]6.2 Macro-level Analysis
This chapter presents the empirical investigation, a shifting macro-level exploration of MS practices across countries. The chapter systematically examines how institutional and structural conditions influence national-level variations in MS PREV, VULN, and Modern MSRM. Drawing on NIT, this analysis posits that formal institutional environments and external stakeholder pressures play a critical role in shaping state capacity and the willingness to address human exploitation in 2022. 
Using a multi-year panel dataset from 2016, 2018, and 2023 across 166 countries, the study assesses the role of key explanatory variables—IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI —alongside control variables such as GDPG, FDI, NETMIG, and FPOPU. IEQ reflects the quality of institutions, which are theorised to be critical in shaping the state’s capacity to combat exploitative labour practices (2025; Moussa et al., 2022; North, 1990; Phillips et al., 2003).
NIT emphasises that institutional environments constrain or enable organisational behaviour through formal and informal rules, norms, and legitimacy pressures (Scott, 2013). Countries with higher IEQ are more likely to adopt AMS legislation and implement effective enforcement mechanisms due to coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Suddaby et al., 2013). Table 6.1 present the direction of the hypotheses.
Table 6.1: Direction of hypothesis
	Variable
	MS Risk

	
	PREV
	VULN
	MSRM

	(H1) Countries with a Higher value of IEQ 
	Negative
	Negative
	Positive

	(H2) Countries with Better SDGI
	Negative
	Negative
	Positive

	(H3) Countries with higher IHDI
	Negative
	Negative
	Positive



In line with previous literature, this research uses a combination of pooled and fixed-effects (FE) panel regression models, complemented by robustness checks including instrumental variable (IV) approaches and region-specific analyses (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). By examining institutional and developmental influences on MS outcomes, this chapter contributes to a deeper understanding of how structural governance conditions foster or hinder progress toward UN-SDG 8.7: the eradication of forced labour, human trafficking, and MS.
[bookmark: _Toc196915025][bookmark: _Toc200603880][bookmark: _Toc214218295][bookmark: _Toc220846405][bookmark: _Toc221437672]6.2.1 Descriptive Analysis
The descriptive statistics presented in Table 6.2 provide a snapshot of the evolution and variation of key variables over time (2016, 2018, and 2023), with the pooled sample summarising the full dataset. The descriptive statistics for MS prevalence across 2016, 2018, and 2023 reveal important temporal trends in the global scope of MS. In 2016, the mean prevalence was relatively low at 0.54 (Standard deviation (SD) = 0.51), with a range from 0.018 to 4.37, suggesting limited variation and perhaps lower detection or reporting at the time. By 2018, both the mean (6.14) and the SD (8.60) had increased substantially, with the maximum value rising to 93, reflecting either a surge in actual prevalence or improved measurement efforts. This trend continued in 2022, where the mean reached 6.56, and the SD remained high at 7.86, with the maximum still at a concerning 90.3. The overall average across all years was 4.36 (SD = 7.22), highlighting the persistence of extreme variation in slavery risks across countries. These shifts align with the literature emphasising how structural vulnerabilities, such as conflict, governance failure, and economic shocks, exacerbate slavery conditions (Crane et al., 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). The rising trend may also reflect greater awareness, legal reforms, and global data-collection efforts.
The MS vulnerability shows an upward trend, rising from a mean of 39 in 2016 to over 46 in 2022. It suggests that structural risk factors—such as poverty, conflict, weak RL, and inequality—remain entrenched or are even worsening in some contexts (ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022; Walk Free, 2018b). The increasing vulnerability thus represents a failure of dominant institutions to safeguard at-risk groups, despite increasing scrutiny from global stakeholders such as NGOs, international organisations, and civil society (Walk Free, 2018c, 2024).
The mean IEQ values hover around zero, with no significant change over the years, suggesting that institutional quality has remained relatively stable. However, the wide standard deviation (SD) points to stark disparities in governance environments. Consistent with NIT, these variations reflect how embedded institutional logics—shaped by path dependency and legitimacy pressures—lead countries to adopt distinct responses to MS despite global norms (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
The overall average across all years was 4.36 (SD = 7.22), highlighting the persistence of extreme variation in slavery risks across countries. These shifts align with the literature emphasising how structural vulnerabilities, such as conflict, governance failure, and economic shocks, exacerbate slavery conditions (Crane et al., 2019; Moussa et al., 2022; Walk Free, 2018). The rising trend may also reflect greater awareness, legal reforms, and global data-collection efforts. The MS vulnerability shows an upward trend, rising from a mean of 39 in 2016 to over 46 in 2022. This suggests that structural risk factors—such as poverty, conflict, weak RL, and inequality—remain entrenched or are even worsening in some contexts (Walk Free, 2016, 2018a, 2023a). 
Government response to MS improved over the years, from an average score of 38.9 in 2016 to 45.4 in 2022 (Walk Free, 2016, 2018a, 2023a). This trend may indicate growing institutional isomorphism—the process by which countries converge on certain practices due to coercive pressures (e.g., from international legal frameworks), mimetic processes (copying perceived best practices), or normative pressures (e.g., from international non-governmental institutions or human rights advocates) (Geels, 2020; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021; Suddaby et al., 2013). However, the descriptive data also show high variance, indicating that while some countries are adopting more robust responses, others remain stagnant or regressive (Walk Free, 2018c).
The composite IEQ—a principal component capturing RL, RQ, VA, CC, and GE—remains centred around zero with slight fluctuations, underscoring the structural persistence of institutional quality over time. From a NIT perspective, these indicators reflect the "rules of the game" (North, 1990) that shape not only government behaviour but also business conduct. Weak institutional environments are often associated with higher risks of exploitation and informality in labour markets (Burritt and Christ, 2023; Crane et al., 2019). Country-level SDGI scores show incremental improvements over the study period, aligning with increasing international pressure on states and corporations to align with the UN-SDGs (Patel et al., 2023; United Nations- Economic and Social Council, 2022; United Nations Human Rights, 2017). 
IHDI remained relatively stable (mean ≈ 0.59 and SD 0.20), with modest improvements over time. The minimum and maximum values also shifted slightly upward, reflecting both low and high extremes across countries. These trends suggest a gradual and positive change in the measured attribute over the observed period (Moussa et al., 2022). 
Macroeconomic variables, including GDPG, FDI, and INFL, exhibited significant variability, particularly FDI and NETMIG, which recorded extreme outliers. Such volatility aligns with broader literature on economic shocks and migration as drivers of labour precarity and trafficking risks (Bales, 1999; Harvard International Review, 2020; Houqe and Khan, 2025). 
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	Year 2016
	Year 2018
	Year 2022
	Pooled sample

	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max

	PREV
	0.54
	0.51
	0.18
	4.37
	6.14
	8.60
	3.00
	93.00
	6.57
	7.85
	0.50
	90.3
	4.36
	7.22
	0.018
	93.00

	VAL
	39.00
	2.05
	17.30
	70.00
	45.30
	0.05
	1.00
	98.300
	46.27
	0.33
	1.00
	98.00
	43.48
	0.21
	1.00
	100.00

	GRES
	38.85
	14.97
	-5.76
	82.84
	41.32
	17.18
	-5.60
	93.90
	45.38
	12.75
	-3.00
	68.00
	41.87
	15.28
	-5.76
	93.90

	IEQ
	0.02
	2.13
	-4.24
	4.48
	0.00
	2.13
	-4.21
	4.52
	-0.02
	2.13
	-4.15
	4.57
	0.00
	2.13
	-4.24
	4.57

	SDGI
	65.73
	10.40
	38.57
	85.60
	66.74
	10.22
	38.85
	85.89
	67.05
	10.33
	38.89
	86.48
	66.51
	10.31
	38.57
	86.48

	HDI
	0.58
	0.20
	0.20
	0.90
	0.58
	0.20
	0.20
	0.91
	0.60
	0.20
	0.22
	0.91
	0.59
	0.17
	0.20
	0.91

	GDPG
	2.88
	3.42
	-9.38
	13.79
	3.35
	2.53
	-6.24
	8.78
	4.16
	6.69
	-28.76
	63.33
	3.46
	4.59
	-28.76
	63.33

	FDI
	2.26
	7.38
	-14.31
	51.80
	3.34
	34.43
	-42.31
	407.49
	-0.75
	30.71
	-360.35
	33.18
	1.63
	26.95
	-360.35
	407.49

	INFL
	8.25
	36.50
	-1.80
	2842.00
	4.67
	9.00
	-2.81
	83.50
	13.30
	20.64
	-6.69
	7776.00
	8.69
	25.11
	-6.69
	7776.00

	NETMIG
	341.49
	280863.60
	-2290411.00
	1889129.00
	-0.12
	261751.90
	-1355602.00
	1764961.00
	206.98
	523737.90
	-5699445.00
	1319009.00
	182.68
	373441.20
	-5699445.00
	1889129.00

	FPOP
	50.01
	3.32
	24.62
	54.47
	50.00
	3.27
	25.69
	54.64
	50.05
	3.00
	28.15
	54.89
	50.02
	3.19
	24.62
	54.89

	RLAW
	-0.15
	1.02
	-2.32
	2.01
	-0.16
	1.01
	-2.30
	2.03
	-0.16
	1.01
	-2.29
	1.96
	-0.15
	1.01
	-2.32
	2.03

	VOCC
	-0.15
	1.01
	-2.18
	1.67
	-0.16
	1.01
	-2.21
	1.71
	-0.17
	1.00
	-2.02
	1.78
	-0.16
	1.01
	-2.21
	1.78

	RQUA
	-0.07
	1.04
	-2.35
	2.17
	-0.07
	1.04
	-2.39
	2.22
	-0.10
	1.04
	-2.39
	2.21
	-0.08
	1.04
	-2.39
	2.22

	GEFF
	-0.10
	1.02
	-2.34
	2.21
	-0.11
	1.02
	-2.32
	2.23
	-0.12
	1.02
	-2.39
	2.14
	-0.11
	1.02
	-2.39
	2.23

	CCRPT
	-0.16
	1.02
	-1.76
	2.24
	-0.17
	1.01
	-1.79
	2.17
	-0.15
	1.03
	-1.86
	2.40
	-0.16
	1.02
	-1.86
	2.40


Table 6.2: Summary of Statistics
Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8



[bookmark: _Toc196915026][bookmark: _Toc200603881][bookmark: _Toc214218296][bookmark: _Toc220846406][bookmark: _Toc221437673]6.2.2 Correlation Analysis
The correlation matrix presented in Table 6.3 explores the interrelations among the dependent variables—MS PREV, VULN, and MSRM—alongside IEQ, SDGI, IHDI and key controls.  The prevalence of MS shows a significant positive correlation with vulnerability (r = 0.357, p < 0.01) and a negative correlation with government response (r = -0.222, p < 0.01), IEQ (IEQ, r = -0.294, p < 0.01), and SDGI (r = -0.244, p < 0.01). This implies that stronger institutions and lower corruption are associated with lower MS prevalence, which aligns with NIT and suggests that effective formal structures and institutional legitimacy can constrain exploitative practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Suddaby et al., 2013).
VULN is highly significantly negatively correlated with IEQ (r = -0.733), SDGI (r = -0.677), and IHDI (r = -0.765), indicating that vulnerable populations are more common in contexts with weak institutions and high corruption. Further, it indicates strong correlations among institutional and development-related variables, particularly between SDGI, IHDI, IEQ, and vulnerability. This is theoretically expected, as these indicators capture overlapping dimensions of governance quality and human development. To mitigate multicollinearity concerns, the study avoids simultaneous inclusion of highly correlated variables in the same model and employs PCA-derived composite indices. VIF diagnostics further confirm that multicollinearity is not a concern in the estimated models. MSRM shows a strong positive correlation with IEQ (r = 0.595), SDGI (r = 0.631), and IHDI (r = 0.564). Governments may respond more robustly to pressures when embedded in less corrupt, higher-capacity institutional environments  (Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2022; Roberts and Elamer, 2025). 
Regarding control variables, GDPG shows no meaningful correlations with the key practices. FDI shows a slight negative correlation with VULN, while INFL is positively associated with vulnerability and negatively associated with institutional quality, suggesting that macroeconomic volatility may weaken institutional responses (Nunn, 2007). NTMIG shows a positive correlation with IEQ and MSRM, possibly reflecting that better institutions both attract migrants and respond more effectively to exploitation risks (Harvard International Review, 2020; ILO, 2023b; Nunn, 2007). Finally, the FPOP share correlates positively with MSRM and negatively with VULN, highlighting gender inclusion as a potential factor in stronger governance responses (Walk Free, 2020). Together, these patterns reinforce the study's theoretical framing: robust institutions, aligned with global governance norms and development, contribute to lower MS risk, and demographic pressures moderate these effects.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Table 6.3: Person’s correlation matrix for all variables
	Variable
	PREV
	VULN
	MSRM
	IEQ
	SDGI
	IHDI
	GDPG
	FDI
	INFL
	NETMIG
	FPOPU

	PREV
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	VULN
	.357***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	MSRM
	-.222***
	-.601***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	IEQ
	-.294***
	-.733***
	.595***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	SDGI
	-.244***
	-.677***
	.631***
	.774***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	

	IHDI
	-.239***
	-.765***
	.564***
	.774***
	.718***
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	GDPG
	0.05
	0.011
	0.053
	0.033
	-0.061
	-.115*
	1
	
	
	
	

	FDI
	-0.028
	-.111*
	0.042
	0.027
	0.027
	0.052
	0.021
	1
	
	
	

	INFL
	0.074
	.190***
	-.141**
	-.248***
	-.191***
	-.154**
	-.112*
	-0.028
	1
	
	

	NETMIG
	-0.061
	-.182***
	.121**
	.209***
	.131**
	.186***
	.184***
	0.01
	-.101*
	1
	

	FPOPU
	0.003
	-0.041
	.122**
	-0.022
	.104*
	0.057
	-0.029
	-0.004
	0.053
	-0.054
	1


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8    ***p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, p < 0.10

[bookmark: _Toc220846407][bookmark: _Toc221437674][bookmark: _Toc196915027][bookmark: _Toc200603882][bookmark: _Toc214218297]6.2.2 Regression Analysis
6.2.2.1 Impact of IEQ on MS Practices
Table 6.4 presents the empirical assessment of the effect of IEQ on MS practices. Similar to Moussa et al. (2022), this study estimates three OLS models in which PREV, VULN, and MSRM are treated as dependent variables. The key explanatory variable in each model is IEQ, with control variables including economic indicators (GDPG, FDI, INFL), migration dynamics (NTMIG), and demographic variability (FPOP). 
Model 1: IEQ and MS Prevalence (PREV)
In Model 1, IEQ is again negatively and significantly associated with the prevalence of MS (β = -0.566, p < 0.01), though the effect size is smaller than in the vulnerability model. This suggests that while IEQ play a crucial role in reducing slavery prevalence, its influence may be more indirect, perhaps by shaping enforcement capacity, labour protections, and judicial responsiveness. These results are consistent with the arguments of Craig et al. (2019) and Landman and Silverman (2019) that legal and institutional infrastructures are necessary—but not sufficient—conditions for reducing the number of actual cases of slavery.  The time dummies again show large and significant effects, suggesting that the measured prevalence of MS increased over time—consistent with studies attributing this to better reporting mechanisms and intensifying socioeconomic and climate pressures (ILO, 2022d, 2023a). 
Model 2: IEQ and MS Vulnerability (VULN)
[bookmark: _Toc196915028]In model 2, examines the impact of IEQ on the population's vulnerability to MS. The results show that IEQ has a strong, negative, and highly significant effect (β = -7.000, p < 0.01), indicating that improvements in governance quality, RL, CC, and PS significantly reduce structural vulnerabilities.  This aligns with the literature suggesting that stronger governance structures—such as RL, VA, and CC—reduce social and institutional risk factors linked to labour exploitation (Cuesta, 2013; Moussa et al., 2022; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). Both year dummies are significant, indicating a time trend: vulnerability increased substantially between 2016 and 2022, which may reflect growing awareness, data improvements, or actual increases in risk exposure due to economic shocks (e.g., COVID-19, conflicts).
Model 3: IEQ and MS risk mitigation (MSRM) 
In model 3, IEQ has a positive and significant effect on MSRM (β = 3.599, p < 0.01), supporting the idea that stronger institutions are better able to design, fund, and implement anti-slavery interventions. This is consistent with prior research suggesting that countries with high governance quality tend to adopt more comprehensive policies against trafficking and forced labour (Cuesta, 2013; Hummel and Jobst, 2024; Moussa et al., 2022). The increasing significance of the year variables implies a steady improvement in governmental responses over time, likely due to the diffusion of international norms and pressure from global development frameworks such as the SDGs (particularly UN-SDG 8.7) (Walk Free, 2018c).
Overall, the significant IEQ coefficients across all three models strengthen the argument that IEQ is a systematic and robust determinant of MS practices (Moussa et al., 2022). VIF diagnostics indicate no multicollinearity concerns across the models, with mean VIF values ranging from 1.06 to 1.07—well below conventional thresholds—thereby confirming the stability and reliability of the estimated coefficients. The dummy variables for 2018 and 2022 are positive and significant across all models, suggesting improvements in reporting, awareness, or actual progress over time. These temporal effects may also reflect increased international pressure and stakeholder engagement, including from the ILO, UN, and civil society, pushing governments to act on MS  (HR Government, 2015; ILO, 2022c; Rob Bonta, 2024).
 Together, the three models highlight the central role of IEQ in addressing both the root causes and responses to MS. These findings support the NIT view that robust governance structures; combined with legal capacity and socio-political stability are essential to protecting populations and enabling state responses. While macroeconomic growth alone is insufficient, when combined with institutional strength, it can create a more resilient and inclusive framework for eradicating slavery. Therefore, the study supports the macro-level Hypothesis 1 (H1), which posits that higher levels of IEQ are associated with lower MS PREV and VULN, as well as more effective government responses for MSRM.
Table 6.4: Pooled OLS Regression of IEQ on MS Practices 
	Variable
	Model 2: PREV
	Model 1: VULN
	Model 3: MSRM

	IEQ
	-0.566*** (0.078)
	-7.000*** (0.267)
	3.599*** (0.493)

	GDPG
	0.025 (0.034)
	0.147 (0.135)
	0.100 (0.119)

	FDI
	0.001 (0.001)
	-0.015 (0.015)
	0.020 (0.012)

	INFL
	0.010 (0.014)
	-0.007 (0.034)
	-0.057 (0.045)

	NTMIG
	-0.000 (0.000)
	-0.000 (0.000)
	0.000 (0.000)

	FPOP
	-0.035 (0.035)
	-0.296*** (0.096)
	0.668*** (0.208)

	Year_2018
	4.263*** (0.312)
	4.839*** (1.006)
	3.125*** (0.947)

	Year_2022
	5.159*** (0.383)
	5.233*** (1.298)
	7.489*** (1.047)

	Clustered by
	Country
	Country
	Country

	Year effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Constant
	2.365 (1.741)
	54.266*** (4.804)
	5.505 (10.295)

	R²
	0.460
	0.720
	0.358

	Adj. R²
	0.449
	0.715
	0.346

	Observations
	399
	403
	405

	VIF
	1.06
	1.06
	1.07


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. Robust t-statistics are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
[bookmark: _Toc200603883][bookmark: _Toc214218298]8.2.2.2 Impact of UN-SDGs on MS Practices
Table 6.5 presents the results of three regression models examining the influence of the SDGI on key MS practices. The analysis controls for economic and demographic factors and includes year effects, with standard errors clustered by country to ensure robust inference.
Across all models, SDGI is significantly associated with MS practices, consistent with theoretical expectations grounded in both NIT (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021). In Model 1, higher SDGI scores are associated with a statistically significant reduction in VULN (–1.402, t = –15.98), suggesting that countries with stronger sustainable governance frameworks tend to exhibit lower structural vulnerabilities to MS. Similarly, Model 2 reveals a negative and significant relationship between SDGI and PREV (–0.087, t = –3.47), supporting the notion that sustainability-oriented governance is instrumental in mitigating exploitative conditions.
Interestingly, Model 3 reveals a positive and highly significant association between SDGI and MSRM (0.822, t = 9.55), indicating that countries with stronger sustainable governance also exhibit more proactive responses to combat MS. This finding is consistent with literature that emphasizes the role of SDG-aligned institutions in promoting regulatory enforcement and social accountability (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017).
Among the control variables, FDI shows a significant negative effect on VULN (–0.039, t = –4.81), but a positive effect on MSRM (0.023, t = 2.52), suggesting a nuanced role of global capital flows: while FDI might exacerbate vulnerabilities through supply chain risks, it may also contribute to increased international scrutiny and policy efforts (Long et al., 2023; Nunn, 2007). Inflation significantly increases vulnerability and decreases government response to MS, aligning with arguments that macroeconomic instability can strain institutional capacity and exacerbate exploitation (ILO, 2017b, 2022d). Moreover, NTMIG has a strong and negative effect on both VULN and PREV, underscoring the vulnerabilities associated with cross-border movements—consistent with migration-related MS risks (ILO, 2023c; Ritu Bharadwaj et al., 2021; Walk Free, 2023a). FPOP exhibits a mild positive effect on vulnerability and a significant positive impact on government response, potentially reflecting the capacity of urban institutions to detect and respond to slavery-related risks (Walk Free, 2020).
Lastly, the year effects for 2018 and 2022 are positive and significant across all models, indicating that MS practices have worsened or become more salient in those years, possibly due to geopolitical, economic, or policy shocks (e.g., migration crises and the impacts of the global pandemic). Therefore, Table 6.5 provides strong empirical support for the role of UN-SDGs in reducing MS risks and enhancing government responses. These findings are aligned with both normative expectations of the UN-SDGs (especially UN-SDG 8.7) and institutional theories of global governance, which posit that norm diffusion and organisational isomorphism can drive improvements in social and labour protections (Stock Exchange of Thailand et al., 2021; Walk Free, 2024). Hence, the findings support Hypothesis 2, suggesting that stronger commitments to SDGI are associated with reduced MS PREV and VULN of MS, while also enhancing the effectiveness of MSRM.Bottom of Form
Table 6.5: Impact of Sustainable Development Goals on Modern Slavery practices
	Variable
	VULN
	PREV
	MSRM

	SDGI
	-1.402*** (-15.98)
	-0.087*** (-3.47)
	0.822*** (9.55)

	GDPG
	0.051 (0.37)
	0.023 (0.58)
	0.054 (0.48)

	FDI
	-0.039*** (-4.81)
	-0.001 (-0.65)
	0.023** (2.52)

	INFL
	0.114** (2.62)
	0.022 (1.34)
	-0.143** (-2.46)

	NTMIG
	-4.83e-06*** (-3.36)
	-1.01e-06** (-2.23)
	1.73e-06 (0.79)

	FPOP
	0.205* (1.75)
	-0.002 (-0.05)
	0.417** (2.25)

	YEAR_2018
	5.480*** (5.28)
	4.345*** (12.76)
	2.873*** (3.28)

	YEAR_2022
	5.742*** (4.30)
	5.169*** (11.92)
	7.319*** (7.47)

	Constant
	120.700*** (16.51)
	6.316** (3.15)
	-34.705*** (-3.49)

	Adj R²
	0.621
	0.409
	0.425

	Clusters
	135
	134
	135

	Year Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. Robust t-statistics are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

[bookmark: _Toc196915029][bookmark: _Toc200603884][bookmark: _Toc214218299]6.2.2.3 Impact of IHDI on MS Practices 
The results presented in Table 6.6 reveal the impact of the IHDI and several economic control variables on MS practices. Consistent across all models, the IHDI demonstrates a significant relationship with the three practices, reinforcing the notion that human development inequalities contribute substantially to MS risks (Keser and Gökmen, 2018; Moussa et al., 2022; Ranis et al., 2011; UNDP, 2025a).
Specifically, in Model 1, a higher IHDI score significantly reduces vulnerability to MS (β = -71.236, p < 0.01), highlighting that societies with more equitable human development have substantially lower vulnerability levels. This aligns with findings by Landman & Silverman (2019), who argue that structural inequalities exacerbate individuals' susceptibility to exploitative practices. Similarly, in Model 2, a higher IHDI is associated with a significant reduction in MS prevalence (β = -3.486, p < 0.01), further supporting theories that socioeconomic inequality is a core driver of exploitation (Craig Gary et al., 2019; Walk Free, 2020).
Conversely, Model 3 shows that improvements in IHDI are positively associated with government response scores (β = 40.706, p < 0.01), suggesting that countries with more equitable development are also more capable and willing to enforce anti-slavery legislation and policies. This finding is consistent with NIT (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Elamer et al., 2020; Geels, 2020), which emphasises that formal institutions, such as law enforcement and governance structures, improve in contexts of greater development equality.
Regarding control variables, FDI negatively impacts VULN and positively influences MSRM, albeit with smaller magnitudes. The INFL is positively associated with VULN but negatively associated with MSRM, highlighting the complex role of economic instability in shaping MS conditions (Lebaron, 2020).  NTMIG also show significant negative effects on vulnerability and prevalence, suggesting that high migration pressures are correlated with increased MS risks, a dynamic observed in previous empirical studies (ILO, 2023b; Ritu Bharadwaj et al., 2021). Year effects confirm that both 2018 and 2022 were associated with significant improvements in government response and reductions in vulnerability and prevalence, possibly reflecting the growing international focus on eradicating MS, in line with UN-SDG 8.7 (Boyd et al., 2021; United Nations, 2017; Walk Free, 2023a). Overall, the robustness of IHDI’s effects across all three models strengthens the argument that addressing IHDI is not only a moral imperative but also a strategic policy approach for combating MS globally (Davis, 2017; Moussa et al., 2022). Therefore, the results support Hypothesis 3, indicating that countries with higher IHDI levels tend to experience lower MS PREV and VULN to MS, alongside stronger governmental MSRM.
Table 6.6: Impact of Inequality-adjusted Human Development on Modern Slavery practices 
	Variable
	Model 1: PREV
	Model 2: VULN
	Model 3: MSRM

	IHDI
	-3.486*** (1.260)
	-71.236*** (4.055)
	40.706*** (4.539)

	GDPG
	0.087 (0.059)
	0.083 (0.213)
	0.085 (0.255)

	FDI
	-0.002 (0.002)
	-0.017** (0.008)
	0.013 (0.011)

	INFL
	0.050 (0.037)
	0.254*** (0.091)
	-0.197* (0.108)

	NTMIG
	-1.49e-06*** (3.00e-07)
	-3.13e-06** (1.20e-06)
	5.16e-07 (2.34e-06)

	FPOP
	-0.009 (0.071)
	-0.338 (0.227)
	0.631 (0.372)

	Year 2018
	4.466*** (0.353)
	3.974*** (1.082)
	3.603*** (0.914)

	Year 2022
	4.623*** (0.458)
	3.134** (1.544)
	8.579*** (1.183)

	Constant
	2.587 (3.435)
	96.204*** (11.914)
	-14.867 (19.117)

	Observations
	352
	354
	355

	Adj R2
	0.417
	0.653
	0.4

	Clustered by
	Country
	Country
	Country

	Year Fixed Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes


 Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. Robust t-statistics are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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[bookmark: _Toc200603887][bookmark: _Toc214218301]6.2.3.1. Impact of IEQ Dimensions on MS Practices
Table 6.7 presents additional robustness checks assessing the influence of six WGIs on three dependent variables. Models 1 through 6 regress each WGI indicator individually on the outcomes, controlling for macroeconomic variables and fixed effects. Across all models, the governance dimensions exhibit strong and statistically significant relationships with the dependent variables. Specifically, higher scores in each WGI dimension are consistently associated with lower MS prevalence and vulnerability, as well as with improved government response scores. For example, the RL shows a strong negative association with both prevalence and vulnerability, and a strong positive association with MSRM, suggesting that stronger legal frameworks may play a pivotal role in both prevention and policy response.
These results reinforce the main analysis (See Table 8.3) by demonstrating the individual effects of each WGI component, thus confirming the robustness and consistency of governance as a significant determinant of MS practices. The models show high explanatory power for VULN (Adj R² between 0.5461 and 0.6735) and PREV (Adj R² between 0.4292 and 0.4619), with moderate values for MSRM (Adj R² between 0.31 and 0.39). The significance of control variables and year dummies, along with consistent inclusion of fixed effects, supports the credibility of these estimates. These findings align with prior research (e.g., Crane et al., 2019; Landman & Silverman, 2019) and Moussa et al. (2022) on outcomes. 
Table 6. 7: Impact of IEQ dimensions on Modern Slavery practices
	
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6

	
	PREV
	PREV
	PREV
	PREV
	PREV
	PREV

	
	VULN
	VULN
	VULN
	VULN
	VULN
	VULN

	
	MSRM
	MSRM
	MSRM
	MSRM
	MSRM
	MSRM

	CC
	-1.15*** (-8.46)
	
	
	
	
	

	
	-13.68*** (-22.40)
	
	
	
	
	

	
	6.70*** (6.51)
	
	
	
	
	

	GF
	
	-1.12*** (-6.46)
	
	
	
	

	
	
	-14.95*** (-20.08)
	
	
	
	

	
	
	7.94*** (6.53)
	
	
	
	

	PS
	
	
	-1.07*** (-4.76)
	
	
	

	
	
	
	-14.97*** (-17.11)
	
	
	

	
	
	
	5.24*** (3.95)
	
	
	

	RQ
	
	
	
	-1.13*** (-5.87)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	-14.64*** (-18.19)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	8.51*** (7.14)
	
	

	RL
	
	
	
	
	-1.18*** (-7.56)
	

	
	
	
	
	
	-14.72***(-21.10)
	

	
	
	
	
	
	7.61*** (6.84)
	

	VA
	
	
	
	
	
	-1.31*** (-7.11)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	-13.42*** (-12.53)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	8.24*** (8.50)

	Control Variables
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Constant
	3.2
	2.77
	-2.75
	2.62
	3.29
	3.18

	
	64.37
	59.79
	2.49
	57.4
	65.78
	2.49

	
	0.53
	-0.41
	37.76
	4.04
	-0.43
	37.76

	Country FE
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Year FE
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Year_2018
	4.28***
	4.27***
	4.28***
	4.28***
	4.26***
	4.28***

	
	4.70***
	4.85***
	4.62***
	4.77***
	4.80***
	4.62***

	
	3.18***
	3.15***
	3.11***
	3.11***
	3.13***
	3.11***

	Year_2022
	5.17***
	5.07***
	5.10***
	5.15***
	5.12***
	5.17***

	
	5.05***
	4.33***
	4.05***
	5.13***
	4.85***
	4.05***

	
	7.70***
	7.45***
	7.83***
	7.36***
	7.68***
	7.83***

	Observations
	399
	399
	399
	399
	399
	399

	
	403
	403
	403
	403
	403
	403

	
	405
	405
	405
	405
	405
	405

	Adj R²
	0.4525
	0.4292
	0.4619
	0.4451
	0.4525
	0.4565

	
	0.6558
	0.5733
	0.5461
	0.6591
	0.6735
	0.5461

	
	0.3116
	0.3484
	0.3584
	0.3921
	0.3416
	0.3584


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.


[bookmark: _Toc200603885][bookmark: _Toc214218302]6.2.3.2 Impact of Corruption on Modern Slavery Practices
Table 6.8, regression results, provide strong empirical support for the proposition that corruption, as measured by the CPI, plays a critical role in shaping MS outcomes worldwide. Specifically, CPI was consistently and significantly associated with all three dependent variables: PREV, VULN, and MSRM. In line with theoretical expectations, countries with lower perceived corruption (i.e., higher CPI scores) exhibited significantly lower prevalence and vulnerability to MS, as well as stronger governmental responses (Rauscher and Willert, 2020; Transparency International, 2023). These findings align with NIT, which suggests that formal institutions and RQ influence state and organisational behaviour by shaping expectations of legitimacy and compliance (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021; Scott, 2013). In less corrupt environments, states are more likely to adhere to international norms and standards regarding human rights and labour protections, thereby reducing structural vulnerabilities and implementing credible anti-slavery measures. The positive association between CPI and MSRM also reflects the institutional capacity of cleaner governments to respond to stakeholder demands for accountability and transparency (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Peters, 2018; Rauscher and Willert, 2020).
The findings further suggest that governments in low-corruption contexts are more responsive to both internal and external stakeholder pressures — including those from civil society, international organisations, and advocacy networks — which increasingly demand action against exploitative labour practices (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Peters, 2018; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). In contrast, high levels of corruption may impede this responsiveness, weaken enforcement mechanisms, and create impunity for exploitative actors. As shown in the data, the magnitude of the CPI coefficient was particularly strong for VULN (-0.729***), indicating that corruption substantially increases structural risk factors for MS. Moreover, the robustness of CPI’s significance across all models, despite the inclusion of economic controls, underscores the centrality of institutional integrity in addressing MS (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Rauscher and Willert, 2020). These results reinforce prior empirical work highlighting the importance of governance quality and institutional context in shaping vulnerability and state-led efforts to combat human exploitation (Landman and Silverman, 2019). Collectively, the findings offer compelling evidence that anti-corruption reforms are not only governance imperatives but also key components of global strategies to reduce MS. The results affirm Hypothesis 5 (H5), indicating that lower perceived corruption—reflected in higher CPI scores—is significantly associated with reduced MS prevalence and vulnerability, as well as stronger government responsiveness.
Table 6.8: Impact of corruption on Modern slavery practices.
	Variable
	PREV
	VULN
	MSRM

	CPI
	-0.061*** (-8.13)
	-0.729*** (-23.57)
	0.357*** (6.71)

	GDPG
	0.019 (0.59)
	0.085 (0.69)
	0.081 (0.70)

	FDI
	0.001 (0.71)
	-0.020 (-1.26)
	0.019 (1.44)

	INFL
	0.014 (0.98)
	0.048 (1.28)
	-0.094* (-1.89)

	NTMIG
	-7.03e-07 (-1.44)
	-2.35e-06 (-1.25)
	8.90e-07 (0.40)

	FPOPU
	-0.052 (-1.36)
	-0.510*** (-3.79)
	0.758*** (3.53)

	Year 2018
	4.271*** (13.63)
	4.660*** (4.47)
	2.999*** (3.12)

	Year 2022
	5.139*** (13.50)
	4.729*** (3.46)
	7.714*** (7.09)

	Constant
	5.786*** (2.99)
	95.164*** (13.32)
	-13.327 (-1.18)

	Adj R²
	0.457
	0.662
	0.315

	Clusters
	142
	143
	143

	Observations
	398
	402
	404


[bookmark: _Toc200603888][bookmark: _Toc214218303]Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

6.2.3.3 Interaction Effects Between Corruption and Foreign Direct Investment: A Moderation Analysis
Table 6.9 presents a deeper analysis of how corruption dynamics interact with MS. Additional models were estimated, including interaction terms between CPI and FDI (Egger and Winner, 2006; Joo et al., 2022; Yang, 2024). To deepen the analysis of how corruption dynamics interact with the economic drivers of MS, additional models were estimated, including interaction terms between CPI and FDI (Egger and Winner, 2006; Joo et al., 2022; Yang, 2024). 
Results indicate that higher perceived corruption (lower CPI scores) significantly increases MS PREV VULN and reduces MSRM. Specifically, a one-point increase in CPI (toward less corruption) is associated with a significant decrease in PREV (β =-0.064, t = -6.54), a strong decline in VULN (β =-0.751, t = -22.65), and a notable increase in MSRM (β =0.358, t = 6.73), all statistically significant at the 1% level. These findings are consistent with earlier models (See Table 7.4) using CC as an alternative measure, which showed even larger effects: a reduction in PREV (β =-1.15, t = -8.46), a sharp reduction β VULN (β =-13.68, t = -22.40), and an increase in MSRM (β =6.70, t = 6.51). This supports the robustness of the relationship between anti-corruption governance and better slavery-related outcomes.
The interaction between CPI and FDI is statistically significant only in the VULN, where the positive coefficient on the interaction term (β = 0.010, t = 2.12) suggests that FDI's effect on reducing vulnerability becomes more positive (i.e., less harmful) as corruption decreases. It aligns with the notion that foreign capital investment is more likely to reduce vulnerability when it occurs in institutional environments characterised by integrity and stronger governance (e.g., Egger & Winner, 2006; Majoch et al., 2017; Yang, 2024).  In contrast, the interaction terms in the PREV and MSRM models were not statistically significant, suggesting that the conditional moderating role of corruption on FDI may be more relevant to structural vulnerability than to immediate prevalence or state response.
These results emphasise that corruption is not just a parallel governance concern, but a structural enabler of MS. From an NIT perspective, weak anti-corruption environments fail to exert coercive or normative pressures that would compel organisations and states to address exploitation (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; UNDP, 2021).
Table 6.9: Interaction Effects Between Corruption and Foreign Direct Investment
	Variable
	PREV
	VULN
	MSRM

	CPI
	-0.064*** (-6.54)
	-0.751*** (-22.65)
	0.358*** (6.73)

	FDI
	-0.067 (-0.79)
	-0.613** (-2.17)
	0.163 (1.68)

	CPI Ã— FDI
	0.001 (0.82)
	0.010** (2.12)
	-0.002 (-1.33)

	GDPG
	0.019 (0.58)
	0.083 (0.67)
	0.083 (0.71)

	INFL
	0.014 (0.96)
	0.046 (1.23)
	-0.093 (-1.88)

	NTMIG
	-0.000001 (-1.40)
	-0.000002 (-1.20)
	0.000001 (0.40)

	FPOPU
	-0.055 (-1.44)
	-0.534*** (-4.06)
	0.764*** (3.55)

	Year 2018
	4.271*** (13.69)
	4.688*** (4.54)
	2.975*** (3.08)

	Year 2022
	5.137*** (13.52)
	4.721*** (3.46)
	7.655*** (7.05)

	Constant
	6.026*** (3.10)
	97.239*** (13.93)
	-13.678 (-1.21)

	Adj R²
	0.458
	0.667
	0.317

	Obs
	398
	402
	404

	Clusters
	142
	143
	143


[bookmark: _Toc200603889][bookmark: _Toc214218304]Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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6.2.4.1 The Impact of IEQ on MS Practices in a Different Region
To assess robustness and further analyse the main findings, we estimated separate FE regression models by world region, examining the influence of IEQ and key macroeconomic and demographic controls on three core dependent variables: VULN, PREV, and MSRM. These models, reported in Table 6.10, provide deeper insight into the regional heterogeneity of institutional and economic factors that drive MS practices.
As a robustness check, region-specific regressions were conducted to assess whether the influence of IEQ on MS-related practices—VULN, PREV, and MSRM—varied across geographical contexts. These results reinforce the central findings while revealing important regional heterogeneity. Across most regions, IEQ is negatively and significantly associated with VULN and PREV and positively with government response, supporting the idea that robust institutions constrain exploitative labour practices and incentivise state action (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2013; ILO, Walk Free, et al., 2022; Landman and Silverman, 2019). For example, in Africa, IEQ significantly reduces VULN and PREV (β = -7.08, t = -7.81; β = -0.86, t = -3.66), and enhances MSRM (β = 2.93, t = 2.79), consistent with findings from Landman & Silverman (2019) that underscore the importance of legal institutions in safeguarding rights in the Global South. Similarly, Europe and Central Asia exhibit strong IEQ effects across all models, highlighting the impact of rule-based governance and accountability mechanisms in higher-capacity states (Moussa et al., 2022).
However, the Arab States present a more complex picture. IEQ significantly reduces VULN and enhances MSRM (β = -7.77, t = -5.92; β = 5.60, t = 3.62) yet does not affect PREV in a meaningful way. This suggests that while states may strengthen institutions in response to international pressure, this may not directly translate into reduced exploitation. This supports the neo-institutional notion of decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) in which governments adopt externally legitimate policies without internalising enforcement, particularly in environments where political authority is centralised, and civil society is constrained (Tsutsui and Wotipka, 2004). Furthermore, the significant positive association between NETMIG and slavery prevalence in this region points to the structural vulnerability of migrant workers, many of whom are subject to coercive employment practices under sponsorship systems like kafala[footnoteRef:22] (Harvard International Review, 2020; ILO, 2023c; Robinson, 2022). [22:  The Kafala system is a sponsorship system used primarily in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, Lebanon, and Jordan to regulate the relationship between migrant workers and their employers. Under Kafala, a migrant worker’s legal residency is tied to their employer (sponsor), who controls their immigration status, ability to change jobs, and sometimes even exit from the country. Scholars and human rights organizations have criticized the Kafala system for facilitating conditions of forced labour, exploitation, and modern slavery, as it often leaves workers vulnerable to abuse, wage theft, and severe restrictions on freedom of movement (Alzoubi et al., 2023; Harvard International Review, 2020; ILO, 2023c; Robinson, 2022).] 

In the Americas and Asia-Pacific, results are broadly consistent, though slightly weaker. IEQ remains a significant negative predictor of VULN and PREV and a positive one of MSRM in most models, reaffirming the idea that institutional strength serves as a moderating force on slavery practices. However, inconsistent effects of macroeconomic variables (e.g., GDPG, FDI) and some inflated coefficients suggest varying levels of policy coherence, possibly linked to governance fragmentation or transitional institutional frameworks (Bales, 2016; LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2019). 
Finally, year dummies for 2018 and 2022 are positive and statistically significant across all models, suggesting heightened awareness and policy attention post-2016, following the SDGs, the release of key MS legislation, and global estimates. In sum, the robustness checks affirm that IEQ remains a central determinant of MS practices, even after accounting for economic, demographic, and time-based controls, and these effects are consistently observed across diverse regional contexts. The robustness of IEQ across regions supports its validity as a composite governance indicator, while regional divergences underscore the importance of institutional context and stakeholder dynamics in shaping the effectiveness of AMS interventions.

Table 6.10: Regional Effects of Institutional Environment Quality on Modern Slavery Practices 
	Region
	 
	IEQ
	GDPG
	FDI
	INFL
	NTMIG
	FPOP
	YEAR 2018
	YEAR      2022
	Adj R2
	Obs
	Clusters

	Africa
	VULN
	-7.08*** (-7.81)
	0.383 (1.44)
	-0.04
(-0.22)
	-0.023
(-0.38)
	-1.99e-06
(-0.28)
	2.28* (1.98)
	12.57*** (12.49)
	15.63*** (8.52)
	0.716
	108
	38

	
	PREV
	-0.86*** (-3.66)
	0.056 (0.93)
	-0.60
(-1.61)
	-0.027
(-1.05)
	-6.14e-07
(-0.33)
	0.56 (1.09)
	5.04*** (12.02)
	4.23*** (5.64)
	0.464
	107
	38

	
	MSRM
	2.93*** (2.79)
	0.171 (0.47)
	0.63 (1.08)
	0.036 (0.33)
	-2.59e-06
(-0.57)
	0.63 (0.39)
	1.56
 (0.66)
	8.47*** (3.61)
	0.288
	107
	38

	Americas

	VULN
	-5.65*** (-5.10)
	-0.073** (-2.12)
	-0.397
(-0.60)
	0.005 (0.08)
	1.16e-06 (0.47)
	2.19 (1.42)
	4.56** (2.32)
	5.75*** (2.56)
	0.722
	63
	23

	
	PREV
	-0.30** (-2.22)
	-0.034
(-5.88)
	-0.327*** (-3.45)
	-0.023*** (-2.90)
	-4.70e-08
(-0.12)
	0.12 (0.91)
	1.66*** (6.98)
	5.41*** (13.23)
	0.876
	61
	23

	
	MSRM
	2.03* (2.04)
	0.011 (0.17)
	0.146 (0.23)
	-0.349*** (-5.13)
	9.59e-06 *** (2.80)
	-1.61
(-0.85)
	1.52* (1.04)
	5.76*** (3.03)
	0.558
	63
	23

	Arab States
	VULN
	-7.77*** (-5.92)
	-0.054
(-0.15)
	-0.689** (-3.05)
	-0.055
(-2.18)
	4.81e-06*** (3.32)
	-0.08
(-0.50)
	7.08*** (4.14)
	9.79*** (3.92)
	0.909
	26
	9

	
	PREV
	0.013 (0.04)
	0.039 (0.24)
	0.243* (1.92)
	-0.006
(-0.52)
	5.95e-06 *** (5.96)
	0.08 (1.82)
	2.60** (2.22)
	7.94*** (4.42)
	0.807
	27
	9

	
	MSRM
	5.6** (3.62)
	0.511 (0.90)
	-0.227
(-0.33)
	0.001 (0.05)
	5.95e-06
(5.96)
	0.57** (2.32)
	-0.23
(-0.16)
	6.87** (1.85)
	0.654
	26
	9

	Asia & Pacific
	VULN
	-6.62*** (-7.62)
	-0.058
(-0.33)
	0.59** (2.58)
	0.123 (1.18)
	-3.94e-06 *
(-1.79)
	-2.37**
(-2.42)
	7.04*** (2.53)
	7.07*** (1.96)
	0.713
	68
	24

	
	PREV
	-0.87*** (-3.69)
	-0.
(-0.73)
	0.066 (1.19)
	0.01 (0.25)
	-1.47e-07
(-0.19)
	-0.42
(-1.78)
	7.10*** (5.66)
	4.55*** (5.95)
	0.611
	64
	24

	
	MSRM
	1.49 (0.77)
	0.303 (0.73)
	-1.40*** (-4.03)
	-0.447
(-1.11)
	-2.71e-06
(-0.71)
	3.24** (2.53)
	4.45*** (1.46)
	13.14*** (2.93)
	0.231
	68
	24

	Europe & Central Asia
	VULN
	-5.44*** (-17.28)
	0.56* (2.22)
	-0.011
(-1.61)
	0.089 (0.88)
	-4.07e-06 *** (-3.01)
	0.23 (0.42)
	-3.3*         (-1.9)
	-6.96***     (-2.98)
	0.721
	138
	49

	
	PREV
	-0.59*** (-6.72)
	0.096 (1.62)
	0.002* (2.52)
	0.116*** (5.10)
	-1.39e-06 *** (-4.14)
	0.13 (1.24)
	3.28*** (10.01)
	4.07*** (6.07)
	0.747
	140
	49

	
	MSRM
	2.79*** (4.51)
	0.091 (0.33)
	0.024* (3.67)
	-0.11 (-0.96)
	-7.36e-07
(-0.37)
	0.89 (1.12)
	5.65*** (4.80)
	8.18*** (3.89)
	0.385
	141
	49


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

[bookmark: _Toc200603891][bookmark: _Toc214218306]6.2.4.2 Using Instrumental Variable Approach: The Role of IEQ
To ensure the robustness of our findings on the effect of IEQ on MS practices, we employed an instrumental variables (IV) regression with a two-stage least squares (2SLS) estimator. The robustness results are presented in Table 6.11. This approach addresses potential endogeneity concerns arising from omitted-variable bias, measurement error, or reverse causality—factors that may bias conventional fixed-effects or pooled OLS estimators (Bascle, 2008; Lewbel, 2012).
We selected the SDGI as a theoretically and empirically appropriate instrument for IEQ (Long et al., 2023). The SDGI captures a country's policy commitment to sustainable development, transparency, participation, and governance—all of which are critical drivers of institutional quality but are not directly influenced by MS practices (Moussa et al., 2022). The exclusion restriction is thus plausible: SDGI affects slavery primarily through its impact on institutional structures, not directly through slavery mechanisms themselves. In addition, the strong correlation between SDGI and IEQ satisfies the relevance condition, making SDGI a credible and effective instrument. Results from the IV regressions confirm the robustness of our main findings. In the first-stage regression, SDGI significantly predicts IEQ. In the second-stage regressions:
IEQ significantly reduces MS vulnerability (β = -8.53, p < 0.001), decreases MS prevalence (β = -0.38, p < 0.01), and improves government response (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023)(β = 5.31, p < 0.001). These results remain consistent in magnitude and direction with earlier pooled and fixed effects models but are strengthened by their causal interpretation under the IV framework. The instrument diagnostics further support the approach's validity. The Kleibergen-Paap LM statistics for all models are statistically significant (all p < 0.001), rejecting the null of under-identification (Helfaya et al., 2025; Lu et al., 2018). The Cragg-Donald and Kleibergen-Paap F statistics exceed the Stock-Yogo weak instrument critical thresholds, indicating that SDGI is not a weak instrument. Since the model is exactly identified (with only one instrument for the endogenous regressor), the Hansen J test is not applicable, which implies interpretation by eliminating concerns about overidentification (Bascle, 2008). 
These findings align with NIT, which emphasises the role of governance quality in enabling or constraining exploitative labour practices (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006; Elamer et al., 2020; North, 1990). They also resonate with research linking sustainability governance with improvements in legal enforcement and protection of vulnerable populations (Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). The use of SDGI not only strengthens the theoretical model but also offers practical insights: enhancing sustainability governance can indirectly reduce MS by strengthening institutional quality. Thus, this IV analysis provides robust and credible confirmation that stronger institutional environments, shaped by sustainable governance frameworks, significantly reduce MS risks and improve state responses.
	Variable
	VULN
	PREV
	MSRM

	IEQ
	-8.529*** (0.372)
	-0.385** (0.146)
	5.314*** (0.557)

	GDPG
	0.128 (0.130)
	0.104 (0.058)
	0.187 (0.113)

	FDI
	-0.004 (0.014)
	0.001 (0.003)
	0.021** (0.007)

	INFL
	-0.020 (0.033)
	0.059** (0.024)
	0.054 (0.046)

	NTMIG
	3.87e-07 (1.17e-06)
	-1.02e-06 (6.43e-07)
	-2.02e-06 (2.03e-06)

	FPOP
	-0.339*** (0.096)
	-0.049 (0.037)
	0.711*** (0.163)

	Intercept
	60.473*** (4.720)
	5.457*** (1.833)
	5.571 (8.132)

	R2
	0.68
	0.143
	0.29

	Obs
	382
	378
	384

	Clusters
	135
	134
	135

	KP LM Stat
	51.508 (p=0.000)
	48.862 (p=0.000)
	51.333 (p=0.000)

	KP Wald F
	238.409
	226.781
	241.87

	CD Wald F
	465.864
	457.13
	485.163


Table 6.11: Instrumental Variable Regression Results for the Effect of IEQ on MS Practices
[bookmark: _Toc200603892][bookmark: _Toc214218307]Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

6.2.4.3 Regional Effects of UN-SDGs on MS Practice in a different region
The regional regression results presented in Table 6.12 underscore the critical role of SDGI in shaping MS practices. The findings demonstrate that stronger SDGI is consistently and significantly associated with lower MS vulnerability and prevalence across multiple regions. For example, in Europe and Central Asia, SDGI shows a robust negative association with both VULN (–2.00, t = –8.98) and PREV (–0.23, t = –5.87), confirming the importance of well-functioning institutions in upholding labour protections and legal accountability mechanisms. Similarly, in Africa and the Americas, the negative coefficients on SDGI in relation to VULN and PREV further support the notion that improved governance structures reduce the risk and spread of exploitative labour practices (Australian government Attorney-General’s Department, 2020; ILO and Walk Free, 2017; Walk Free, 2023b).
The governance variable also shows a positive and significant relationship with MSRM, particularly in regions such as the Americas, Europe and Central Asia, where SDGI is positively linked to stronger government responses to MS. This aligns with state capacity and RQ literature (Hernandez and Rudolph, 2015; Kaufmann, 2022; Moussa et al., 2022), which asserts that robust governance enhances the state’s ability to monitor, legislate, and enforce anti-slavery measures. Notably, while these findings broadly support institutionalist interpretations, some region-specific nuances reflect differential state capacity and commitment.
As an economic control variable, FDI is significantly associated with higher vulnerability in the Arab States (–1.46, t = –3.77) and to a lesser extent in Africa, pointing to the risks of regulatory evasion and labour exploitation that accompany capital inflows in weak institutional settings—a dynamic consistent with the “race to the bottom”[footnoteRef:23] phenomenon (Mosley & Uno, 2007, p. 933). Meanwhile, GDPG has varied effects. In the Americas, it is associated with a decline in PREV (–0.04, t = –6.38), suggesting that economic development can reduce slavery risk by expanding decent employment, in line with development economics perspectives (Todaro & Smith, 2011). [23:  ¹ This observation aligns with the “race to the bottom” philosophy, which posits that in the context of economic globalization, countries with weak institutions may dilute labor standards and enforcement mechanisms to attract foreign investment. See (Mosley and Uno, 2007).
] 

Gender and migration dynamics also surface in the findings. The FPOP has mixed but significant effects, including a negative association with VULN in Africa (–0.30) and a positive relationship with MSRM in Asia and the Pacific, suggesting that gendered vulnerabilities and civic engagement may influence both exposure to exploitation and institutional responsiveness (Ahmed et al., 2025). NTMIG, though mostly insignificant, emerges as a contributing factor in certain regions like the Arab States, where higher NETMIG is positively associated with both PREV and VULN—reflecting the role of temporary and informal labour markets in perpetuating MS, as emphasised by the ILO (2023b) and Ritu Bharadwaj et al. (2021).
Finally, the year fixed effects reveal a consistent pattern of positive, significant coefficients for both 2018 and 2022, indicating a general increase in MS vulnerability and response over time. This may reflect heightened detection, reporting, or real increases due to global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Horisch, 2021; ILO, 2020b, 2020a). It also supports the view that improvements in governance and institutional awareness may initially coincide with increased prevalence data, as better systems expose previously hidden exploitation.

	Region
	Outcome
	SDGI
	GDPG
	FDI
	INFL
	NTMIG
	FPOP
	YEAR_2018
	YEAR_2022
	Adj_R2
	Obs
	Clusters

	
	PREV
	-0.142***
(-3.61)
	-0.038
(-0.47)
	1.374
(1.38)
	-0.014
(-0.51)
	-1.46e-06
(-1.62)
	0.378
(0.68)
	5.164***
(13.09)
	4.301***
(4.83)
	0.43
	98
	34

	Africa
	VULN
	-0.998***
(-3.59)
	-0.439
(-0.93)
	1.438
(1.44)
	0.119
(1.44)
	-4.31e-06
(-0.57)
	-0.300
(-0.24)
	12.927***
(10.85)
	15.050***
(6.73)
	0.499
	99
	35

	
	MSRM
	0.364**
(2.21)
	0.080
(0.16)
	0.513
(0.73)
	-0.063
(-0.90)
	-2.87e-06
(-0.54)
	0.001
(0.00)
	3.142*
(1.73)
	10.352***
(6.18)
	0.278
	98
	35

	
	PREV
	-0.084**
(-2.44)
	-0.043***
(-6.38)
	-0.369***
(-4.96)
	-0.015
(-1.22)
	-2.51e-07
(-1.00)
	0.198*
(1.73)
	1.663***
(6.98)
	5.614***
(14.14)
	0.879
	60
	22

	Americas
	VULN
	-1.266***
(-3.91)
	-0.205***
(-3.21)
	-1.693***
(-2.79)
	0.086
(0.84)
	-4.98e-06**
(-2.40)
	2.355
(1.55)
	5.380**
(2.45)
	9.459***
(4.14)
	0.601
	62
	22

	
	MSRM
	0.967***
(3.29)
	0.099
(1.64)
	-0.029
(-0.06)
	-0.437***
(-7.26)
	9.65e-06**
(2.93)
	-2.173
(-1.23)
	0.037
(0.02)
	4.151**
(2.46)
	0.644
	62
	22

	
	PREV
	0.056
(0.29)
	0.057
(0.32)
	0.255*
(2.20)
	-0.005
(-0.45)
	5.86e-06***
(5.55)
	0.079***
(3.48)
	2.573**
(2.30)
	7.822***
(4.31)
	0.808
	27
	9

	Arab States
	VULN
	-2.384**
(-3.11)
	0.202
(0.71)
	-1.459***
(-3.77)
	-0.022
(-0.55)
	3.54e-06
(1.81)
	0.858***
(4.76)
	10.072***
(4.27)
	11.192**
(2.30)
	0.802
	26
	9

	
	MSRM
	1.363
(1.29)
	0.209
(0.29)
	0.250
(0.32)
	-0.030
(-0.67)
	1.57e-06
(0.31)
	-0.119
(-0.74)
	-2.049
(-1.52)
	6.588
(1.12)
	0.485
	26
	9

	
	PREV
	-0.242***
(-3.51)
	-0.181
(-0.86)
	-0.130
(-0.95)
	0.010
(0.18)
	1.80e-07
(0.19)
	-0.071
(-0.15)
	8.023***
(5.52)
	5.290***
(5.39)
	0.615
	56
	21

	Asia & Pacific
	VULN
	-1.426***
(-3.21)
	0.484
(1.11)
	-0.716
(-0.68)
	0.474**
(2.55)
	-3.67e-06
(-1.28)
	-0.579
(-0.32)
	8.264***
(2.89)
	9.011**
(2.38)
	0.532
	60
	21

	
	MSRM
	-0.276
(-0.38)
	-0.629
(-0.55)
	-0.721
(-0.93)
	-0.731
(-1.62)
	-2.88e-07
(-0.06)
	4.301
(1.99)
	3.697
(1.34)
	12.221**
(2.51)
	0.204
	60
	21

	
	PREV
	-0.232***
(-5.87)
	0.039
(0.59)
	0.001
(0.63)
	0.129***
(6.34)
	-1.24e-06***
(-3.39)
	0.243**
(2.16)
	3.502***
(9.34)
	4.327***
(5.88)
	0.731
	137
	48

	Europe & Central Asia
	VULN
	-2.005***
(-8.98)
	0.107
(0.37)
	-0.025***
(-3.54)
	0.245***
(3.29)
	5.85e-06
(0.00)
	1.519**
(2.11)
	-1.689
(-0.83)
	-4.968**
(-2.03)
	0.619
	135
	48

	
	MSRM
	1.031***
(3.62)
	0.343
(1.09)
	0.019***
(3.28)
	-0.195
(-1.37)
	-1.37e-06
(-0.64)
	0.173
(0.20)
	4.652***
(3.71)
	7.547***
(3.41)
	0.34
	138
	48


Table 6.12: Regional Effects of Sustainable Development Goals on Modern Slavery Practices 
 Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

[bookmark: _Toc200603893][bookmark: _Toc214218308]6.2.4.4 Regional Effects of IHDI on MS Practices.
Table 6.13 presents the region-specific regression results analysing the influence of IEQ on three MS practices: PREV, VULN, and MSRM. These analyses serve as a robustness check to confirm the stability and heterogeneity of results across different regions.  Across all regions, IEQ consistently shows a strong and significant relationship with MS practices, supporting the theoretical expectations drawn from NIT (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Lopatta et al., 2023; Scott, 2013). Specifically, IHDI are associated with lower VULN and PREV, but with stronger MSRM. This reinforces the notion that robust institutions act as protective mechanisms against exploitative labour practices (Moussa et al., 2022; North, 1990).
The regional analysis reveals a consistent pattern: stronger institutional development, as measured by the IHDI, is associated with lower VULN and PREV of MS. In Africa, higher IHDI significantly reduces both PREV and VULN, but its effect on MSRM is positive yet statistically insignificant, pointing to institutional fragility and enforcement limitations despite socio-economic progress (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012; Davis, 2017; Walk Free, 2023a). In the Americas, the impact is more robust: IHDI significantly lowers PREV and VULN and is also strongly associated with improved MSRM by emphasising the role of civil society and democratic accountability. 
In the Arab States, weak and inconsistent effects of IHDI on slavery outcomes reflect limited institutional capacity and lower external stakeholder pressure, consistent with NIT’s view of weaker isomorphic pressures in authoritarian settings (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012; Bales, 2009; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Moussa et al., 2022). The Asia-Pacific region demonstrates strong institutional effects on reducing VULN and PREV, but MSRM remains statistically insignificant, underscoring a disconnect between legal frameworks and policy enforcement—a phenomenon aligned with the idea of institutional duality in emerging economies (Vo, 2025; Walk Free, 2016). Europe and Central Asia stand out with the most consistent and significant results across all three outcomes. Higher IHDI reduces VULN and PREV while boosting MSRM, highlighting the influence of EU-level norms, governance harmonisation, and active stakeholder engagement (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Phillips et al., 2003).



	Region
	Practice
	IHDI
	GDPG
	FDI
	INFL
	NTMIG
	FPOP
	Year 2018
	Year 2022
	Adj R²
	Obs
	Clusters

	
	PREV 
	-5.077       (-2.33) **
	-0.079    (-0.72)
	-0.732   (-1.87) *
	-0.008     (-0.31)
	  -5.06e-07     (-0.33)
	0.447 (0.78)
	5.064*** (11.60) 
	4.207 (4.72) ***
	0.46
	107
	38

	Africa
	VULN
	-50.77*** (2.63)
	-1.01* (1.75)
	-0.72* (1.75)
	0.19** (2.12)
	3.13e-06 (0.34)
	-0.01 (0.01)
	12.96*** (10.55)
	14.49*** (6.18)
	0.46
	97
	35

	
	MSRM
	15.75  (1.57)
	0.23 (0.39)
	0.53 (0.72)
	-0.07(-0.84)
	-5.94e-06 (1.09)
	-0.31   (-0.15)
	3.52* (1.89)
	11.10*** (6.24)
	0.26
	96
	35

	
	PREV
	-6.43*** (3.55)
	-0.02 (0.20)
	-0.33** (3.08)
	0.02 (0.25)
	3.37e-07 (0.96)
	0.15 (1.20)
	1.52*** (5.94)
	5.33*** (10.75)
	0.89
	53
	19

	Americas
	VULN
	-88.71*** (4.64)
	-0.20 (0.49)
	-0.82 (1.13)
	-0.16 (0.39)
	1.94e-06 (0.50)
	1.13 (0.74)
	4.87** (2.21)
	9.75*** (4.03)
	0.68
	55
	19

	
	MSRM
	48.08*** (2.93)
	-0.49 (1.27)
	-0.66 (0.78)
	0.36 (0.96)
	7.21e-06* (1.96)
	-1.52 (0.97)
	-0.09        (-0.06)
	0.97 (0.38)
	0.61
	54
	19

	
	PREV
	9.47    (0.47)
	0.00 (0.01)
	0.75** (4.90)
	-0.59 (0.60)
	-2.20e-06 (0.33)
	0.21 (0.61)
	2.77    (0.89)
	10.00* (3.77)
	0.86
	12
	4

	Arab States
	VULN
	-242.48 (1.52)
	0.24 (0.19)
	4.22 (0.89)
	-0.82 (0.20)
	1.67e-05 (0.25)
	-0.79 (0.61)
	18.19 (1.20)
	22.40* (3.01)
	0.91
	11
	4

	
	MSRM
	64.48  (0.69)
	-0.48 (0.71)
	2.49 (0.88)
	-0.88 (0.34)
	-4.26e-06 (0.11)
	1.03 (1.59)
	-2.30 (-0.25)
	2.57 (0.40)
	0.9
	11
	4

	
	PREV
	-12.79*** (3.76)
	-0.18 (0.84)
	0.02 (0.34)
	0.02 (0.42)
	4.36e-07 (0.51)
	-0.24 (1.06)
	7.40*** (5.65)
	4.99*** (5.95)
	0.62
	60
	22

	Asia & Pacific
	VULN
	-95.70*** (9.12)
	0.32 (0.78)
	0.50** (2.56)
	0.51*** (3.44)
	3.71e-07 (0.15)
	-0.80 (0.82)
	5.26** (2.33)
	5.02 (1.65)
	0.78
	62
	22

	
	MSRM
	20.62  (0.71)
	-0.63 (0.53)
	-1.58*** (5.25)
	-0.77 (1.63)
	-3.46e-06 (0.81)
	2.59** (2.32)
	3.89   (1.42)
	16.29*** (3.63)
	0.33
	62
	22

	
	PREV
	-14.03*** (4.58)
	0.09 (1.15)
	0.00** (2.29)
	0.14*** (7.82)
	-1.31e-06*** (3.03)
	0.15 (0.88)
	3.42*** (9.24)
	3.95*** (5.60)
	0.73
	131
	46

	Europe & Central Asia
	VULN
	-117.82*** (9.57)
	0.37 (1.21)
	-0.01 (1.09)
	0.34*** (4.84)
	-2.97e-06 (1.56)
	0.87 (1.00)
	-2.92 (1.51)
	-8.33*** (3.92)
	0.62
	129
	46

	
	MSRM
	41.68** (2.56)
	0.10 (0.25)
	0.02*** (2.87)
	-0.22* (1.84)
	3.13e-06 (0.34)
	-0.20 (0.19)
	5.45*** (4.31)
	8.63*** (4.04)
	0.26
	132
	46


 Table 6.13: Regional Effects of Inequality-adjusted Human Development on Modern slavery practices in Different Regions
Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. t-values are shown in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Table 6.14 synthesises the regional effects of institutional factors—IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI—on MS outcomes. Across Africa, the Americas, Asia & Pacific, and Europe & Central Asia, the results consistently support hypotheses H1–H3. Higher institutional quality, stronger sustainable development performance, and more equitable human development are associated with lower MS PREV, reduced VULN, and stronger MSRM. These findings reinforce the theoretical expectation that institutional capacity and inclusive development enhance states’ ability to prevent exploitation and respond effectively to MS risks.
In contrast, the Arab States exhibit weaker and more inconsistent relationships, particularly for PREV and VULN under SDGI and IHDI, and for MSRM across institutional indicators. From a NIT perspective, these deviations reflect institutional decoupling, in which formal governance reforms and international development commitments coexist alongside limited enforcement and constrained labour protections in practice (Geels, 2020; Pedersen, 1991). Structural reliance on temporary migrant labour under sponsorship-based systems further entrenches power asymmetries, restricting worker mobility and voice and weakening the transmission of institutional improvements into substantive labour outcomes (Harvard International Review, 2020; ILO, 2023c; Robinson, 2022). Restricted civic space limited independent monitoring, and under-reporting also obscures observable links between institutional performance and MS outcomes (ILO, 2023c; Walk Free, 2018b).


Table 6.14: Summarise Regional Results
	 
	IEQ
	SDGI
	IHDI

	Region
	Africa
	Americas
	Arab States
	Asia & Pacific
	Europe & Central Asia
	Africa
	Americas
	Arab States
	Asia & Pacific
	Europe & Central Asia
	Africa
	Americas
	Arab States
	Asia & Pacific
	Europe & Central Asia

	PREV
	–***
	–***
	- n.s.
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–**
	+ n.s.
	–***
	–***
	–**
	–***
	- n.s.
	–***
	–***

	VULN
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–**
	–***
	–***
	–***
	–***
	- n.s.
	–***
	–***

	MSRM
	+***
	+*
	+**
	+ n.s.
	+***
	+**
	+***
	+ n.s.
	- n.s.
	+***
	n.s.
	+***
	+ n.s.
	+ n.s.
	+**


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 5.8. 
[bookmark: _Toc200603895][bookmark: _Toc214218309]– = negative relationship (reduces MS risk), += positive relationship (strengthens MSRM or increases risk where relevant)
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10, n.s. = not significant


[bookmark: _Toc214218325][bookmark: _Toc220846410][bookmark: _Toc221437677]6.3 Meso-Level Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc214218326]This section presents empirical findings on the impact of micro-level SGIs on the elimination of CMS practices within MNCs. The second research question (RQ2) investigates the specific micro-level SGIs that contribute to eliminating CMS practices. The analysis focuses on firm-level characteristics within the G500, examining corporate governance mechanisms, adherence to SGIs, and internal policies that either facilitate or hinder the eradication of CMS practices.
This study uses a quantitative methodology to utilise a comprehensive dataset from the Refinitiv Eikon database, incorporating firm-specific SGI, sustainability performance metrics, and financial controls. The results are analysed through descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and regression models to identify key determinants influencing corporate responses to CMS risks. The findings provide critical insights into the role of internal governance structures, gender diversity in leadership, sustainability reporting, and external scrutiny in shaping firms' ACMS commitments.
[bookmark: _Toc214218327][bookmark: _Toc220846411][bookmark: _Toc221437678]6.3.1 Descriptive Statistics
 Table 6.15 offers an overview of the key descriptive statistics used in this study, highlighting central tendencies, variability, and observed distributions across the G500 firms. These statistics provide insight into corporate engagement with SGIs aimed at eliminating CMS practices. The dependent variable, ACMS Score, quantifies a firm's commitment to addressing CMS through policies within its operations and supply chains, with higher scores indicating stronger ACMS measures. The mean ACMS Score of 78.16 (SD = 7.56) suggests moderate variation in corporate efforts to combat CMS practices. The observed range, spanning 53.74 to 94.42, underscores a performance gap, in which firms scoring lower may be subject to greater regulatory and stakeholder pressures to improve compliance (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). High-performing firms reflect proactive integration of ACMS policies into their supply chains.
The independent composite variable, the SGI, captures the average score across seven firm-level SGIs. With a mean of 64.47 and a standard deviation of 10.14, SGI reflects the overall maturity of a firm’s sustainability governance. The wide range (16.06 to 84.92) suggests that while some firms have embedded comprehensive sustainability governance frameworks, others show minimal engagement. This variation supports the idea that the diffusion of governance norms varies substantially across firms, potentially driven by concerns about legitimacy, peer pressure, or stakeholder expectations (Suddaby et al., 2013).
Among SGI components, the CSRST, which measures how effectively a firm integrates social, economic, and environmental factors into its decision-making, has a mean of 72.58 and an SD of 22.66. The minimum score of 1.05 suggests that some firms may not engage in formal CSR strategies at all, while the maximum of 99.92 indicates highly proactive firms. BGD averages 21.76% (SD = 11.51), with wide disparities across firms, highlighting the influence of gender-diverse boards on ethical decision-making (Terjesen et al., 2016). Firms with greater gender diversity may be better positioned to address social issues such as CMS due to enhanced oversight and broader stakeholder representation (Allam et al., 2024). 
Similarly, the CSRC has an average of 72.03 (SD = 9.93), with scores ranging from 49.21 to 97.2. The relatively high mean indicates widespread adoption of CSR governance structures, which facilitate decision-making and accountability in addressing social issues (Helfaya et al., 2024; Hernandez and Rudolph, 2015). Additionally, the CSRREP, which captures the extent of firms' disclosures on sustainability practices, has a mean of 69.08 (SD = 12.13), suggesting that while firms generally engage in CSR reporting, there is room for improvement, particularly among those at the lower end of the range (min = 50).
The CSRA, which captures the extent of external scrutiny of CSR disclosures and other practices, has a mean of 81.35 (SD = 12.14), ranging from 50 to 98.36. The relatively high scores suggest that many firms engage in external verification of their ESG disclosures, enhancing transparency and credibility. However, firms scoring closer to the lower bound may rely more on self-reporting, which has been criticised for allowing symbolic compliance rather than substantive change (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013) 
The CSP, reflecting firms' efforts to foster trust and loyalty through ethical management and stakeholder engagement, has a mean of 71.96 and an SD of 18.2. The wide range (2.37 to 98.2) suggests substantial variation in firms' approaches to social responsibility. This variation aligns with NIT, as firms prioritising stakeholder trust manage reputational risks better (Suddaby et al., 2013). Moreover, the CSRAW variable shows a high mean score of 79.90 (SD = 5.80), with values ranging from 60 to 95.95. Higher CSRAW scores, as highlighted in previous studies (e.g., García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Moussa et al., 2023; Vidal et al., 2023), are typically associated with greater public credibility, which can motivate firms to reinforce their ACMS commitments to maintain legitimacy and competitive positioning. 
The study also incorporates several control variables related to corporate governance and financial performance. BINDP has a mean of 62.18% (SD = 27.58), indicating that independent directors constitute a significant proportion of boards, though some firms still have minimal board independence (min = 0.63%). BSIZE averages 12.71 members (SD = 3.43), ranging from 3 to 30, suggesting significant variation in governance structures across firms. While larger boards may offer greater diversity of expertise, they can also suffer from decision-making inefficiencies, potentially diluting the focus on ethical issues such as labour rights (Allam et al., 2024). 
Profitability, measured by the log-transformed Return on Assets (log_ROA), has a mean of –3.10 (SD = 0.84), ranging from –4.61 to –0.08. The use of the logarithmic form helps normalise the distribution and reduce the influence of extreme values, providing a more stable representation of firms’ underlying profitability (Hair et al., 2018). The negative mean indicates that many firms in the sample operate with low or even negative returns, which may limit their capacity or willingness to invest in voluntary CSR activities, including CMS interventions  (Islam and Van Staden, 2021). Firm size, measured by log-transformed full-time employees (log_FTE), averages 11.34 (SD = 1.07), with values ranging from 7.1 to 14.64. Larger firms may have greater resources to invest in anti-slavery measures, but managing large, complex supply chains can introduce additional risks (Crane et al., 2019). The BSKIL has a mean of 48.20% (SD = 19.20), indicating that nearly half of the board members possess relevant expertise. While board skills are crucial for corporate governance, an excessive focus on financial objectives may reduce attention to social governance issues (Liu and Cheng, 2024). 
	Descriptive statistics highlight significant variations in ACMS practices, CSR initiatives, governance structures, and financial performance across firms. While firms generally demonstrate strong commitments to CSR and governance, substantial disparities persist, suggesting that institutional pressures, stakeholder expectations, and financial constraints shape firms' approaches to ACMS governance. These findings align with NIT, which suggests that firms conform to social and regulatory expectations to maintain legitimacy, and emphasises the importance of external accountability in driving corporate sustainability efforts (Allam et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2023; Stevenson and Cole, 2018).





Table 6.15: Descriptive Statistics
	 Variable
	 Obs
	 Mean
	 Std. Dev.
	 Min
	 Max

	ACMS
	3825
	78.16
	7.56
	53.74
	94.42

	SGI
	3825
	64.47
	10.14
	16.06
	84.92

	CSRST
	3810
	72.58
	22.58
	1.05
	99.92

	BGD
	3717
	21.76
	11.51
	4.17
	64.24

	CSRC
	3491
	72.03
	9.93
	49.21
	97.20

	CSRREP
	3733
	69.08
	12.13
	50.00
	95.36

	CSRA
	2728
	81.35
	12.14
	50.00
	98.36

	CSP
	3670
	71.96
	18.2
	2.37
	98.20

	CSRAW
	2770
	79.90
	5.80
	60.00
	95.95

	BINDP
	3559
	62.18
	27.58
	0.63
	99.95

	BSIZE
	3567
	12.71
	3.43
	3.00
	30.00

	log_ROA
	3276
	-3.10
	0.84
	-4.61
	-0.089

	Log_ FTE
	3787
	11.34
	1.07
	7.11
	14.65

	BSKIL
	3630
	48.20
	19.20
	3.03
	98.55




[bookmark: _Toc214218328]









Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13.

[bookmark: _Toc214218329][bookmark: _Toc220846412][bookmark: _Toc221437679]6.3.2Correlations Analysis
The correlation matrix (Table 6.16) provides key insights into the relationships among ACMS practices, corporate governance, sustainability, and financial performance variables. SGIs exhibit a strong and positive correlation with ACMS (r = 0.419, p < 0.01), suggesting that firms with more developed sustainability governance infrastructures tend to report stronger commitments to addressing CMS risks. This finding is consistent with prior research showing that integrated sustainability governance frameworks enhance firms’ responsiveness to labour and human rights issues, largely due to legitimacy pressures and stakeholder scrutiny (Christ et al., 2019; Helfaya et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2022).
Among the individual governance components, CSRST is strongly correlated with SGI (r = 0.701, p < 0.01 and positively associated with ACMS (r = 0.302, p < 0.01). This indicates that firms embedding CSR at the strategic level are more likely to articulate formal commitments to tackling CMS. Prior studies argue that strategic CSR integration reflects a shift from ad hoc philanthropy to institutionalised governance, thereby increasing the likelihood of structured labour rights policies  (Allam et al., 2024; Islam and Van Staden, 2021).
BGD shows a positive and significant association with ACMS (r = 0.433, p < 0.01) and with SGI (r = 0.463, p < 0.01). This aligns with the literature suggesting that more diverse boards enhance ethical sensitivity, stakeholder orientation, and oversight of social issues, including labour rights and human rights risks (Helfaya et al., 2024; Kuzey et al., 2022). From an NIT perspective, gender-diverse boards may also respond more strongly to normative pressures surrounding social responsibility.
The correlations for CSRC and CSRA are positive but comparatively weaker with ACMS (r = 0.102 and r = 0.132, respectively), though both are significantly related to SGI. This pattern is consistent with prior findings that formal governance structures such as committees and assurance mechanisms often function as symbolic compliance tools, enhancing disclosure credibility without necessarily guaranteeing substantive improvements in labour practices (Christ et al., 2023; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). CSRREP shows a positive correlation with ACMS (r = 0.169, p < 0.01) and a very strong association with CSR assurance (r = 0.760, p < 0.01). Although CSRREP AND CSRAW often appear closely intertwined, prior research cautions that such practices may prioritise legitimacy and transparency narratives over substantive change, reinforcing the risk of institutional decoupling (Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
CSP shows a relatively strong correlation with ACMS (r = 0.358, p < 0.01) and SGI (r = 0.735, p < 0.01), indicating that firms with stronger overall social performance records are also more likely to engage in ACMS commitments. This supports the argument that CMS governance is often embedded within broader CSR and sustainability performance systems rather than treated as a standalone issue (Crane et al., 2019; Lebaron, 2020). CSRAW exhibits a relatively strong and positive association with ACMS (r = 0.372, p < 0.01), indicating that firms receiving external CSR recognition are more likely to articulate commitments to ACMS practices. This suggests that reputational incentives and external validation mechanisms may play a meaningful role in shaping ACMS risks. From a NIT perspective, CSRAW functions as mimetic and normative signals, encouraging firms to align with perceived best practices within their organisational field (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 
Regarding control variables, BINDP is positively correlated with ACMS (r = 0.155, p < 0.01), suggesting that independent directors may strengthen oversight and monitoring of ethical and labour-related risks, consistent with governance theory and empirical evidence on board monitoring effectiveness (Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). BSIZE exhibits a weak, mostly insignificant relationship with ACMS, suggesting mixed evidence in the literature on whether larger boards enhance or dilute effective oversight (Orazalin and Mahmood, 2021).
Log_ROA is negatively associated with ACMS (r = –0.118, p < 0.01), suggesting that more profitable firms do not necessarily demonstrate stronger ACMS commitments. This aligns with studies arguing that financial performance alone does not guarantee ethical engagement and may even incentivise cost-minimisation strategies that heighten labour exploitation risks (Crane et al., 2019; Meehan and Pinnington, 2021). Firm size (Log_FTE), by contrast, is positively correlated with ACMS (r = 0.044, p < 0.01), reflecting greater visibility, reputational exposure, and the coercive pressures larger firms face when addressing MS (Christ et al., 2019).
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Table 6.16: Pairwise correlations 
	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14

	1. ACMS
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. SGI
	0.419***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. CSRST
	0.302***
	0.701***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. BGD
	0.433***
	0.463***
	0.208***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. CSRC
	0.102***
	0.226***
	0.051***
	0.078***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6. CSRA
	0.132***
	0.483***
	0.318***
	0.065***
	0.042**
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	7. CSRREP
	0.169***
	0.130***
	0.034*
	0.074***
	0.036*
	0.760***
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	8. CSP
	0.358***
	0.735***
	0.462***
	0.350***
	0.01
	0.026
	0.005
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	

	9. CSRAW
	0.372***
	0.166***
	0.012
	0.090***
	0.047**
	0.117***
	0.147***
	0.140***
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	10. BINDP
	0.155***
	0.271***
	0.251***
	0.225***
	0.004
	0.073***
	0.047**
	0.244***
	0.054***
	1
	
	
	
	

	11. BSIZE
	-0.007
	0.102***
	0.119***
	0.021
	-0.094***
	-0.184***
	-0.242***
	0.188***
	-0.119***
	-0.042**
	1
	
	
	

	12. Log_ROA
	-0.118***
	0.055**
	-0.018
	0.035*
	0.099***
	0.183***
	0.175***
	0.038**
	0.133***
	-0.016
	-0.190***
	1
	
	

	13. Log_FTE
	0.044***
	0.166***
	0.088***
	0.164***
	-0.067***
	0.008
	-0.001
	0.185***
	-0.075***
	0.001
	0.236***
	-0.028
	1
	

	14. BSKIL
	-0.008
	-0.040**
	-0.022
	-0.084***
	-0.026
	0.235***
	0.193***
	-0.150***
	-0.025
	-0.032†
	-0.210***
	-0.055**
	-0.056***
	1


Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
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The regression results presented in Table 6.17 provide empirical support for the central hypothesis (H4), which examines the association between the SGI and firms’ commitments to addressing CMS, as proxied by the ACMS. Four models are reported to demonstrate robustness across different specifications and to address potential endogeneity concerns.
To rigorously test the relationship between SGI and firms’ ACMS commitments, four distinct model specifications are employed, each designed to address potential endogeneity sources, such as reverse causality, omitted variable bias, and measurement error (Albitar et al., 2025; Yang et al., 2021). Model 1 and Model 2 estimate FE regressions that control for unobserved firm-specific and time-specific heterogeneity, but differ in how standard errors are treated: Model 1 clusters standard errors at the firm level to address autocorrelation and within-firm serial dependence, while Model 2 standard errors are clustered at the industry level to account for common shocks and correlated practices across firms operating within the same sector (Albitar et al., 2025; Helfaya et al., 2024). These models assume the SGI index is exogenous and serve as a benchmark. 
However, it is plausible that firms’ ACMS policy commitments may themselves influence future sustainability governance structures (e.g., through stakeholder feedback or reputational concerns), raising concerns of reverse causality. To address this, Model 3 employs a two-stage least squares (2SLS) approach, using lagged SGI variables as instruments, under the assumption that past SGIs’ governance decisions influence current SGIs but are not directly affected by contemporaneous ACMS commitments (Houqe and Khan, 2025). This temporal separation helps satisfy the exclusion restriction, a critical condition for instrument validity. Moreover, using lagged instruments mitigates simultaneity and aligns with dynamic governance adaptation theories.
Consistent with the Albitar et al. (2025) study, in Model 4, we further address endogeneity by using industry-average SGI scores as instruments for SGI. This approach assumes that peer behaviour and industry norms shape a firm’s governance environment but are unlikely to be directly affected by any individual firm’s ACMS score, thereby satisfying the exclusion restriction from an NIT perspective (Ahmed, 2025; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Industry averages capture institutional isomorphism and social legitimacy pressures, making them theoretically justified and empirically exogenous proxies (Albitar et al., 2025). The notably larger coefficient for SGI in this model suggests strong peer effects or norm diffusion within high-governance industries. While this approach is methodologically robust, the lower adjusted R² and sensitivity to identification assumptions require cautious interpretation. Collectively, the four models offer complementary insights. The OLS-FE models capture within-firm variation, while the other models correct for potential biases due to omitted confounders or reverse causality, thereby ensuring the robustness of the estimated relationship between SGI and ACMS governance outcomes.
Model 1 and Model 2: OLS with Fixed Effects (Standard errors clustered by industry and firm)
Across both specifications, the SGI is positively and significantly associated with ACMS commitments (β = 0.415, p < 0.01), suggesting that firms with stronger sustainability governance mechanisms exhibit greater formal engagement with ACMS policies. This relationship remains robust across clustering strategies, with the coefficient magnitude and statistical significance stable between the two models. The adjusted R² of 0.408 indicates a strong model fit, and the inclusion of industry- and year-fixed effects controls for unobserved heterogeneity. 

Model 3: 2SLS with Lagged Instruments
To address concerns about potential endogeneity—specifically, reverse causality and omitted-variable bias—Model 3 employs a 2SLS estimation strategy, using lagged values of the SGI components as instruments for the contemporaneous SGI index (Albitar et al., 2025; Lu et al., 2018). This approach reflects the theoretical premise that sustainability governance reforms typically precede their observable policy effects, consistent with NIT (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Vidal et al., 2023). According to this framework, firms respond to institutional pressures over time, gradually aligning their internal governance structures (e.g., CSRST, BGD, CSRA) with evolving norms around ACMS practices. For each specification, we conduct standard diagnostic tests, including the Kleibergen-Paap LM statistic (for underidentification) and the Kleibergen-Paap rk Wald F statistic (for weak instruments). 
Empirically, the results confirm this lagged relationship: the instrumented SGI remains positive and statistically significant (β = 0.306, p < 0.01), even after correcting for endogeneity. The use of lagged instruments is consistent with prior literature (e.g., Charpin and Cousineau, 2025), which emphasises temporal precedence as a means to mitigate simultaneity bias. The instruments' strength is verified using the Kleibergen-Paap diagnostics: the LM statistic is 104.49 (p < 0.001), and the KP Wald F-statistic is 17,000—both far exceeding conventional thresholds, indicating that the model is not underidentified and that the instruments are strong. Collectively, this model supports the assertion that firms’ SGI commitments have a lagged and substantive influence on ACMS outcomes, validating the theoretical and empirical rationale for including a temporal dimension in our analysis.
Model 4: 2SLS with Industry-Average Instruments
Model 4 further addresses endogeneity by using industry-level average SGI scores as external instruments for SGI. This specification draws from the logic of peer effects and NIT (Albitar et al., 2025; Vidal et al., 2023), assuming that industry norms influence firm-level SGI behaviour. The coefficient for SGI is again positive and highly significant, but notably larger in magnitude (β = 1.736, p < 0.01), suggesting that firms embedded in sustainability-oriented industries demonstrate stronger AMS engagement. However, this specification yields a negative adjusted R² (-3.121), which may reflect model overfitting or multicollinearity among instrumented variables—a common issue in small-sample 2SLS estimation (Albitar et al., 2025).
Similar to the study by Yang et al. (2021), we conducted our instrumental variable (IV) analysis using the ivreg2 command in Stata. To evaluate the validity and strength of our instruments, we report the Kleibergen-Paap (KP) LM and Wald F statistics for both specifications. In Model 3, which employs lagged variables as instruments, the KP LM statistic is 104.49 (p < 0.001) and the KP Wald F statistic is 17,000—well above conventional thresholds, indicating strong instrument relevance and confirming model identification. In Model 4, which uses industry-average values as instruments, the KP LM statistic is 16.26 (p < 0.001) and the KP Wald F statistic is 14.7, suggesting that the model remains identified and the instruments are sufficiently strong, albeit comparatively weaker than in Model 3. Collectively, these diagnostics assure weak instrument bias and support the robustness of our IV estimation strategy. However, models 3 and 4 both exactly identified (with the same number of instruments as endogenous variables), so the Hansen J-test is not applicable. We acknowledge that limitation and future research with overidentified structures could further evaluate instrument exogeneity
	Variables
	Model 1
OLS-FE (Firm Clustered)
	Model 2
OLS-FE (Industry Clustered)
	Model 3
2SLS – Lagged Instruments
	Model 4
2SLS – Industry-Average Instruments

	SGI
	0.415***(0.031)
	0.415***(0.031)
	0.306***(0.036)
	1.736***(0.420)

	BSIZE
	-0.112(0.088)
	-0.112(0.103)
	-0.093(0.036)
	-0.657***(0.227)

	log_ROA
	-0.804***(0.267)
	-0.804***(0.244)
	-1.567***(0.358)
	-2.526***(0.781)

	log_FTE
	0.901(0.789)
	0.901(0.851)
	0.013(0.294)
	-1.037(0.994)

	BSKIL
	0.022**(0.011)
	0.022**(0.011)
	-0.010(0.013)
	0.003(0.030)

	BINDP
	0.032***(0.008)
	0.032***(0.008)
	0.011(0.011)
	-0.124**(0.049)

	Constant
	15.624*(8.198)
	15.624*(8.454)
	48.109***(4.703)
	-13.087(21.041)

	Observations
	2,868
	2,868
	2,731
	2,660

	Clusters by standard error
	234 (Firms)
	62 (Industries)
	234 (Firms)
	218 (Firms)

	Industry FE
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Year FE
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Adjusted R²
	0.408
	0.408
	0.203
	-3.121


Table 6.17: Regression Results of SGI on ACMS Commitment
Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Standard errors in parentheses are robust and clustered at the firm or industry level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
6.3.3.1 Impact of Determinants of SGIs on ACMS 
 Tables 6.18 and 6.19 report additional fixed-effects regressions examining the disaggregated effects of individual SGI components on ACMS commitments. These models were estimated with robust standard errors clustered at the industry level (Table 6.18) and firm level (Table 6.19), respectively, to account for unobserved heterogeneity and intra-group correlation. Models 1–7 decompose the composite SGI into its constituent governance mechanisms to examine whether individual SGI dimensions independently influence firms’ commitments to addressing CMS. This stepwise modelling strategy is consistent with prior corporate governance and CSR research, which cautions that aggregate indices may obscure the distinct roles of specific governance mechanisms (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b). 
A comparison of Tables 8.18 and 8.19 indicates a high degree of statistical consistency between the industry-clustered and firm-clustered specifications, underscoring the robustness of the results. Across both models, all SGI components—CSRST, BGD, CSRC, CSRREP, CSRA, CSP and CSRAW—retain positive coefficients and remain statistically significant at conventional levels (p < 0.01 or p < 0.05) in both the individual and full models. The direction and relative magnitude of coefficients are largely stable across clustering approaches, suggesting that the observed relationships are not sensitive to whether residual dependence is modelled at the firm or industry level. Taken together, the results reported in Tables 8.18 and 8.19 provide robust empirical support for all SGIs sub-hypotheses. Specifically, the positive and statistically significant coefficients across both industry- and firm-clustered specifications indicate that CSRST Integration (H4a), BGD (H4b), CSRC (H4c), CSRREP (H4d), External CSRA (H4e), CSP (H4f) and CSRAW (H4g) are each independently associated with stronger corporate commitments to addressing CMS. 
Minor differences are observed in the magnitudes and significance levels of selected control variables, particularly BSIZE, log_FTE, and BSKIL, which show slightly weaker or less consistent significance under firm-level clustering. However, these variations do not affect the significance or interpretation of the SGI components themselves. The R² and adjusted R² values are also highly comparable across the two tables, indicating similar explanatory power. Furthermore, VIF values remain well below critical thresholds in both models, confirming that multicollinearity is not a concern. Overall, the close alignment between Tables 8.18 and 8.19 provides strong evidence that the positive association between SGI components and ACMS commitments is statistically robust and not driven by clustering choice or unobserved firm- or industry-level heterogeneity.
Model 1: CSR Strategy 
The positive and highly significant coefficient on CSR strategy in Model 1 indicates that firms that embed CSR at the strategic and board levels are more likely to institutionalise structured ACMS policies rather than engage in ad hoc or philanthropic CSR. Evidence from Indian listed companies shows that stronger corporate sustainability governance and board‑level CSR orientation are positively associated with more extensive corporate labour‑rights practices, including protections against low wages and modern‑slavery‑type exploitation (Helfaya et al., 2024). CSR‑oriented boards are also associated with better employee treatment and stronger labour policies in emerging economies, reinforcing the idea that a strategic CSR posture translates into improved internal welfare and stronger labour protections (Vuong, 2025). 
Systematic reviews of CSR strategies highlight that major firms deploy specialised resources and internal structures to cascade CSR throughout the organisation, integrating social and human‑rights issues into codes of conduct, supply‑chain standards, and performance systems (Lu et al., 2019; Nave and Ferreira, 2019). Research on hospitality and tourism further shows that companies with strong CSR and human‑rights orientations disclose more developed MS responses, including formal guidelines, company‑wide policies, and concrete actions such as audits, training, and supplier requirements (Vaughan, 2024). From a NIT perspective, these strategic CSR arrangements reflect conformity to evolving normative expectations around responsible governance and human rights, as firms respond to coercive, mimetic and normative pressures to address MS and labour abuses in their operations and supply chains (Barkay et al., 2024; Helfaya et al., 2024; Lu et al., 2019). Hence, this finding supports the hypothesis H4a. Taken together, this literature supports interpreting the positive CSR‑strategy coefficient as evidence that institutionalised, strategically embedded CSR significantly increases the likelihood and depth of ACMS policies.
Model 2: Board Gender Diversity 
Model 2 isolates BGD and shows a strong positive association with ACMS. This finding aligns with research suggesting that BGD enhance ethical sensitivity, stakeholder orientation, and oversight of social and human rights risks (Kuzey et al., 2022; Moussa et al., 2023). Boards with greater gender diversity show a clear, positive, and significant association with ACMS. Similar evidence from FTSE 100 firms demonstrates that a greater proportion of female directors is associated with higher CMS disclosure scores overall and with more detailed reporting on policies, due diligence procedures, risk assessment and management, KPIs, training, and additional measures to combat CMS (Moussa et al., 2023). Regression results indicate that BGD is a strong positive predictor of the MS disclosure index (BGD coefficient ≈ 0.27–0.39, significant at 1–5% levels), and this effect holds across both high‑risk and low‑risk industries (Allam et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2023). 
From an NIT perspective, BGD also reflects normative and mimetic institutional pressures, as BGD has become an internationally legitimised governance norm associated with responsible and modern corporate behaviour (Andrews et al., 1993; Geels, 2020; Hwang, 2023). Firms may therefore increase BGD both to enhance decision quality and to signal conformity with evolving expectations around equality, ethics, and sustainability. Notably, the statistically significant relationship between BGD and ACMS suggests that BGD functions not merely as symbolic compliance but as a governance attribute that substantively strengthens firms’ engagement with CMS risks. Further, the positive and significant relationship between BGD and ACMS reflects not just individual female directors’ preferences but an institutional process: gender‑diverse boards are better positioned to read, translate and conform to evolving global norms on forced labour, thereby enhancing organisational legitimacy in line with neo‑institutional expectations (Alvesson and Spicer, 2019; Hwang, 2023; Suddaby, 2010).
Model 3: CSR Committee 
Model 3 shows that the presence of a CSRC is positively and significantly associated with ACMS at the 5% significant level, indicating that firms with a dedicated CSRC implement more extensive and substantive ACMS practices. This result is consistent with prior evidence that CSRC enhances firms’ capacity to design and implement effective CSR strategies, which, in turn, improve social performance outcomes (Baraibar-Diez and D. Odriozola, 2019; Orazalin, 2020). By centralising responsibility for social and human‑rights issues, CSRCs can coordinate risk assessment, supplier monitoring and remediation efforts, thereby strengthening the firm’s internal control system around CMS risks (Gull et al., 2023; Mardawi et al., 2024)
The positive coefficient in both tables suggests that CSRCs help reduce the “decoupling” between what firms say and what they actually do regarding CSR. Empirical work shows that the presence of a CSRC is associated with narrower gaps between CSR disclosure and performance and with higher overall levels of CSR activity (Gull et al., 2023; Velte and Stawinoga, 2020). In the context of CMS, this implies that firms with CSRCs are more likely to translate MSS into concrete measures such as supplier audits, contractual clauses, training and grievance mechanisms (Flynn, 2020; Schaper and Pollach, 2021).
At the same time, NIT warns that CSR structures can remain largely symbolic if they are not backed by enforcement capacity and external scrutiny (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).  Studies of MS and transparency legislation show that some firms rely on CSR and reporting mainly to satisfy formal requirements, resulting in box-ticking statements with limited evidence of substantive action (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). Hence, Study findings reinforce the argument that dedicated CSR governance bodies can be an important driver of eliminating CMS.
Model 4: CSR Reporting 
Model 6 shows CSRREP and shows a strong positive association with ACMS policy commitments in both tables. CSRREP and ACMS policies are positively linked because they arise from the same institutional pressures for transparency, legitimacy and responsible supply‑chain governance. Prior studies show that firms with stronger CSR/ESG orientation tend to make more extensive and substantive MS policy disclosures. For example, in Indonesia, higher corporate responsibility commitment is positively associated with the quality of voluntary CMS disclosure in annual and sustainability reports, indicating that firms already investing in broader CSR systems are more likely to articulate clearer policies, procedures and controls to address CMS risks in their supply chains (Muawanah and Adhariani, 2024). 
	Similarly, in the UK context, compliance with CMS reporting obligations is significantly related to firms’ prior social responsibility commitment: companies with a stronger history of CSR and non‑financial reporting are more likely to meet or exceed the MSA’s transparency requirements, and to develop policies, working groups and strengthened contract terms explicitly targeting CMS (Flynn and Walker, 2021). In the U.S. hospitality and tourism sector, firms ranked highly for human‑rights and supply‑chain CSR performance disclose a richer set of formal guidelines, company‑wide compliance policies and concrete actions against CMS in their CSR reports, suggesting that mature CSRREP infrastructures are closely intertwined with more extensive ACMS commitments (Vaughan, 2024). Together, this evidence supports the argument that CSRREP does not stand alone but is positively linked to the depth and breadth of ACMS commitments at the firm level (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Vaughan, 2024).
From NIT perspectives, CSR disclosure shows that organisations seek legitimacy by aligning their reporting andnternal policies with dominant societal norms, leading to isomorphism in which visible firms converge towards similar CSR narratives and ACMS commitments in their supply chains (Golrida et al., 2020). Thus, the positive, significant relationship in Tables 8.18 and 8.19 can be interpreted as evidence that where CSRREP is more developed, companies have more fully internalised institutional expectations on labour rights, and therefore are more likely to formalise and disclose robust ACMS policies as part of their response to these external pressures (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Rogerson et al., 2025). Extensive disclosure increases visibility, stakeholder scrutiny, and reputational exposure, thereby incentivising firms to formalise ACMS (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). However, NIT highlights the risk that reporting may prioritise legitimacy over substantive change, reinforcing the importance of testing its effect independently (Pinnington et al., 2023; Walk Free et al., 2020; Young and Gad, 2022).
	Moreover, this positive relationship can be explained through the institutional pressures that shape the CSRREP and ACMS commitments. CSRREP acts as coercive and normative pressures that push firms to adopt and disclose CMS policies, while industry networks and multi‑stakeholder initiatives create mimetic pressures that encourage firms to emulate leading CSR reporters (Flynn and Walker, 2021). Where CSRREP is already institutionalised—as part of broader sustainability and stakeholder accountability practices—firms possess the structures, routines and legitimacy incentives needed to extend these disclosures to CMS risks, resulting in stronger and more visible ACMS policy commitments (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Muawanah and Adhariani, 2024).
 Model 5: CSR Assurance 
Model 4 assesses the role of external assurance of CSR disclosures in relation to ACMS. The positive relationship with ACMS suggests that assurance mechanisms can enhance the perceived credibility of firms’ ACMS efforts and strengthen internal discipline around social and human‑rights commitments, consistent with evidence that reporting regimes can stimulate more substantive supply‑chain actions over time (Schaper and Pollach, 2021; Szablewska and Kubacki, 2023). 
CSRA is typically adopted by firms that already have more developed CSR systems, stronger stakeholder pressure, and higher sensitivity to human‑rights issues. Syntheses of CSRA practice show that companies with more advanced non‑financial reporting, stronger governance structures and higher exposure to social scrutiny are more likely to seek external assurance as part of deepening their CSR engagement rather than as a minimal compliance tool (Maroun, 2020). This suggests that assurance tends to cluster with more ambitious CSR and human‑rights commitments, not with their absence (Maroun, 2020).
CMS–specific research similarly finds that firms facing higher risk or visibility often respond by expanding policies, due diligence processes, and disclosure on CMS in supply chains (Flynn, 2020; Geng et al., 2022). Content analyses of UK MSS show that many companies have introduced new AMS policies, strengthened supplier codes of conduct, and developed risk‑assessment and monitoring systems as part of their response to transparency legislation (Bodendorf et al., 2022; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017). These are precisely the kinds of internal systems that make assurance both feasible and valuable.
	Some empirical studies show that CMS disclosures, as well as CSRREP more broadly, increase as firms respond to neo-institutional forces to maintain legitimacy and stakeholder support (Flynn, 2020; Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017). CSRA itself is strongly shaped by coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures at the country and industry levels, functioning as a legitimisation tool adopted when legal systems, cultural expectations, and sector norms favour sustainability accountability (Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017). From an NIT view, firms that experience stronger institutional demands around CMS are more likely to formalise ACMS commitments (policies, due diligence, governance structures) and to seek external assurance over their CSR disclosures as mutually reinforcing strategies to demonstrate conformity with evolving social norms and regulatory expectations (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017). Thus, the positive relationship found between CSR assurance and ACMS commitments is consistent with NIT: both arise as isomorphic responses to intensifying institutional pressures for responsible supply‑chain governance and credible CMS accountability (Bice, 2017; Flynn and Walker, 2021).
Model 6: Corporate Social Performance 
Firms’ CSP is found to have a positive, highly significant effect on ACMS practices, supporting H4e, which posits that higher CSP is associated with improved ACMS commitments. Evidence from UK firms shows that better corporate sustainability performance is associated with greater efforts to address CMS in supply chains, independent of financial performance (Geng et al., 2022). In the US hospitality and tourism sector, companies with higher ratings for human‑rights and supply‑chain performance disclose more extensive policies, guidelines and actions to prevent CMS, indicating that mature CSP systems are translated into concrete ACMS practices (Vaughan, 2024). Research on UK MSS further shows that socially responsible firms with strong CSP (“moral reliability”) are more likely to include emotionally sensitive, human‑centred narratives in their disclosures, signalling deeper ethical engagement with CMS issues (Provost and Capelos, 2025). 
More broadly, the CSP literature documents that strong social and environmental performance is associated with reduced firm risk and enhanced reputation (Busch and Friede, 2018; Nirino et al., 2022), suggesting that firms invest in CSP‑related systems (governance, stakeholder engagement, transparency) that can also underpin effective ACMS practices. Together, these findings support the argument that higher CSP provides the organisational capabilities and governance infrastructure that enable firms to implement stronger ACMS measures, consistent with the positive and significant CSP–ACMS relationship found in this study. Thus, NIT explains the positive CSP–ACMS relationship as the outcome of firms seeking legitimacy and conformity with evolving institutional rules and norms around human rights, producing a pattern of convergent (isomorphic) behaviour where high‑CSP firms are more likely to adopt and disclose stronger ACMS commitments (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Golrida et al., 2020).
Model 7: CSR awards and recognitions
Model 7 examines the relationship between CSRAW and firms’ commitments to addressing ACMS practices. Across Tables 8.18 and 8.19, CSRAW shows a positive, highly statistically significant association with ACMS. The stability of both sign and significance across alternative clustering structures indicates that the observed relationship is robust and not driven by firm-specific or industry-level shocks. Award‑winning or highly rated firms on CSR/sustainability indices tend to have stronger human‑rights and supply‑chain systems. In hospitality and tourism, companies top‑ranked for human‑rights and supply‑chain performance disclosed more developed CMS measures (formal guidelines, company‑wide policies, concrete actions) than peers (Vaughan, 2024). Similarly, higher corporate sustainability performance is associated with greater effort to address MS in supply chains (Geng et al., 2022).
CSRAW functions as an external validation mechanism, signalling conformity with widely accepted social responsibility and human-rights norms. Firms that seek or receive such recognition face heightened reputational exposure and ongoing stakeholder scrutiny, which can incentivise the adoption of visible and structured ACMS policies, including MSS, supplier codes of conduct, and due diligence procedures (Emeseh and Songi, 2014; Mallin and Michelon, 2011).
Synthesis across Models 1–7
Taken together, Models 1–7 demonstrate that each SGI component independently contributes to ACMS commitments, providing robust support for the SGI sub-hypotheses. The consistency of positive effects across governance structures, board characteristics, assurance, reporting, performance, and social recognition reinforces the argument that ACMS engagement is multi-dimensional (Allam et al., 2024; Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017).

All coefficients are positive and statistically significant, demonstrating that individual SGI components independently contribute to ACMS commitment in both models. Control variables remain consistent across models, and the R² values confirm moderate to strong explanatory power. All estimations include robust standard errors clustered at both the firm and industry levels. Additionally, multicollinearity diagnostics (VIF scores) remain within acceptable thresholds, reinforcing the robustness of the regression results (Hair et al., 2018).



	Variable
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7
	Full Model

	CSRST
	0.101*** (0.013)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.054*** (0.014)

	BGN
	
	0.345*** (0.021)
	
	
	
	
	
	0.239*** (0.024)

	CSRC
	
	
	0.097** (0.039)
	
	
	
	
	0.116** (0.050)

	CSRREP
	
	
	
	0.422*** (0.032)
	
	
	
	0.134*** (0.024)

	CSRA
	
	
	
	
	0.309*** (0.050)
	
	
	0.138*** (0.055)

	CSP
	
	
	
	
	
	0.179*** (0.016)
	
	0.146***(0.036)

	CSRAW
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.365*** (0.040)
	0.2709*** (0.0432) 

	BINDP
	0.0399*** (0.0086)
	0.0251** (0.0089)
	0.0432*** (0.0105)
	0.0331*** (0.0107)
	0.038*** (0.010)
	0.037*** (0.0093)
	0.0376*** (0.0102)
	0.0113 (0.0081)

	BSIZE
	-0.1475 (0.1019)
	-0.0332 (0.1002)
	-0.1715 (0.1123)
	-0.2967** (0.1135)
	-0.145 (0.109)
	-0.1419 (0.1142)
	-0.1449 (0.1145)
	-0.1119 (0.1152)

	log_ROA
	-0.7428** (0.2785)
	-0.7169** (0.2759)
	-0.23643576
	-0.8772** (0.3022)
	-0.548 (0.351)
	-0.6281** (0.2772)
	-0.5476 (0.3699)
	-0.8362** (0.3469)

	log_FTE
	1.8147* (1.0247)
	1.4937* (0.7649)
	2.7993*** (1.0173)
	0.9167 (1.3441)
	1.520 (1.147)
	1.1274 (0.9726)
	1.5196 (1.1569)
	-1.2710 (0.8315)

	BSKIL
	0.0221* (0.0128)
	0.0125 (0.0104)
	0.0227 (0.0151)
	0.0327** (0.0148)
	0.020 (0.015)
	0.0177 (0.0125)
	0.0198 (0.0164)
	0.0225 (0.0138)

	Constant
	20.272* (10.423)
	26.791*** (8.127)
	7.615 (10.701)
	19.858 (15.306)
	-1.483 (12.489)
	23.727** (10.004)
	-1.483 (11.762)
	0.2427*** (0.0355)

	R² 
	0.303
	0.458
	0.248
	0.284
	0.278
	0.336
	0.271
	12.029 (11.289)

	Adj. R² 
	0.288
	0.443
	0.232
	0.267
	0.278
	0.32
	0.256
	0.53

	Obs
	2,868
	2,793
	2,619
	2,136
	2217
	2,868
	2,217
	0.515

	Clusters
	234
	233
	231
	220
	230
	234
	230
	1,448

	Year Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	202

	Industry Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	VIF
	1.19
	1.22
	1.21
	1.2
	1.19
	1.22
	1.18
	1.49


Table 6.18:  Regression Results for Determinants of SGIs and ACMS (Industry-level)
Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Standard errors in parentheses are robust and clustered at the industry level to account for intra-industry correlation in residuals. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
 

	Variable
	Model 1 
	Model 2 
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7
	Full model

	CSRST
	0.101*** (0.012)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.054*** (0.015)

	BGN
	
	0.345*** (0.019)
	
	
	
	
	
	0.239*** (0.025)

	CSRC
	
	
	0.097** (0.041)
	
	
	
	
	0.116** (0.050)

	CSRREP
	
	
	
	0.422*** (0.031)
	
	
	
	0.134*** (0.027)

	CSRA
	
	
	
	
	0.309*** (0.049)
	
	
	0.138*** (0.049)

	CSP
	
	
	
	
	
	0.179*** (0.018)
	
	0.146***(0.036)

	CSRAW
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.365*** (0.044)
	0.271*** (0.043)

	BINDP
	0.040*** (0.009)
	0.025*** (0.008)
	0.043*** (0.010)
	0.037*** (0.009)
	0.038*** (0.010)
	0.033*** (0.011)
	0.038*** (0.010)
	0.011 (0.009)

	BSIZE
	-0.147 (0.091)
	-0.033 (0.093)
	-0.171* (0.101)
	-0.142 (0.098)
	-0.145 (0.109)
	-0.297*** (0.103)
	-0.145 (0.109)
	-0.112 (0.123)

	log_ROA
	-0.743*** (0.288)
	-0.717*** (0.270)
	-0.670** (0.315)
	-0.628** (0.281)
	-0.548 (0.351)
	-0.877*** (0.341)
	-0.548 (0.351)
	-0.836** (0.367)

	log_FTE
	1.815 (0.936)
	1.494 (0.766)
	2.799*** (1.044)
	1.127 (0.900)
	1.520 (1.147)
	0.917 (1.258)
	1.520 (1.147)
	-1.271 (0.962)

	BSKIL
	0.022 (0.013)
	0.012 (0.010)
	0.023 (0.014)
	0.018 (0.012)
	0.020 (0.015)
	0.033** (0.015)
	0.020 (0.015)
	0.023 (0.014)

	Constant
	20.272** (10.130)
	26.791*** (8.347)
	7.615 (11.296)
	23.727** (9.598)
	-1.483 (12.489)
	19.857 (14.082)
	-1.483 (12.489)
	12.029 (12.660)

	R² 
	0.303
	0.458
	0.248
	0.336
	0.278
	0.284
	0.271
	0.530

	Adj. R² 
	0.303
	0.458
	0.248
	0.336
	0.278
	0.284
	0.271
	0.530

	Obs
	2,868
	2,793
	2,619
	2,868
	2217
	2,136
	2,217
	1,448

	Clusters
	234
	233
	231
	234
	230
	220
	230
	202

	Year Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Industry Effects
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	VIF
	1.19
	1.22
	1.21
	1.2
	1.19
	1.22
	1.18
	1.49


 Table 6.19: Regression Results of Determinants of SGIs (Sub-Hypotheses) and ACMS-(Firm-level)
Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Standard errors in parentheses are robust and clustered at the firm to account for intra-firm correlation in residuals. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

[bookmark: _Toc220846414][bookmark: _Toc221437681]6.3.4 Additional Analysis
6.3.4.1 Regression analysis based on CMS-risk 
Prior research highlights that industry characteristics significantly shape corporate responses to labour rights issues and corporate accountability (Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024; Rogerson and Parry, 2020). Building on this literature, this study conducts industry-specific regression analyses to examine whether the relationship between SGI and ACMS varies by CMS risk exposure. Firms were categorised along two dimensions. First, industries were classified into low CMS risk (e.g., finance, technology, healthcare) and high CMS risk (e.g., agriculture, textiles, construction, mining), following established classification frameworks (Allam et al., 2024; Christ et al., 2019).  Table 7.6 provides a detailed overview of the CMS risk classification scheme. 
Table 8.20 reports the regression results examining differences in the SGI–ACMS relationship across low-risk and high-risk industry groups. Consistent with the main results reported in Table 8.17, SGI shows a positive, statistically significant association with ACMS performance across both industry categories. In low-CMS-risk industries, SGI is positively associated with ACMS outcomes (β = 0.323, p < 0.01), indicating that stronger sustainability governance structures are associated with better ACMS commitments. A similarly positive and statistically significant relationship is observed in high CMS-risk industries (β = 0.302, p < 0.01). The comparable magnitudes of these coefficients suggest that SGI's influence on ACMS commitments is robust across varying levels of industry risk exposure, rather than confined to structurally high-risk sectors.
Empirical studies of UK FTSE firms show that companies in higher‑risk sectors (such as construction, agrifood, textiles and mining) are more likely to make substantive changes to structures, policies and practices in response to CMS risks, including adopting new policies, strengthening contract terms, creating working groups and developing specific KPIs (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Trautrims et al., 2021). These firms tend to embed ACMS measures within broader sustainability and social‑sustainability governance, for example, through supply‑chain risk assessment, due diligence systems, and collaborative sector-level initiatives (Dodd et al., 2023; Trautrims et al., 2021). High‑risk sectors also face more intense institutional and media pressures and greater exposure to risky sourcing locations, which increase both their awareness and motivation to act on CMS, in line with the awareness–motivation–capability framework (Geng et al., 2022; Han et al., 2022).
Focusing on low-CMS-risk industries, the results indicate that SGIs play a meaningful, statistically robust role in shaping ACMS commitments, even in sectors traditionally perceived as less exposed to CMS risks. The positive and highly significant coefficient for SGI (β = 0.323, p < 0.01) suggests that firms operating in low-risk industries—such as finance, technology, and healthcare—exhibit stronger ACMS commitments when sustainability governance structures are more developed. These findings challenge assumptions that CMS governance is primarily relevant only to high-risk sectors and support emerging evidence that exploitation risks can remain embedded within complex service, technology, and professional supply chains, including outsourced labour, subcontracting, and migrant work arrangements (Christ et al., 2019; Crane et al., 2019).





Table 6.20: Regression analysis based on the industry CMS risk 

	 
	Modern slavery risk 

	 
	Low-risk industries 
	High-risk industries 

	SGI 
	0.323*** (0.057) 
	0.302*** (0.043) 

	BSIZE 
	-0.174 (0.168) 
	-0.029 (0.105) 

	log_ROA 
	-2.074*** (0.482) 
	-1.376*** (0.447) 

	log_FTE 
	-0.331 (0.620) 
	0.122 (0.330) 

	BSKIL 
	0.037 (0.025) 
	-0.024 (0.015) 

	BINDP 
	0.006 (0.023) 
	0.013 (0.012) 

	Constant 
	48.522 (8.504) 
	47.421*** (5.480) 

	Adj. R² 
	0.242 
	0.2 

	Root MSE 
	6.069 
	6.434 

	Observations 
	710 
	2021 

	Clusters 
	62 
	172 


Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses and clustered at the firm level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Further, this study extends the analysis by examining the impact of the separate components of the SGI on ACMS policy commitments across low and high-CMS-risk industries. Table 8.21 presents the results of a series of regression models examining the individual determinants of the SGI and their relationship with ACMS commitment across low- and high-CMS-risk industries. To provide a granular assessment of governance mechanisms, each SGI component is introduced separately across seven model specifications for each industry group. This approach allows for the identification of which specific governance dimensions drive better ACMS commitments under differing industry CMS risk conditions.  A detailed regression analysis of SGI components provides more robust insights. 
In both CMS high‑risk and low‑risk industries, several firm‑level characteristics show broadly similar relationships with ACMS commitments, but the intensity of these links often differs because risk salience and institutional pressure are higher in exposed sectors. Across industries, a clear CSRST, better female representation on boards, strong CSP, better or more extensive CCSRREP, and better external CSRAW reflect a stronger ACMS commitment.
In both high‑risk and low‑risk CMS industries, companies with stronger ACMS commitment also tend to have stronger CSRST. Firms that adopt clear ACMS policies, human‑rights codes, and zero‑tolerance language tend to embed ACMS into broader CSR and supply‑chain governance (e.g., updated codes of ethics, contract clauses, working groups, KPIs) (Bodendorf et al., 2022; Flynn and Walker, 2021).
BGD appears to be an important driver of ACMS and related transparency across both high‑risk and low‑risk CMS industries.  In a related UK study, higher BGD is again positively associated with CMS disclosure, and this effect holds in both high‑risk and low‑risk industries, suggesting that gender‑diverse boards press for transparency and stronger ACMS responses regardless of external risk level (Allam et al., 2024). The positive BGD–disclosure link is slightly stronger in low‑risk sectors, while still clearly positive and significant in high‑risk sectors, indicating that women directors help maintain ACMS even when CMS risk is less salient (Allam et al., 2024). 
Similarly, CSP and CSRAW and high rankings are one form of social reputation payoff for strong or even “aggressive” CSR (Gerged et al., 2026). The study finds that firms engaging in CSR beyond the optimal level are more likely to receive CSR awards. Such “award‑seeking” CSR often includes highly visible human‑rights and supply‑chain initiatives that may encompass ACMS commitments. Evidence from Vietnam indicates that firms holding CSR certifications or memberships, as well as those engaging in visible community‑oriented CSR activities, experience measurable productivity gains. These findings strengthen the incentive for firms to invest in recognised CSR profiles (Newman et al., 2020).
CMS allegations harm operating performance, but firms with strong CSR practices suffer less, indicating that credible CSP and ACMS act as reputational insurance (Yagci Sokat and Altay, 2023). At the same time, scholarship warns that some anti‑slavery CSR can be symbolic, used to defend the status quo or whitewash brands (Lebaron and Rühmkorf, 2019; New, 2015). Research on “substantive versus symbolic” CSR shows that only substantive CSR improves key stakeholder outcomes and legitimacy (Nejati and Shafaei, 2023), implying that awards and recognition matter most when backed by ACMS action.
CSRCs are positively associated with ACMS outcomes, but this relationship is statistically significant only in high‑risk industries. In low‑risk sectors, the presence of a CSRC shows a small and non‑significant effect, indicating that the CSRC often operates as a broad or symbolic CSR mechanism rather than a targeted driver of CMS‑related action (Flynn and Walker, 2021; New, 2015). NIT explains this difference through coercive, mimetic and normative pressures. High‑risk industries face stronger regulatory and stakeholder pressure on CMS, so firms respond by changing structures, policies and practices, including forming committees, working groups and KPIs specifically on CMS (Helfaya et al., 2024; Pinnington and Meehan, 2023). In these contexts, CSRC serves as a genuine governance mechanism, translating institutional pressure into stronger ACMS and better reporting (Flynn and Walker, 2021; Ishaya et al., 2025).
In low‑risk industries, CMS risk is perceived as more distant and less visible, leading to weaker institutional pressures and greater “wait‑and‑see” or symbolic compliance among managers(New, 2015; Pinnington and Meehan, 2023). CSR structures may satisfy legitimacy expectations without driving substantial CMS policies or supply‑chain changes, which aligns with the non‑significant CSRC–ACMS link in your low‑risk sample (Helfaya et al., 2024; Mardawi et al., 2024).
The CSRA–ACMS relationship varies by CMS-risk exposure, indicating that industry risk conditions the usefulness of assurance. In low CMS-risk industries, CSRA is positive but only weakly significant (β = 0.074, p < 0.10), suggesting that assurance may be adopted primarily to enhance report credibility and legitimacy rather than to drive deep governance change. This pattern is consistent with critiques that CSR/audit-style mechanisms can become symbolic compliance tools—particularly where exploitation risk is perceived as remote and external scrutiny is weaker—thereby limiting their capacity to detect or remediate structural labour abuses (Ford and Nolan, 2020; Islam et al., 2021).
	In contrast, in high-CMS-risk industries, CSRA shows a positive, statistically significant association with ACMS commitments (β = 0.027, p < 0.01). This aligns with evidence that firms in high-risk sectors face stronger institutional, stakeholder, and reputational pressures under CMS transparency regimes, which encourages more proactive governance responses and stronger compliance-related  (McGaughey et al., 2022; Trautrims et al., 2020). From a CSRA perspective, assurance is more likely to function as a substantive governance mechanism when external scrutiny is high—improving the credibility and decision-usefulness of CSR information and strengthening internal accountability processes (Maroun, 2020; Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017).
The results indicate that CSRREP, CSP, and CSRAW are all positively associated with ACMS commitment, with effects evident across both low and high-CMS-risk industries, though with stronger and more consistent magnitudes in high-risk contexts. CSRREP shows a positive, statistically significant relationship with ACMS commitment in both low- and high-CMS-risk industries. This suggests that more extensive CSRREP is associated with stronger formal commitments to addressing CMS, reflecting the role of reporting as a mechanism for risk visibility, accountability, and stakeholder signalling. Prior research indicates that CMS reporting requirements encourage firms to articulate policies, due diligence processes, and governance structures, particularly where transparency obligations increase reputational exposure (Flynn, 2020; LeBaron et al., 2017)
CSP exhibits a strong and highly significant association with ACMS commitment across both industry groups. This finding suggests that firms with stronger overall CSP are more likely to demonstrate substantive commitments to addressing CMS, consistent with evidence that firms embedding social responsibility into core operations are better positioned to respond to labour exploitation risks (Geng et al., 2022; McGaughey et al., 2022)
CSRAW display the largest coefficients among the CSR-related determinants in both contexts. This indicates that externally validated CSR recognition is strongly associated with ACMS commitment, suggesting that third-party endorsement and reputational incentives play a critical role in motivating firms to formalise ACMS commitments. The literature highlights that external recognition increases reputational stakes and reinforces normative pressures, encouraging firms to align commitments with recognised CSR standards and benchmarks (Maroun, 2020; Velte and Stawinoga, 2017). These findings suggest that disclosure, performance, and external validation mechanisms act as complementary drivers of ACMS commitment, reinforcing both internal governance processes and external accountability. While these mechanisms operate across all industries, their influence appears particularly salient in contexts where CMS risk and stakeholder scrutiny are elevated, supporting arguments that reputational and institutional pressures are central to shaping ACMS commitments   (Crane et al., 2019; Flynn and Walker, 2021).
	CMS low-risk industries
	CMS high-risk industries

	 Variable
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7

	CSRST
	0.105*** (0.027)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.081*** (0.020)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BGD
	
	0.297*** (0.041)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.284*** (0.026)
	
	
	
	
	

	CSRC
	
	
	0.008 (0.068)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.106*** (0.040)
	
	
	
	

	CSRREP
	
	
	
	0.093** (0.045)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.091*** (0.033)
	
	
	

	CSRA
	
	
	
	
	0.074* (0.083)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.027*** (0.051)
	
	

	CSP
	
	
	
	
	
	0.184*** (0.030)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.146*** (0.029)
	

	CSRAW
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.659*** (0.111)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.537*** (0.056)

	BSIZE
	-0.093 (0.187)
	-0.182 (0.217)
	-0.151 (0.165)
	-0.266 (0.204)
	-0.174 (0.168)
	-0.242 (0.207)
	-0.081 (0.219)
	-0.000 (0.106)
	0.076 (0.100)
	0.066 (0.112)
	0.069 (0.118)
	-0.029 (0.105)
	-0.042 (0.112)
	0.163* (0.091)

	log_ROA
	-1.589***uni3 (0.504)
	-2.074*** (0.546)
	-1.520*** (0.567)
	-1.917*** (0.622)
	-2.074*** (0.482)
	-2.322*** (0.478)
	-1.546*** (0.566)
	-1.299*** (0.455)
	-1.390*** (0.419)
	-1.534*** (0.467)
	-1.728*** (0.519)
	-1.376*** (0.447)
	-1.333*** (0.456)
	-1.979*** (0.405)

	log_FTE
	-0.048 (0.631)
	-0.809 (0.629)
	0.194 (0.613)
	-0.292 (0.619)
	-0.331 (0.620)
	-0.238 (0.546)
	0.169 (0.622)
	0.263 (0.319)
	0.075 (0.307)
	0.415 (0.325)
	0.462 (0.366)
	0.122 (0.330)
	0.055 (0.350)
	0.599** (0.294)

	BSKIL
	0.038 (0.027)
	0.050** (0.023)
	0.034 (0.030)
	0.014 (0.029)
	0.037 (0.025)
	0.053** (0.026)
	0.024 (0.027)
	-0.03* (0.016)
	0.001 (0.016)
	-0.021 (0.018)
	-0.027 (0.018)
	-0.024 (0.015)
	-0.016 (0.016)
	0.008 (0.016)

	BINDP
	0.016 (0.025)
	0.003 (0.024)
	0.041* (0.024)
	0.038 (0.026)
	0.006 (0.023)
	0.011 (0.024)
	0.024 (0.018)
	0.023** (0.012)
	0.009 (0.011)
	0.034*** (0.012)
	0.042*** (0.014)
	0.013 (0.012)
	0.017 (0.012)
	0.022** (0.010)

	Constant
	56.712 (8.403)
	68.563 (8.465)
	62.474 (10.308)
	67.615 (8.421)
	48.522 (8.504)
	51.578 (7.600)
	10.843 (12.973)
	58.161*** (4.762)
	59.416*** (4.362)
	51.120*** (5.750)
	55.569*** (5.992)
	47.421*** (5.480)
	55.280*** (5.247)
	13.863** (6.809)

	Adj. R²
	0.172
	0.286
	0.101
	0.14
	0.242
	0.242
	0.269
	0.124
	0.252
	0.083
	0.105
	0.2
	0.171
	0.208

	Root MSE
	6.344
	5.869
	6.527
	6.385
	6.069
	6.073
	6.094
	6.733
	6.157
	6.951
	6.961
	6.434
	6.544
	6.131

	Obs
	710
	698
	611
	555
	710
	709
	482
	2021
	1950
	1859
	1414
	2021
	2019
	1438

	Clusters
	62
	62
	62
	56
	62
	62
	56
	172
	171
	167
	160
	172
	172
	168


Table 6.21:  SGI’s Determinants and ACMS commitments by CMS-Risk
Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses and clustered at the firm level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively. 

6.3.4.2 Regression Analysis Based on Industry Orientation 
Table 6.23 presents regression results examining the relationship between SGIs and ACMS performance across labour-intensive and capital-intensive industries. Consistent with previous literature, including Helfaya et al. (2024) and Mohapatra (2022), industry orientation is expected to shape firms’ exposure to labour-related risks and the effectiveness of governance mechanisms to address CMS. By distinguishing between labour-intensive and capital-intensive industries, Helfaya et al. (2024) and Mohapatra (2022) capture structural differences in production processes that may condition how sustainability governance translates into ACMS outcomes. Table 7.6 provides a detailed overview of the classification scheme for both CMS risk levels and industry orientation.
Across both industry orientations, SGI shows a positive, highly statistically significant association with ACMS commitments. In labour-intensive industries, SGI is positively associated with ACMS (β = 0.326, p < 0.01), and a similarly strong relationship is observed in capital-intensive industries (β = 0.299, p < 0.01). The comparable magnitudes of the coefficients indicate that sustainability governance mechanisms contribute to improved ACMS-related outcomes regardless of industry production structure, suggesting that SGI operates as a broadly applicable governance tool rather than one limited to labour-intensive sectors.





Table 6.23: Regression analysis based on industry orientation
	 
	Industry Orientation  

	 
	Labour-intensive
	Capital-intensive

	SGI 
	0.326*** (0.066)
	0.299*** (0.041)

	BSIZE 
	-0.013 (0.169)
	-0.165 (0.108)

	log_ROA 
	-1.322** (0.665)
	-1.643*** (0.400)

	log_FTE 
	-0.015 (0.590)
	-0.003 (0.336)

	BSKIL 
	-0.04* (0.023)
	0.007 (0.016)

	BINDP 
	0.006 (0.016)
	0.014 (0.013)

	Constant 
	43.851*** (8.394)
	51.22*** (5.68)

	Adj. R² 
	0.251
	0.194

	Root MSE 
	6.373
	6.311

	Observations 
	918
	1813

	Clusters 
	80
	154


Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses and clustered at the firm level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

Table 6.24 reports regression results examining how the individual determinants of the SGI are associated with ACMS commitments, separately for labour-intensive and capital-intensive industries. This disaggregated approach allows for assessing whether specific governance mechanisms operate differently across industry production structures. 
Across both industry orientations, CSRST and BGD show strong and highly significant positive associations with ACMS commitments. This finding is consistent with prior research demonstrating that embedding CSR at the strategic level and promoting inclusive board structures strengthens organisational attention to labour rights and ACMS risks  (Crane et al., 2019; Flynn, 2020; McGaughey et al., 2022). These effects are particularly salient in labour-intensive industries, where labour governance is more central to operational performance.
The results indicate that the role of CSRC in shaping ACMS commitments differs by industry orientation. In labour-intensive industries, CSRC shows a weak but positive association with ACMS commitments (β = 0.094, p < 0.10), while in capital-intensive industries, the coefficient is smaller and statistically insignificant (β = 0.065, n.s.). This suggests that the presence of a CSRC contributes only marginally to ACMS commitments and that its effectiveness is highly context dependent.
In labour-intensive industries, where labour exposure, subcontracting, and workforce vulnerability are structurally embedded, CSRC may serve as a coordination and agenda-setting mechanisms that elevate labour issues within board-level discussions. Prior research indicates that CSRC can help formalise responsibility, improve issue salience, and channel information upward in complex labour environments (Crane et al., 2019; Trautrims et al., 2020).  However, the weak significance of CSRC also aligns with critiques that CSRC often lack enforcement authority and operational reach, limiting their capacity to translate oversight into substantive ACMS outcomes (Lewis et al., 2015; New, 2015).
In capital-intensive industries, where labour risks are less central to production processes and often more distal in supply chains, the absence of a significant CSRC effect suggests that formal committee structures alone are insufficient to drive ACMS commitments. This finding is consistent with governance research showing that CSRC can become symbolic compliance devices in lower-salience contexts, particularly when labour risks are not perceived as material to core business performance (Ford and Nolan, 2020; Islam et al., 2021).
CSRREP is very strong in labour-intensive industries (β = 0.161, p < 0.01) but notably weaker in capital-intensive industries (β = 0.050, p < 0.05). This difference aligns with CMS research, which finds that labour-intensive sectors typically face greater direct exposure to labour exploitation risks through subcontracting, recruitment channels, and dependence on labour brokers. As a result, transparency and reporting are more tightly coupled to operational labour governance in these industries (Crane et al., 2019; Trautrims et al., 2020). In lower-labour-salience contexts, reporting may function more as reputational signalling rather than deeply operationalised labour control, which helps explain the weaker coefficient in capital-intensive sectors (Ford and Nolan, 2020; Islam et al., 2021).
CSP and CSRAW emerge as the most consistent and substantive drivers of ACMS commitments across both industry types. The strong effects of CSP and CSRAW align with evidence that firms demonstrating superior social performance and receiving external recognition face heightened reputational incentives and normative pressures to formalise anti-slavery commitments (Flynn, 2020; Velte and Stawinoga, 2017). The large coefficients for CSRAW suggest that third-party validation and public recognition play a critical role in reinforcing ACMS commitments, irrespective of production orientation.

	 
	Labour-intensive industry
	Capital-intensive industry

	Variable
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7

	CSRST
	0.089*** (0.027)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.086*** (0.020)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	BGD
	
	0.317*** (0.033)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.263*** (0.028)
	
	
	
	
	

	CSRC
	
	
	0.094*
(0.063)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.065
(0.040)
	
	
	
	

	CSRA
	
	
	
	0.084 (0.063)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.032** (0.056)
	
	
	

	CSRREP
	
	
	
	
	0.161*** (0.047)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.050**
(0.031)
	
	

	CSP
	
	
	
	
	
	0.181*** (0.048)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.146*** (0.021)
	

	CSRAW
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.618*** (0.085)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.545*** (0.063)

	BSIZE
	0.044 (0.172)
	0.127 (0.122)
	0.194 (0.153)
	0.201 (0.167)
	0.029 (0.178)
	0.316** (0.124)
	-0.013 (0.169)
	-0.124 (0.110)
	-0.127 (0.131)
	-0.126 (0.112)
	-0.184 (0.124)
	-0.23* (0.118)
	-0.044 (0.116)
	-0.165 (0.108)

	log_ROA
	-1.207* (0.669)
	-1.169** (0.586)
	-1.279* (0.697)
	-1.484** (0.734)
	-1.379* (0.708)
	-1.763*** (0.522)
	-1.322** (0.665)
	-1.383*** (0.417)
	-1.758*** (0.414)
	-1.527*** (0.418)
	-1.957*** (0.489)
	-1.626*** (0.402)
	-1.882*** (0.434)
	-1.643*** (0.400)

	log_FTE
	0.079 (0.519)
	-0.250 (0.502)
	0.185 (0.501)
	0.729 (0.570)
	-0.483 (0.576)
	0.697* (0.376)
	-0.015 (0.590)
	0.210 (0.341)
	-0.110 (0.355)
	0.400 (0.357)
	0.017 (0.383)
	0.139 (0.343)
	0.389 (0.368)
	-0.003 (0.336)

	BSKIL
	-0.051** (0.025)
	-0.012 (0.021)
	-0.049* (0.027)
	-0.039 (0.029)
	-0.023 (0.023)
	0.009 (0.022)
	-0.04* (0.023)
	0.006 (0.016)
	0.026 (0.017)
	0.011 (0.018)
	0.002 (0.017)
	0.013 (0.017)
	0.023 (0.018)
	0.007 (0.016)

	BINDP
	0.014 (0.017)
	0.008 (0.016)
	0.037** (0.017)
	0.031 (0.022)
	0.012 (0.016)
	0.017 (0.013)
	0.006 (0.016)
	0.026* (0.013)
	0.008 (0.012)
	0.037*** (0.014)
	0.048*** (0.014)
	0.017 (0.014)
	0.025** (0.012)
	0.014 (0.013)

	Constant
	56.849*** (6.876)
	60.559*** (6.918)
	50.470*** (8.676)
	45.891*** (8.303)
	52.625*** (8.183)
	1.748 (9.596)
	43.851*** (8.394)
	59.97*** (5.36)
	64.14*** (5.02)
	58.19*** (6.35)
	65.25*** (6.28)
	57.55*** (5.26)
	18.99** (7.61)
	51.22*** (5.68)

	Adj. R²
	0.177
	0.306
	0.134
	0.166
	0.248
	0.264
	0.251
	0.119
	0.233
	0.07
	0.096
	0.164
	0.204
	0.194

	MSE
	6.681
	5.982
	7.004
	6.948
	6.378
	6.007
	6.373
	6.344
	6.16
	6.731
	6.687
	6.427
	6.177
	6.311

	Obs
	918
	888
	850
	651
	917
	645
	918
	1813
	1760
	1620
	1318
	1811
	1275
	1813

	Clusters
	80
	80
	79
	71
	80
	77
	80
	154
	153
	150
	145
	154
	147
	154


Table 6.24: SGI’s Determinants and ACMS commitments based on industry orientation
Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 5.13. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses and clustered at the firm level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

[bookmark: _Toc220846415][bookmark: _Toc221437682]6.3.5 Robustness check
6.3.5.1 System and Difference GMM Estimation 
To validate the robustness of our main findings presented in Table 8.17, this study conducted additional dynamic panel estimations using both System GMM and Difference GMM estimators. These techniques address potential endogeneity and unobserved heterogeneity, which are common concerns in panel data settings with lagged dependent variables and potentially endogenous regressors (Arellano and Bond, 1991). The results presented in the 8.25 remain consistent with our main analysis, reinforcing the positive, statistically significant relationship between SGI and ACMS.
The diagnostic statistics provide strong support for instrument validity and model specification. The Arellano-Bond tests show significant AR (1) (p < 0.05) and insignificant AR (2) results (System GMM: p = 0.469; Difference GMM: p = 0.462), confirming no second-order serial correlation—a key requirement for model validity (Albitar et al., 2025; Lu et al., 2018). The Sargan and Hansen J tests support the validity of over-identifying restrictions, particularly in the System GMM model (Hansen p = 0.091), while the Difference-in-Hansen tests confirm the exogeneity of instrument subsets (p-values > 0.95 for both GMM and IV instruments). These robustness checks confirm that the observed relationship between SGI and ACMS is not driven by model misspecification or instrument weakness but rather reflects a structurally consistent dynamic pattern. Therefore, the System and Difference GMM analyses provide compelling robustness evidence, bolstering the reliability of the main findings.



Table 6.25: System and Difference GMM Estimation Results
	Variable
	System GMM 
	Difference GMM 

	Lagged CMS
	0.924*** (0.009)
	0.910*** (0.014)

	SGI
	0.039*** (0.010)
	0.050*** (0.014)

	BSIZE
	0.034** (0.015)
	0.026 (0.028)

	log_ROA
	–0.004 (0.047)
	–0.146** (0.070)

	log_FTE
	0.004 (0.044)
	0.186 (0.287)

	BSKIL
	–0.003 (0.002)
	0.004 (0.004)

	BINDP
	0.005** (0.002)
	0.001 (0.003)

	CSRREP
	0.009** (0.004)
	0.051*** (0.010)

	Constant
	8.336*** (0.710)
	3.64** (0.34)

	Year and Firm Fixed Effect
	Yes
	Yes

	Observations
	2,731
	2,324

	Firms
	234
	230

	Instruments
	201
	175

	AR (1)
	–2.40 (0.016)
	–2.40 (0.017)

	AR (2) 
	0.81 (0.469)
	0.74 (0.462)

	Sargan Test
	χ²(167) = 213.25 (0.655)
	χ²(167) = 437.36 (0.769)

	Hansen J Test
	χ²(25) = 5.37 (0.083*)
	χ²(167) = 210.45 ( 0.091*)

	Diff-in-Hansen (GMM Instruments)
	χ²(2) = 1.98 (0.589)
	χ²(2) = 1.98 ( 0.564)

	Diff-in-Hansen (Exogenous IVs)
	χ²(6) = 5.42 ( 0.991)
	χ²(6) = 5.42 (0.956)


Note: Detailed definitions of all the variables in Table 6.13. Standard errors in parentheses are robust and clustered at the firm or industry level. ***, **, * denote significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.













[bookmark: _Toc187607659][bookmark: _Toc220846416][bookmark: _Toc221437683]6.3.6 Disclosure Analysis
This section employs a content analysis framework underpinning NIT to examine corporate disclosures from Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike. NIT suggests that organisational practices are influenced by coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures, which drive compliance with institutional norms, such as international labour standards. The analysis evaluates the depth, consistency, and evolution of disclosures in key areas of CMS practices mitigation, focusing on five themes: elimination of child labour, elimination of forced labour, providing a safe and healthy work environment, and freedom of association and collective bargaining.
	The selected disclosures span from 2019 to 2023, capturing the progression of corporate commitments and actions across these critical areas. The framework assesses how these organisations navigate pressures from global governance frameworks, stakeholder expectations, and competitive dynamics, shedding light on how these drivers influence transparency and ethical labour practices (Islam and McPhail, 2011). The framework is grounded in the ILO's Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (1998) and incorporates additional governance themes relevant to supply chain management and ethical sourcing (ILO, 1998). The ILO's framework provided the foundation for categorising corporate disclosures across five key themes:
0. [bookmark: _Toc187607660]Elimination of Child Labour
The elimination of child labour is a critical aspect of sustainability within global supply chains, driven by both normative and coercive pressures. Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior have publicly committed to upholding ethical labour standards by embedding prohibitions on child labour into their Supplier Codes of Conduct. Despite these commitments, significant gaps persist between corporate disclosures and operational realities, raising questions about the efficacy of their policies and the authenticity of their implementation. These inconsistencies are particularly concerning given the heightened expectations from data-driven global governance frameworks such as the ILO and growing consumer demand for transparency and accountability in labour practices (ILO, 1998).
Christian Dior's Supplier Code of Conduct explicitly prohibits child labour and requires suppliers and subcontractors to adhere to international labour standards. The company's audit processes, which assess compliance, have shown quantitative progress in recent years. For example, its 2023 annual report states that "76% of audits covered both workforce-related aspects (health and safety, forced labour, child labour, decent pay, working hours, discrimination, freedom of association and collective bargaining, the right to strike, anti-corruption, etc.) and environmental aspects"  (Christian  Dior (AR), 2023, p. 60). However, this expansion toward broader audit coverage, integrating environmental and social factors, has coincided with a significant decline in workforce-only audits, which dropped from 45% in 2020 to just 11% in 2023. This shift suggests a potential weakening of focus on critical workforce-related issues, including child labour, and raises concerns about the depth and specificity of their audit processes, particularly in developing countries where labour rights abuses are most prevalent.
Similarly, Inditex has repeatedly emphasised its zero-tolerance policy for child labour in its corporate disclosures, aligning with the growing institutional pressures for ethical labour practices (Inditex (AR), 2023). Further, the company explicitly prohibits child labour at all tiers of its supply chain and claims to have implemented "strict controls to prevent it" (Inditex, 2019, p.56). This statement reflects adherence to normative and coercive pressures to conform to international labour standards and societal expectations. Further elaboration in the 2020 annual report describes it as: "The programme for supervising compliance with Inditex's Code of Conduct for Manufacturers and Suppliers… assesses the level of compliance with the prohibition of child labour"  (Inditex (AR), 2020, p. 59). However, while these disclosures reflect adherence to normative and coercive pressures, they often lack detailed accounts of enforcement outcomes or tangible corrective actions. Moreover, the absence of supplier transparency, including the refusal to disclose supplier names, hinders independent verification and external accountability, particularly in high-risk regions. Stakeholders and investors have expressed concerns about this opacity, undermining Inditex's credibility in its commitment to eradicating child labour.
Nike has positioned itself as a leader in ethical supply chain management by integrating prohibitions on child labour into its Supplier Code of Conduct (Nike, 2020a). The company claims to conduct third-party audits to verify age and ensure compliance with labour laws. For example, "NIKE's Code of Conduct requires that workers be at least 16 years of age, or past the national legal age of compulsory schooling and minimum working age, whichever is higher... NIKE's Code Leadership Standards include specific requirements on how suppliers must verify workers' age prior to starting employment"​ (Nike (IR), 2020). 
	Nike mandates suppliers to implement pre-employment age-verification procedures, claiming to uphold children's rights while adhering to international labour standards. In its 2020 impact report, Nike described a specific case in which underage workers were removed from production roles and reassigned to non-production functions while continuing their apprenticeship programs (Nike (AR), 2020, p. 3). These measures ostensibly reflect Nike's alignment with normative and coercive pressures to maintain compliance with global ethical standards (Islam and McPhail, 2011).
 A closer examination of Nike's impact reports for the last few years reveals little evidence of new or significant commitments to eliminate bonded labour or child labour beyond a generic statement. For the last four years, Nike's reports disclosures have been limited to reiterating the same definition: "c the labour rights of workers in NIKE's supply chain (operations and manufacturing), including the right to freedom of association and collective bargaining, child labour, and other labour rights" (Nike (IR), 2020 (p.102), 2021 (p.141), 2022 (p.160), 2023 (p.147)). Notably, in 2022 and 2023, nothing has been disclosed except this normative definition. This repetitive language, lacking any meaningful updates or detailed preventive actions, highlights Nike's superficial approach (Greenwashing) to reporting on child labour. The absence of actionable insights or significant progress raises concerns about whether Nike's reporting is primarily aimed at meeting compliance requirements rather than reflecting genuine engagement with supply chain challenges.
From an NIT perspective, the findings indicate that companies are navigating and reconciling multiple, sometimes conflicting, institutional pressures. Firms respond to normative expectations from stakeholders by putting in place supplier codes of conduct, audit regimes, and remediation programmes that signal a commitment to ethical supply chain practices(Huq and Stevenson, 2020; Saeed et al., 2018). Also, coercive pressures from global governance frameworks and mimetic pressures to adopt industry best practices further shape their strategies. However, the gap between symbolic compliance—such as broader disclosures and policies—and substantive action—such as transparency in supplier names or reporting on deeper supply chain tiers- suggests a decoupling of corporate commitments from ground realities (Pinnington and Meehan, 2023). This decoupling is particularly evident in the limited focus on subcontractors and informal labour networks, which often pose the highest risks for the prevalence of child labour (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Geels, 2020). 
Transparency gaps are a recurring weakness across all three companies. While Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike have strengthened audit coverage and included broader social and environmental factors, they have not provided sufficient detail on corrective actions, specific instances of non-compliance, or engagement with deeper supply chain tiers. For example, Christian Dior's alignment with the California Transparency in Supply Chains Act[footnoteRef:24] and its Supplier Code of Conduct demonstrates its response to normative pressures within the luxury fashion industry. However, as noted by critics, these disclosures often lack specificity regarding remediation and preventive actions. Christian Dior's labour conditions, particularly concerning child labour and broader worker rights, highlight significant gaps in its practices despite the luxury brand's global prominence. The brand's labour rating, categorised as "Not Good Enough," reflects systemic deficiencies in transparency, inclusion, and worker protection (Solene Rauturier, 2022). Christian Dior operates in medium-risk countries for labour abuse during its final production stages, yet the brand received a low score of 21-30% (29) on the Fashion Transparency Index[footnoteRef:25], underscoring its limited public disclosure regarding supply chain practices (Fashion Revolution, 2023). Meanwhile, Nike and all the brands belonging to Inditex receive 50.  [24:  Refer more details about the California Transparency in Supply Chain Act on  https://oag.ca.gov/SB657 
(Accessed on 12/12/24)
]  [25:   World’s largest fashion brands and retailers were reviewed and ranked according to what information they disclose about their social and environmental policies, practices and impacts, in their operations and supply chain. Refer more information: https://www.fashionrevolution.org/fashion-transparency-index/  (Accessed on 12/12/24)
] 

Similarly, Inditex's refusal to disclose the names of its suppliers has raised concerns among investors and stakeholders about the transparency of its supply chain practices, particularly regarding child labour and other forms of forced labour (Eleanor Butler, 2024). Unlike other competitors (H&M and Adidas), which have adopted a more transparent approach by revealing the names of their suppliers, Inditex's secrecy hampers external scrutiny and limits the ability of independent organisations to verify compliance with labour standards (Sidhi Mittal, 2024). This lack of visibility creates a significant gap between its reported commitments to child labour eradication and the on-ground realities. Furthermore, investors have expressed nervousness about Inditex's approach, emphasising the importance of transparency to build trust and ensure accountability across its supply chain (Eleanor Butler, 2024). Transparency in naming suppliers is critical in fostering collaboration with external stakeholders, including non-governmental organisations and labour rights groups, to address systemic labour issues (Christ et al., 2020).  
Inditex also emphasises remediation efforts to address systemic issues that contribute to child labour, such as poverty and lack of access to education. For example, Inditex's 2022 Annual Report seeks to portray a proactive approach by detailing its plans to prevent and remediate child labour. The company asserts, "We have child labour remediation plans, but also important proactive endeavours to prevent school drop-out and raise awareness of children's rights" (Inditex, 2022, p. 234). While the statement suggests a shift toward a preventive and restorative approach, the report lacks details on specific cases of non-compliance and their resolutions, undermining the credibility of these claims. This omission aligns with critiques that Inditex's disclosures often prioritise compliance rhetoric over actionable transparency. However, this balancing act may lead to a decoupling between formal commitments to labour rights and actual practices, as a lack of supplier transparency impedes effective monitoring and verification of compliance.
In addition, transparency gaps in all three companies highlight their disclosures of policies and audit practices; they provide limited details on the outcomes of corrective actions or engagement with deeper supply chain tiers. These tiers, often characterised by informal labour networks and subcontracting, present heightened risks for child labour. NIT suggests that while symbolic compliance through Supplier Codes and audit reports helps companies achieve legitimacy, substantive engagement with systemic risks requires deeper transparency and proactive measures. For example, detailed reporting on specific instances of child labour violations, corrective actions taken, and their tangible impacts would enhance accountability and credibility.
Moreover, the focus on Tier 1 suppliers across Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike limits visibility into practices further down the supply chain, where enforcement of labour standards is often weaker (Christ et al., 2019). Companies must expand their monitoring mechanisms to include subcontractors and informal labour arrangements to address these gaps. Enhanced engagement with local communities, governments, and NGOs in high-risk regions can also help address the root causes of child labour and build more sustainable supply chain systems. However, their disclosures highlight the tension between symbolic compliance and substantive action. To strengthen their legitimacy, these companies must prioritise transparency by reporting detailed outcomes of corrective actions, expanding audit coverage to deeper supply chain tiers, and addressing systemic risks comprehensively (Ahmad et al., 2023; Islam and Van Staden, 2021). By adopting these measures, they can reinforce their leadership in ethical labour practices and contribute meaningfully to the global elimination of child labour.
[bookmark: _Toc187607661]Elimination of Forced Labour
Eliminating forced labour is a cornerstone of CSR, reflecting coercive pressures from international labour standards and normative expectations for ethical practices. Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike explicitly address forced labour in their Supplier Codes of Conduct and monitoring frameworks. However, the analysis of their disclosures reveals a mix of progress and persistent gaps, particularly in transparency and engagement with deeper supply chain tiers. 
Christian Dior demonstrates a strong policy commitment to eliminating forced labour through its supplier code of conduct, which explicitly prohibits such practices (LVMH, 2024). The company monitors compliance through audits and innovative mechanisms, such as anonymous employee surveys. These surveys, introduced in 2023, enable workers to report issues such as forced labour and harassment directly, ensuring confidentiality and reducing fear of retaliation. The 2023 Annual Report states, "These surveys help gain a clearer vision of working conditions at the sites concerned and check for problems such as forced labour or harassment, which may not be detected during audits" (Dior, 2023, p. 61). This marks a positive shift toward more proactive efforts to detect forced labour.
 However, the brand's practices and public disclosures reveal a dissonance between commitments and the reality of violations within its supply chain. In 2024, a Milan court placed Christian Dior under judicial administration after investigations found two Chinese-owned subcontractors exploiting workers near Milan, a clear violation of Christian Dior's stated zero-tolerance policy on forced labour (Reuters, 2024a). Such incidents raise questions about the effectiveness of its monitoring systems and ability to enforce compliance consistently across supply chains. While Christian Dior has strengthened its risk mitigation processes through training programs and anonymous worker surveys, gaps in consistent supplier compliance remain a concern.
Similarly, Inditex's public disclosures highlight measures to ensure compliance across all levels of its supply chain, including monitoring, supplier training, and collaboration with global organisations such as the ILO. In its 2023 Annual Report, Inditex states, "At Inditex, we have a zero-tolerance policy towards child labour and any kind of forced labour" (Inditex (AR), 2023, p.293). Initiatives such as the Sowbhagyam project[footnoteRef:26] in India and remediation programs[footnoteRef:27] in Turkey are highlighted as evidence of the company's proactive approach to addressing forced labour risks. Nevertheless, allegations of forced labour in its supply chain cast a shadow over these claims. Reports by organisations such as the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) and Worker Rights Consortium (WRC) have implicated Inditex in sourcing materials from Xinjiang, China, a region where systemic forced labour, particularly of the Uyghur population, has been widely documented (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2020a; Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2024a; Worker rights consortium, 2020). These accusations suggest that Nike and Inditex's supply chains may not be free from forced labour despite the companies’ stated commitments. The 2023 annual report's assertion of compliance and monitoring starkly contrasts these external findings, creating a credibility gap in its public disclosures. [26:  The aim of this project developed in India’s Tamil Nadu state is to raise awareness and educate communities, job agencies and other stakeholders on labour rights, avoiding the use of abusive employment practices against women. For more information refer https://static.inditex.com/annual_report_2017/assets/pdf/c45_en.pdf  (Accessed on 10/12/2024)
]  [27:  For more details of remediations programmes: 
https://www.inditex.com/itxcomweb/api/media
/9a6f7a1e-8f5e-49bb-ac24-4fd2e70a6ed2/Workers%20at%20the%20centre%202023.pdf    (Accessed on 10/12/2024)
] 

Compounding this issue is Inditex's reluctance to disclose the names and locations of its suppliers, unlike competitors such as Adidas and H&M, which have adopted more transparent supply chain reporting practices (Castro, 2018; Fashion Revolution, 2023). While Inditex reports on the number of suppliers it engages within 12 core countries, it does not provide factory-level details (Sidhi Mittal, 2024). Critics argue that such opacity enables "greenwashing," in which companies create the illusion of ethical responsibility without substantive action. For instance, reports from regions like Xinjiang and Brazil, where forced and child labour are prevalent, have implicated supply chains associated with Inditex, further intensifying scepticism about the efficacy of its compliance mechanisms (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2020a; Stephen Burgen and Tom Phillips, 2011). This opacity hinders external scrutiny and limits stakeholders' ability to verify compliance with ethical labour standards. This secrecy raises questions about the effectiveness of Inditex's monitoring and its commitment to eradicating forced labour from its supply chain.
In the same way, Nike's disclosures consistently highlight the prohibition of forced, bonded, and prison labour, complemented by tools and partnerships aimed at mitigating risks (Nike (AR), 2023; Nike (IR), 2021). For instance, the FY23 Impact Report reiterates Nike's adoption of the CUMULUS Forced Labour Screen™[footnoteRef:28], a due diligence tool designed to identify forced labour risks in cross-border labour supply chains and recruitment practices (Nike, 2023, p. 69). Similarly, since FY19, Nike has claimed to uphold the "Employer Pays Principle," ensuring workers do not incur recruitment fees and emphasising contracts provided in workers' native languages (Nike (IR), 2019 (p 33), 2023 (p. 9)). Despite these measures, Nike's disclosures remain primarily focused on Tier 1 suppliers, offering limited insight into risks in deeper supply chain tiers, where forced labour is most prevalent. Moreover, the absence of detailed case studies or tangible remediation outcomes weakens Nike's accountability and transparency. External reports have also implicated Nike in sourcing materials from regions such as Xinjiang, which is known for systemic forced labour violations(Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2020a; Stephen Burgen and Tom Phillips, 2011).  [28:  Vérité's CUMULUS Forced Labour Screen is a cost-effective, technology-driven approach to identifying forced labour and human trafficking risk in global supply chains. Through a secure online platform, member companies can map their labour supply chains and proactively screen for forced labour risks introduced by supply chain partners' recruitment practices and recruitment agents. Members will also be able to assess and prioritize risk based on factors such as migration corridors, workforce demographics, and specific recruitment-related practices in their supply chains. See more information https://verite.org/cumulus/  (Accessed on 09/12/2024).

] 

	An overarching issue across Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike is their limited engagement with deeper supply chain tiers, where informal labour networks and subcontractors often operate beyond the reach of traditional audits. These tiers are particularly vulnerable to forced labour risks, yet the companies provide insufficient disclosures on how such risks are identified and mitigated (Islam and McPhail, 2011b). These practices can be sen as symbolic compliance efforts designed to address coercive pressures from international frameworks and mimetic pressures from peer organisations (García-Sánchez and Araújo-Bernardo, 2020). In contrast, the absence of detailed case studies on forced labour violations, corrective measures, and tangible outcomes indicates a decoupling between these symbolic efforts and substantive transparency (Islam and Van Staden, 2021). While symbolic actions may address external legitimacy concerns, they fall short of providing the depth of accountability necessary to tackle systemic risks in deeper supply chain tiers.
Furthermore, Christian Dior's introduction of anonymous surveys represents an innovative approach to addressing forced labour risks, particularly those that are challenging to detect through traditional audits (Christian Dior (AR), 2021). However, the effectiveness of these surveys depends on the company's ability to act on the feedback provided. Christian Dior's disclosures do not include concrete outcomes or examples of improvements resulting from these surveys, leaving their impact unclear. Similarly, Inditex and Nike's reports lack detailed case studies or metrics to demonstrate the success of their corrective actions. Without such evidence, their claims risk being perceived as rhetorical rather than action-driven (Islam and McPhail, 2011; Islam and Van Staden, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc187607662] Providing a Decent Working Environment
Providing a decent work environment is a fundamental aspect of CSR and sustainable supply chain management (Gold et al., 2015; New, 2015). This commitment aligns with the ILO Occupational Safety and Health Convention (No. 155) and other international frameworks emphasising the prevention of workplace hazards and the promotion of employee well-being (ILO, 1998). The analysis of workplace health and safety incidents across Inditex, Christian Dior, and Nike reveals significant discrepancies between reported health and safety metrics and the operational realities within these companies' supply chains. 
Christian Dior underscores its commitment to workplace safety through its health and safety charter, which promotes a "zero accident" culture (Christian Dior (AR), 2021). Besides, Christian Dior's failed their supplier audit 22% in 2020, 5% in 2021, 2022 in 7% and 6% in 2023 to meet the Group's compliance standards based on a four-tier performance scale, primarily concerning health and safety measures (Christian Dior (AR), 2023; Christian Dior (AR), 2020, 2021, 2022). These recurring lapses indicate ongoing challenges in enforcing consistent compliance with the company's supplier code of conduct. Further, these failures primarily concerned health and safety issues, underscoring the challenges of maintaining consistent standards across its supply chain. Christian Dior's disclosures lack specific metrics on workplace incidents or examples of tangible safety improvements, limiting transparency.
Over the past five years, Inditex, the parent company of brands like Zara, has implemented several measures to address workplace health and safety concerns within its global supply chain. These measures are outlined in the company's occupational health and safety policy, which emphasises preventive strategies, safety training, and regular audits (Inditex, 2022). Inditex adopts a similarly structured approach, integrating ergonomic assessments and health promotion programs into its supply chain. Inditex launched initiatives, include "yoga, Pilates and swimming pool training at various partner centres, with specific exercises or tips on 'Caring for your Back' in the store environment" aim to reduce musculoskeletal risks for workers in supplier factories (Inditex, 2022, p.175). Despite these reported efforts, persistent gaps between commitments and on-the-ground realities indicate systemic challenges in achieving consistent safety standards across its operations.
Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike have reported their efforts to prevent workplace health and safety issues through corporate disclosures detailing incidents, frequency, and severity rates. However, discrepancies between their reported data and documented violations reveal ongoing challenges in aligning commitments with operational realities. Christian Dior, for example, reported a decline in incident rates from 445 in 2022 to 414 in 2023, with frequency rates dropping from 3.85 to 3.25 and severity rates remaining stable at 0.11 (Christian Dior (AR), 2023). However, reliance on theoretical OECD data[footnoteRef:29] for non-French operations understated risks, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, when unworked hours were excluded from calculations (Christian Dior (AR), 2022). Furthermore, in 2024, an Italian court placed Christian Dior under judicial administration following revelations of unsafe working conditions and excessive hours at subcontractor facilities near Milan, directly contradicting the company's reported safety commitments (Reuters, 2024a). [29:  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), seer more information on https://www.oecd.org/en/data.html   (Accessed on 10/12/2024)
] 

Inditex has faced similar challenges in preventing workplace safety risks, particularly in high-risk operations such as logistics centres. In 2023, Inditex reported incident rates of 94.88 for men in Spanish logistics operations, with frequency rates of 66.53 and severity rates of 1.49, indicating persistent risks despite stated preventive measures (Inditex (AR), 2023). While the company's Occupational Health and Safety Policy emphasise training and compliance through audits, external reports have identified unresolved safety hazards in its supply chain. In 2021, unresolved fire safety violations were found in 40 of 54 supplier factories in Bangladesh, highlighting gaps in the enforcement of safety standards (see Figure 6.1) (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2021; Clean Clothes Campaign et al., 2021). Furthermore, Inditex's refusal to disclose supplier names and locations has further limited external verification and undermined transparency, raising concerns about the effectiveness of its safety programs (Sidhi Mittal, 2024).
[image: A diagram of safety hazard]

[bookmark: _Toc184841027]Figure 6.1: Outstanding safety hazards in garment factories in Bangladesh Factories
Source: (Clean Clothes Campaign et al., 2021, p.3)
Nike has also reported mixed progress in workplace safety. In 2023, the company's Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR) for distribution operations increased to 2.1 from 1.05 in 2022, which is 100% increased, while the Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR) rose from 0.32 to 1.44 (Nike (IR), 2023), which is 450% remarkable increased. Persistently high TCIR rates in Air MI operations, which peaked at 4.81 in 2020 and stabilised at 2.83 in 2023, highlight ongoing challenges in managing risks in high-intensity environments (Nike (IR), 2023). In sum, except in Vietnam, inspections of Nike's factories have uncovered widespread health and safety violations and exposure to hazardous materials. These issues have been documented in various reports, including the World Bank's analysis of the Tae Kwang Vina factory, which identified significant noncompliance with safety standards (World Bank, 2000). For example, the toxic and glue used in manufacturing caused dizziness, nausea, and respiratory ailments among workers (World Bank, 2000, p. 1). 
	Critics argue that Nike's safety initiatives often prioritise Tier 1 suppliers, leaving lower tiers of the supply chain under-monitored, where violations are more frequent. This oversight has led to recurring safety issues in subcontracted factories, particularly in Southeast Asia  (Carty Tamara, 2001; Siddiqui et al., 2020b).Moreover, Nike's public disclosures frequently reiterate policy commitments without providing detailed corrective actions, suggesting limited engagement with systemic risks. For example, while Nike's Code of Conduct outlines expectations for supplier compliance with health and safety standards, enforcement mechanisms and transparency regarding violations remain insufficient (Nike (IR), 2023).
  Nike's occupational health and safety efforts are anchored in its Workplace Safety Facilitator Program, which trained over 5,000 workers on fire safety, hazard identification, and risk prevention. The 2020 Impact Report notes that the program aligns with local regulations and industry standards, reflecting coercive pressures to meet compliance requirements. Additionally, Nike's disclosures emphasise its collaboration with independent auditors to assess safety conditions in supplier factories. However, like Christian Dior and Inditex, Nike's reporting does not provide specific examples of how its safety initiatives have tangibly improved conditions in high-risk regions or supplier facilities. The absence of detailed metrics on workplace incidents or the impact of training programs limits the ability to evaluate the effectiveness of these efforts.

2

	 
	 
	 
	Incident Rate
	Frequency Rate 
	Severity Rate 

	Region
	Type of Operation
	Gender
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2019
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2019
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2019

	Spain
	Own Stores
	Women
	15.76
	17.99
	15.20
	14.08
	19.28
	12.94
	14.81
	12.79
	14.81
	10.71
	0.29
	0.38
	0.28
	1.08
	0.19

	
	
	Men
	12.09
	14.38
	15.10
	12.17
	13.31
	9.02
	10.74
	11.26
	12.88
	7.39
	0.11
	0.24
	0.20
	1.60
	0.15

	
	Logistics Canters
	Women
	87.50
	96.27
	85.40
	68.99
	100.45
	64.32
	71.28
	63.83
	72.38
	55.80
	1.50
	2.43
	2.03
	1.24
	1.58

	
	
	Men
	94.88
	96.36
	107.80
	81.95
	107.94
	66.53
	68.08
	74.66
	76.80
	59.97
	1.49
	2.63
	2.25
	1.18
	1.53

	
	Own Factories
	Women
	35.06
	5.03
	19.20
	8.40
	58.12
	13.43
	2.61
	10.55
	6.93
	32.29
	0.14
	0.09
	0.44
	1.14
	0.99

	
	
	Men
	86.08
	26.81
	53.70
	0.00
	64.91
	10.48
	9.93
	21.07
	0.00
	36.06
	0.03
	0.52
	0.67
	0.00
	1.88

	
	Central Services
	Women
	2.67
	3.95
	1.80
	2.68
	3.51
	1.33
	1.97
	0.88
	1.77
	1.95
	0.04
	0.06
	0.01
	0.38
	0.03

	
	
	Men
	1.85
	2.82
	3.30
	2.50
	2.48
	0.92
	1.40
	1.63
	1.40
	1.38
	0.01
	0.09
	0.04
	0.47
	0.00

	Europe
	General
	Women
	15.67
	16.55
	14.83
	13.06
	20.80
	13.31
	14.40
	12.80
	14.76
	14.50
	0.41
	0.24
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	
	
	Men
	11.67
	13.95
	15.37
	15.31
	17.30
	8.73
	10.40
	11.64
	17.29
	13.50
	0.29
	0.22
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	Asia & Rest
	General
	Women
	5.01
	5.02
	5.28
	4.50
	3.50
	3.81
	3.80
	3.80
	3.73
	2.60
	0.06
	0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	 
	
	Men
	4.34
	2.84
	4.53
	4.00
	2.80
	2.98
	1.83
	3.03
	3.26
	2.00
	0.06
	0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	Americas
	General
	Women
	12.78
	13.02
	13.04
	40.86
	17.90
	9.34
	10.82
	9.43
	45.84
	13.00
	0.24
	0.32
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	
	
	Men
	3.74
	8.69
	11.58
	31.20
	15.40
	9.15
	6.69
	7.85
	34.20
	10.70
	0.18
	0.30
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A


Table 6.26: Inditex health and safety incidents for the period of 2019-2023
• Incidence rate with sick leave = (No. of accidents with sick leave *1,000) / Average number of employees.   • Frequency rate = (No. of accidents with sick leave *1,000,000) / Hours worked • Severity rate = (Days of sick leave *1,000,000) / Hours worked

	Incident Rate
	Frequency Rate 
	Severity Rate 

	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020

	414
	445
	406
	333
	3.25
	3.85
	3.99
	3.71
	0.11
	0.11
	0.11
	0.11


Table 6.27 Christian Dior health and safety incident for the period of 2020-2023



· The frequency rate is equal to the number of accidents resulting in leave of absence, multiplied by 1,000,000 and divided by the total number of hours worked.
·  The calculation of hours worked is based on actual data for France; for other countries, it is based on the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) employees present within the Group as of December 31 of the fiscal year and a ratio of hours worked per FTE employee per country taken from OECD knowledge bases. Theoretical 2020 data from the OECD do not include hours not worked due to the public health crisis, resulting in understated frequency and severity rates.
·  The severity rate is equal to the number of workdays lost, multiplied by 1,000 and divided by the total number of hours worked.

	NIKE Employees
	Metric
	2023
	2022
	2021
	2020
	2019

	Distribution 
	Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR)
	2.10
	1.05
	0.96
	1.17
	1.26

	
	Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR)
	1.44
	0.32
	0.33
	0.78
	0.20

	Air MI 
	Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR)
	2.83
	3.17
	4.7
	4.81
	4.76

	
	Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR)
	1.20
	1.58
	1.93
	1.93
	2.2

	Offices 
	Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR)
	0.07
	0.04
	0.01
	0.35
	0.22

	
	Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR)
	0.01
	0.00
	0.01
	0.15
	0.07

	Tier 1 Focus Factories

	Footwear 
	Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR)
	0.11
	1.05
	0.15
	0.28
	0.39

	
	Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR)
	0.06
	0.32
	0.08
	0.15
	0.26

	Apparel 
	Total Case Incident Rate (TCIR)
	0.29
	3.17
	0.52
	0.5
	0.56

	
	Lost Time Injury Rate (LTIR)
	0.13
	1.58
	0.21
	0.27
	0.34


Table 6.27: Occupational health and safety data for Nike Employee

Across these companies, a recurring pattern of symbolic compliance is evident, where reporting frameworks emphasise aspirational commitments without adequately addressing systemic violations. Transparency remains a critical issue, as detailed accounts of violations, corrective actions, and tangible outcomes are often missing. Christian Dior's reduced focus on workforce-specific audits, Inditex's opacity in supplier disclosures, and Nike's neglect of deeper supply chain tiers point to significant accountability gaps. External audits and labour rights organisations consistently report safety violations in subcontractor facilities and high-risk regions, further undermining the credibility of these disclosures (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2021b; Clean Clothes Campaign et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc187607663]Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining
Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike all emphasise their commitment to fundamental labour rights, including freedom of association and collective bargaining, which enable workers to unionise, negotiate employment terms collectively, and advocate for equitable treatment. These principles are integral to their corporate policies and supplier engagement frameworks and are influenced by international labour conventions, stakeholder expectations, and industry standards. However, a closer analysis reveals significant gaps between their commitments and actual practices.
Despite disclosures of adherence to the Christian Dior supplier code of conduct, the language used in these disclosures has remained largely unchanged over the past four years, reflecting repetitive reporting with limited substantive updates or measurable outcomes. For example, the 2021 Annual Report states that audits ensure suppliers respect workers' rights to freedom of association, but there is no information on specific findings or outcomes related to these audits (Dior, 2020 (p. 55), 2021 (p.55), 2022 (p.55), 2023(p.60)). 
Christian Dior has also failed to provide examples of violations or corrective actions, leaving stakeholders unable to evaluate the effectiveness of their efforts. Furthermore, there is no discussion of how Christian Dior addresses challenges in regions with restrictive labour laws, or of how it supports union formation and collaboration with labour organisations. Moreover, there is insufficient transparency regarding violations of freedom of association or collective bargaining rights. Christian Dior does not provide examples of violations identified or detail the corrective actions taken to address them, leaving stakeholders unable to evaluate the effectiveness of the company's efforts. Thirdly, while many suppliers operate in regions with restrictive labour laws, Christian Dior's reports fail to discuss how these challenges are addressed. There are no insights into strategies for supporting union formation, collaborating with labour organisations, or addressing union suppression in such areas.
Inditex's disclosures on freedom of association and collective bargaining reflect a strong commitment to international labour standards, such as those outlined in ILO Conventions 87 and 98 (ILO, 1998). Inditex asserts that all suppliers must comply with its code of conduct, which allows workers to unionise and negotiate collectively without fear of retaliation. However, while Inditex's disclosures provide aggregate data on supplier compliance, they lack granular details and case studies that demonstrate how these efforts have resolved specific grievances or improved collective bargaining outcomes for workers. For example, "The freedom to join any trade unions and non-discrimination on account of membership to a trade union as part of labour relations is also ensured" (Inditex, 2021, p.255). Inditex asserts that all suppliers are required to comply with these rights, allowing workers to unionise and negotiate collectively without fear of retaliation. However, while Inditex's disclosures provide aggregate data on supplier compliance, they lack granular details and case studies that demonstrate how these efforts have resolved specific grievances or improved collective bargaining outcomes for workers. 
Despite these commitments, multiple incidents suggest inadequate enforcement. In June 2020, over 100 workers at the Huabo Times factory in Myanmar were fired days after registering a union, and 298 union members at the Rui-Ning factory faced mass layoffs under the pretence of COVID-19-related downsizing (The Guardian, 2020). Both factories are suppliers for Zara. Workers alleged union-busting, with union leaders dismissed and replaced by non-unionised workers, and no employment contracts outlining their rights were provided. Similarly, in 2020, 3,000 garment workers were dismissed from Saybolt, Tanaz Fashion, and Windy Wet & Dry Process factories, suppliers for Zara and H&M. The dismissals were reportedly a union-busting exercise disguised as pandemic-related layoffs (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2020b)
Nike also emphasises their supplier training and monitoring processes to uphold freedom of association. Despite this, allegations of union suppression have surfaced in its supply chain. In February 2024, a landmark victory for labour rights occurred at the Texlan Centre factory in Sri Lanka, a Nike supplier. After months of conflict, 18 workers who had been suspended for forming a union under the Free Trade Zones and General Services Employees Union (FTZ & GSEU) were reinstated (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2024a). The agreement included the removal of disciplinary charges, payment of missed bonuses, and a commitment by management to refrain from interfering with union activities.
[bookmark: _Toc187607664]Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
The elimination of discrimination is a central theme in the CSR initiatives of Nike, Christian Dior, and Inditex, reflected through their commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) and related practices. While these companies emphasise their progress in eliminating discrimination across gender, race, and other identities, a closer examination of their disclosures and reported incidents reveals discrepancies between stated policies and real-world outcomes.
Christian Dior demonstrates a strong commitment to eliminating all forms of discrimination and fostering an inclusive culture throughout its operations. The company highlights its dedication to upholding employee rights regardless of ethnic, national, or social origins, gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, age, religion, political beliefs, or trade union membership (Dior, 2023, p.134). Moreover, between 2021 and 2023, 82% of Christian Dior's recruitment staff completed mandatory anti-discrimination training to reduce unconscious bias in hiring processes (Christian Dior (AR), 2023).
 Furthermore, it emphasises employee rights regardless of identity or background, with initiatives focusing on diversity throughout the employee lifecycle, supplier relationships, and public image. Key programs include the Christian Dior Open Day for diverse recruitment, unconscious bias training, and support for LGBTQA inclusion through initiatives (Christian Dior (AR), 2023). The Inclusion Index tracks nearly 200 diversity efforts each year, spanning areas such as gender equity, disability inclusion, and generational collaboration. While these efforts showcase Christian Dior's dedication to equity, the reporting lacks quantitative data on outcomes and insights into how challenges are being addressed in regions with entrenched discrimination. Greater transparency and measurable results would enhance the impact of Christian Dior's inclusivity strategy.
Similarly, Inditex highlights its strong stance on eliminating discrimination and promoting diversity and inclusion within its supply chain and operations. In its 2023 Annual Report, Inditex emphasises: "We design opportunities for all, and we implement a zero-tolerance approach to any kind of discrimination or harassment" (Inditex, 2023, p. 256). The company's efforts include implementing diversity training and working toward gender parity in leadership positions. Inditex has also introduced initiatives like the "Salta" program, which supports the inclusion of marginalised individuals in the workforce (Inditex, 2023, p. 262). Despite these advancements, their reporting lacks detailed metrics on the effectiveness of these measures and case studies of challenges encountered.
Nike demonstrates a steadfast commitment to eliminating discrimination in all its forms, striving to create an inclusive workplace, diverse leadership, and equitable opportunities for employees, suppliers, and communities. Across its impact reports, Nike highlights progress in fostering inclusivity, reducing barriers for underrepresented groups, and advancing equitable representation globally. For example, Nike emphasises its dedication to racial and ethnic equity within its U.S. corporate workforce, achieving 41% representation of racial and ethnic minorities (Nike, 2023b, p. 5). The company ties this milestone to its broader purpose of fostering an inclusive culture that mirrors the diversity of the communities it serves. Nike also extends this approach to leadership, focusing on developing underrepresented groups for senior positions.
The Nike impact report (2019b, p. 5) reflects on similar efforts to enhance diversity. Notably, Nike increased the representation of women in VP-level roles by three percentage points, reaching 39% globally, and the representation of U.S. racial and ethnic minorities in leadership rose to 21%. The report states, "We are committed to standing up for equality – a core value of Nike – and addressing systemic barriers for underrepresented groups"​. Nike's initiatives include unconscious bias training for managers, equitable hiring practices, and professional development programs that support women and minorities. Nike has consistently demonstrated a strong commitment to fostering an inclusive and equitable environment for LGBTQA individuals within its workplace and through broader initiatives. The Human Rights Campaign has recognised the company annually as a "Best Place to Work for LGBTQA Equality," maintaining a perfect 100% score on the Corporate Equality Index since its inception in 2002 (Nike, 2023b, p. 3). This recognition underscores Nike's dedication to creating policies and practices that support LGBTQA employees and ensure a welcoming, safe environment.
6.3.6.5.1 Elimination of wages and working time disparity

Christian Dior, Inditex, and Nike have publicly committed to addressing wage disparities as part of their CSR strategies. However, the effectiveness and transparency of these efforts vary significantly across the three companies. In 2022, the LVMH Group, through Christian Dior, developed a fair wage policy applicable to its global workforce (Christian Dior (AR), 2022). Its 2023 Annual Report highlights commitments to promoting equitable pay practices and monitoring working time adjustments. According to Table 8.28, Christian Dior reports that 17% of its global workforce works under variable or adjusted hours, with significant differences by geographic location and job category (Christian Dior (AR), 2023, p. 3). However, these disclosures lack details on whether employees are guaranteed a living wage, especially in regions with systemic pay inequities. Critics argue that Christian Dior conflates fair wage principles with living wage commitments, which undermines its efforts to ensure economic sufficiency for its workers. Without transparent reporting on enforcement mechanisms or measurable outcomes, Christian Dior's commitment to addressing wage disparities appears insufficiently robust.
Table 6.28: Global Workforce Affected by Various Forms of Working Time Adjustments: Breakdown by Geographic Region
	Employees Concerned (% of workforce)
	Global Workforce
	France
	Europe (excl. France)
	United States
	Japan
	Asia (excl. Japan)
	Other Markets

	Variable or Adjusted Working Hours
	17%
	26%
	26%
	1%
	17%
	17%
	9%

	Part-Time
	15%
	7%
	16%
	35%
	6%
	4%
	20%

	Shift Work or Alternating Hours
	49%
	12%
	34%
	7%
	17%
	63%
	64%


Source: (Christian Dior (AR), 2023, p.133) 
 * Percentages for France are calculated based on the total headcount (employees under both permanent and fixed-term contracts). For other regions, they are calculated based on the number of employees under permanent contracts, except for part-time workers, for whom the percentages are calculated with respect to the total headcount.
Inditex takes a more defined stance, aligning its living wage policy with the ACT[footnoteRef:30] initiative's definition: "A living wage is the minimum income necessary for a worker to meet the basic needs of themselves and their family, including some discretionary income, earned during legal working hour limits" (Inditex (AR), 2022). Inditex highlights collaborations with ACT to promote collective bargaining agreements in high-risk regions such as Bangladesh and Cambodia, aiming to establish industry-wide wage improvements. Despite these efforts, the lack of granular reporting on supplier compliance or the proportion of workers receiving a living wage remains a major shortcoming. The systemic nature of wage issues in Inditex's supply chain, compounded by allegations of forced labour in Xinjiang, further complicates the company's claims of equitable wage practices. [30:  ACT (Action, Collaboration, Transformation), is a ground-breaking agreement between global brands and retailers and trade unions to transform the garment, textile and footwear industry and achieve living wages for workers through collective bargaining at industry level linked to purchasing practices. See more information on https://actonlivingwages.com/app/uploads/2021/04/ACT-on-Living-Wages-1.pdf
] 

However, Nike's record is marred by systemic issues. In 2018, a class-action lawsuit filed by former female employees accused the company of violating the US Equal Pay Act, paying women less for equivalent work, offering smaller bonuses, providing fewer promotion opportunities and allowing sexual harassment (Edward, 2018). Furthermore, the plaintiffs also described a workplace culture where sexual harassment and demeaning treatment were ignored by human resources, leading to calls for external oversight and structural reforms (Alexia, 2018). 
In 2022, a federal court ruling revealed critical evidence supporting these claims, including statistical analyses showing gender pay and promotion disparities. The court also exposed Nike's incomplete 2018 pay equity analysis, which was abandoned without informing employees, further questioning the company's commitment to reform. Despite these challenges, Nike's handling of these issues has drawn criticism for a lack of transparency and insufficient accountability (GDBH, 2022).
Furthermore, Nike has been accused of failing to pay $2.2 million in unpaid wages and benefits to over 4,000 garment workers in Cambodia and Thailand since 2020. Activist groups like Tulipshare have criticised Nike for inadequate transparency, arguing that its audits often fail to uncover deeply entrenched abuses within its supply chain (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2023, 2024b). These findings imply that Nike's disclosures may serve more to enhance its public image rather than to substantively address the challenges of child labour and labour rights violations.
6.4 [bookmark: _Toc220846417][bookmark: _Toc221437684]Micro-level analysis 
In recent years, the issue of CMS within the global A&TI has garnered substantial attention, especially concerning the supply chains of MNCs operating in economically disadvantaged regions (e.g., developing countries) (Ahmed et al., 2025; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). The expansive nature of A&TI supply chains, which often span numerous developing economies, has created conditions that can enable exploitative labour practices. Economic pressures, weak regulatory oversight, and structural vulnerabilities within these regions—particularly in Sri Lanka—pose considerable challenges to eradicating CMS practices. 
	Despite public commitments by leading MNCs—articulated through sustainability, CSR, and CMS reports—concerns persist about the extent to which these commitments translate into practice at the factory level. To examine this gap, the micro-level analysis adopts a two-stage empirical approach, combining questionnaire-based evidence from workers and semi-structured interviews with different stakeholders across the A&TI.
First, a questionnaire was administered to capture workers’ perceptions and lived experiences of CMS practices within Sri Lanka’s A&TI sector. Consistent with prior studies (e.g. Islam and McPhail, 2011), the questionnaire addressed core labour rights themes, including the elimination of child and forced labour, non-discrimination, safe and healthy working conditions, and freedom of association. In addition, the questionnaire explicitly incorporated economic exploitation—such as wage dependency on overtime and income insecurity—as a central dimension of contemporary CMS. While the questionnaire provided systematic evidence of prevailing labour conditions, it was limited to workers’ perspectives and could not fully explain how these practices are sustained within the broader supply-chain governance structure.
To address this limitation and provide a more comprehensive account of CMS realities, the analysis was extended through semi-structured interviews with 52 stakeholders across multiple tiers of the A&TI. Interviewees included factory workers, supervisors, strategic managers, trade union representatives, NGOs, social activists, and academics. For ethical considerations, individual firms are not identified; rather, the findings reflect experiences across a range of export-oriented enterprises operating within Sri Lanka’s FTZs.
Anchored in NIT, this chapter examines how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape corporate behaviour and give rise to symbolic or performative compliance. By triangulating questionnaire findings with interview evidence, the analysis reveals how formal commitments and audit-driven compliance coexist with persistent issues such as job insecurity, wage exploitation, harassment, weak grievance mechanisms, and limited worker voice. This triangulated approach enables a direct comparison between corporate disclosure narratives and on-the-ground labour realities, exposing institutional constraints that undermine substantive accountability in global supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc220846418][bookmark: _Toc221437685]6.4.1 Questionnaire analysis
[bookmark: _Toc870789130]6.4.1.1 Living and working conditions
The Sri Lankan A&TI shares many exploitative characteristics with other labour-intensive sectors, including long working hours, low wages, and poor health and safety conditions. Similar to industries such as construction, mining, agriculture, and electronics manufacturing, workers in the A&TI often rely on excessive overtime to supplement insufficient wages, highlighting the prevalence of economic coercion (Christ et al., 2022; Coumans, 2017). The industry also faces issues with child labour, especially in subcontracting operations, mirroring trends in agriculture and mining (Gumus and Wingenbach, 2016; ILO, 2017a; Yeshey, 2019). 
Table 6.30 provides significant insights into the social and economic vulnerabilities within the Sri Lankan A&TI, underscoring the potential prevalence of CMS practices. Various aspects, including boarding conditions, working conditions, personal protective equipment (PPE), health and safety, holidays, and time off, have been evaluated to derive meaningful conclusions. Analysing the questionnaire responses from 105 workers in Sri Lanka's FTZ and export-oriented A&TI factories reveals troubling signs of CMS practices.
The majority of respondents (57%) rated the boarding place's quality as "neutral," suggesting that many participants found it merely acceptable, without distinct positive or negative aspects. This neutrality reflects a baseline level of satisfaction, lacking standout features that could contribute to higher ratings. Conversely, 34% of respondents rated their boarding experience as "good" or "excellent," indicating that nearly a third recognised positive aspects, such as comfort or amenities. However, the relatively low percentage of "excellent" ratings suggests that commendable aspects are not universally experienced, possibly due to varying individual expectations or inconsistencies in service quality. Notably, 9% of participants described their experience as "bad" or "worst", pointing to specific issues that detracted from their overall satisfaction. These negative ratings might be attributed to inadequate facilities, poor maintenance, or unsatisfactory living conditions, affecting a minority but significant enough to warrant attention. These issues highlight workers' vulnerability to substandard living conditions, a key indicator of CMS practices (Bales, 1999; Crane, 2013).
In terms of working conditions, 54% of respondents rated their experience as neutral, indicating that while the conditions might be standard, they neither stand out positively nor negatively. This neutrality may reflect a working environment that meets minimum legal standards but lacks additional support or benefits for workers. On a positive note, 41% of respondents viewed their working conditions favourably, reflecting good management practices or decent workplace environments that support worker well-being. Conversely, 5% reported poor working conditions, suggesting unfavourable work environments that may be linked to inadequate labour practices or a lack of worker protection. This small percentage indicates areas where implementing better practices and stricter oversight could prevent exploitation.
The A&TI involves various processes that can expose workers to hazardous conditions, such as chemicals, figure injury, dust, and noise. PPE, including gloves, nail guards, masks, goggles, and ear protection, helps safeguard employees from injuries and health issues related to these hazards. In Sri Lanka, where many A&TI factories operate, proper PPE prevents occupational injuries and diseases and ensures the workforce's well-being. In Sri Lanka, adherence to safety regulations is paramount for maintaining compliance with local and international standards. The use of PPE is not only a requirement under Sri Lankan labour laws but also under international guidelines and standards, as well as compliance and buyer audits set by the ILO. Proper PPE helps companies meet these regulatory requirements, avoid legal liabilities, and demonstrate their commitment to worker safety (Malta et al., 2024). 
According to responses on health and safety training and facilities, 63% of respondents held a neutral view, suggesting standard practices neither exceptional nor inadequate. This neutrality indicates that, while basic safety measures might be in place, there is room to improve their effectiveness and comprehensiveness. Over a quarter of respondents (28%) found the health and safety measures satisfactory, indicating some effective safety practices in place. However, 10% reported poor health and safety conditions, indicating gaps in training or safety measures that could jeopardise worker well-being. Addressing these gaps is crucial for ensuring a safe working environment and protecting workers from potential harm.
The prevalence of neutral responses across key aspects of boarding quality, working conditions, and health and safety suggests a baseline level of acceptability that falls short of the higher standards needed to combat CMS practices. Even small percentages of negative experiences in these areas indicate vulnerabilities that could be exploited in CMS practices, where workers might endure substandard conditions due to a lack of better options or fear of losing their jobs. This situation aligns with NIT, highlighting how institutional pressures can lead to conformity in organisational practices (Ashworth et al., 2007). Companies might maintain basic standards to meet legal requirements but fail to innovate or exceed these standards unless pressured by external forces such as regulations, consumer advocacy, or international standards (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Saeed et al., 2018).
Notably, 32% of respondents indicated that they purchase their own PPE (e.g., face masks), whereas a substantial majority of 66% reported that they do not. This indicates that most companies provide PPE to their workers, which is a positive sign. However, 70% of respondents expressed satisfaction with the PPE provided by their companies, 18% were not satisfied, and 12% preferred not to mention their stance. This mixed feedback suggests variability in the quality or appropriateness of the PPE provided, which could be linked to inconsistent implementation of safety standards or cost-cutting measures. Furthermore, it suggests that some companies may fail to meet societal expectations. Moreover, in the comments section of the question, one respondent mentioned that the "factory gives us PPE (e.g., nail guard), but the majority of workers do not wear it as it slows down their speed."
The above respondent's comment highlights a critical issue regarding the practical use of PPE in the workplace. Although the factory provides necessary PPE, workers' reluctance to consistently use it indicates a disconnect between safety protocols and operational efficiency. Workers may perceive PPE as hindering productivity, leading to non-compliance and ultimately compromising their safety. This situation underscores the need for a balanced approach that integrates safety measure seamlessly into work processes without negatively affecting performance (Islam et al., 2018). Additionally, it suggests a potential gap in safety culture, where workers prioritise speed over protection, possibly due to performance pressures or a lack of proper training on the importance of PPE. Addressing this issue might require better education on the risks of not using PPE and adjustments to workflow processes to ensure safety does not come at the cost of efficiency.
 Regarding health and safety checks, 61% of respondents confirmed that they had seen physical inspections of health and safety facilities, whereas 33% had not, and 6% preferred not to mention them. It indicates that while most workplaces are subject to health and safety inspections, a significant minority are not, raising concerns about the thoroughness and regularity of such inspections. This inconsistency could be due to a lack of regulatory enforcement or differing priorities among factory management. The inconsistencies in responses regarding health and safety practices and compensation for workplace accidents reflect differing institutional pressures and varying degrees of compliance. For example, while some companies adhere to stringent safety protocols and provide adequate compensation, others fall short, potentially due to weaker regulatory enforcement or differing cultural norms. The low percentage of workers reporting frequent workplace accidents could indicate underreporting due to fear of repercussions or a lack of proper reporting mechanisms, a phenomenon explained by institutional isomorphism, where companies conform to minimal standards rather than best practices (Abeydeera et al., 2016).
Regarding compensation for workplace accidents, 52% of respondents reported receiving paid time off due to workplace accidents, while 46% did not, and 2% preferred not to mention it. This indicates a nearly even split, suggesting that while some companies adhere to compensation policies, others may neglect them, possibly due to financial constraints or a lack of formal policies. Additionally, 32% of respondents confirmed receiving compensation for workplace accidents, whereas 65% did not, and 3% preferred not to mention it. In addition, under the comments section, six respondents mentioned that "they received 14 days of paid leave, and after that, no pay, which will affect the bones." The high percentage of workers not receiving compensation highlights potential gaps in workers' rights and protections within the industry. The variability in responses to health and safety practices and compensation for workplace accidents reflects differing institutional pressures and varying degrees of compliance. For example, while some companies adhere to stringent safety protocols and provide adequate compensation, others fall short, potentially due to weaker regulatory enforcement or differing cultural norms (Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024). 
 Furthermore, 90% of respondents reported fewer than 5 workplace accidents per week on average, 3% reported between 5 and 10, and 7% preferred not to mention them. The low number of reported accidents could be interpreted positively, but the reluctance to disclose information or the possibility of underreporting suggests a need for more transparent reporting mechanisms. Moreover, a low percentage of workers reporting frequent workplace accidents could indicate underreporting due to fear of repercussions or a lack of proper reporting mechanisms, a phenomenon explained by institutional isomorphism, in which companies conform to minimal standards rather than best practices (Siddiqui et al., 2020a). However, in the comments section, several workers mentioned that accidents were very uncommon. For example, one respondent stated, "I have not seen any accidents in the last four years," indicating the quality of their PPE and the working environment.
The variability in responses regarding PPE, health and safety checks, and compensation for workplace accidents reflects broader systemic issues within the industry. According to NIT, these inconsistencies can be attributed to varying degrees of institutional pressures and norms. (Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Additionally, the low accident rate and respondents' comments suggest that their limited experience with workplace accidents might influence their awareness of compensation and time off. This lack of experience can lead to a lower perceived need for compensation and time-off measures, which may explain why a significant portion of workers are unaware of or dissatisfied with these provisions.
Table 6.30 Living and working conditions
	
	% of usable responses (n = 105)
	
	

	Statement
	W/B 
 1-2
	N
 3
	G/E 
4/5
	5-point mean
	Std. Dev

	Q1.  Please rate your experience with the boarding place's quality.
	8.57
	57.14
	34.29
	3.3
	0.74

	Q2. How do you rate working conditions?  
	4.76
	54.29
	40.95
	3.31
	0.71

	Q3. How do you rate the company's health and safety training and facilities?   
	9.52
	62.86
	27.62
	3.18
	0.68

	
	Yes
	No
	Not prefer to be mentioned

	Q4. Are you buying your personal protective equipment? 
	32.38
	65.71
	1.9
	
	

	Q5. Are you happy with the personal protective equipment given by the company? 
	69.52
	18.1
	12.38
	
	

	Q6. Did you ever see anyone physically inspecting the factory's health and safety facilities? 
	60.95
	33.33
	5.71
	
	

	Q7. Do you get paid for time off due to a workplace accident?  
	52.38
	45.71
	1.9
	
	

	Q8. Did you or anyone else receive compensation for a workplace?
	32.38
	64.76
	2.86
	
	

	
	Less than 5 times
	5 – 10 times
	Over 10 times
	Not Prefer to mention it

	Q9. How many workplace accidents occur on average per week?
	90.48
	2.86
	6.67
	1.23


Notes: Merge the five-point Likert scale with a three-point Likert scale to produce a clear finding
Five-point Likert Scale:   1= worst (W),	     		Three-point Likert Scale: 1= worst (W) and Bad (B)          (1-2)
          2=Bad (B),				                          2 = Neutral (N)                             (3)
          3= Neutral (N), 			                                            3 = Good (G) and Excellent (E)  (4-5)
          4= Good, (G)
          5= Excellent (E)
[bookmark: _Toc1960385397]6.4.1.2 Working hours and wages 
Table 6.31 presents respondents’ feedback on working hours and wage conditions within Sri Lanka’s A&TI, highlighting key patterns related to overtime dependency, wage adequacy, and working-time pressures. The distribution of working hours among respondents shows significant variance, with a mean of 52.48 hours and a standard deviation of 7.42 hours. This indicates a tendency towards extended working hours, which contribute to worker fatigue and affect job satisfaction and productivity. Despite this, the workers' comments showed that a majority would like to work overtime because their basic salary is insufficient. However, there is no provision for overtime.
Additionally, one respondent mentioned that she likes "to work seven days but is not allowed." This desire for overtime work highlights their economic pressure, as they seek additional income despite the toll long hours might take on their health and well-being. Besides, this suggests that workers may be willing to sacrifice personal time and rest for financial survival. The lack of overtime provisions indicates a rigid system that fails to compensate workers for extra hours or provide opportunities to earn more, further exacerbating their financial struggles (Gunawardana, 2014; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
The disparity in working hours within A&TI can be further understood through the lens of NIT, with recent literature emphasising evolving institutional pressures in global supply chains (DiMaggio and Walter, 1991; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Newer studies highlight that companies integrated into international networks face stricter enforcement of ILO standards and are held to higher scrutiny regarding worker rights, including working hours (LeBaron and Lister, 2021). In contrast, smaller or locally focused businesses, especially in developing economies, may still prioritise cost-efficiency and rapid production, often at the expense of workers' well-being, leading to excessive working hours (Han et al., 2024). Companies integrated into global supply chains might face greater pressure to comply with ILO standards, potentially leading to more regulated working hours. In contrast, others may prioritise production and cost-cutting over compliance, leading to longer working hours for employees. This ongoing tension between compliance and profit maximisation continues to drive labour exploitation, with recent research underscoring the need for more robust regulatory frameworks and corporate accountability to ensure fair labour practices globally (Crane et al., 2022).
Regarding compensation for breaks and leave, 71% of respondents reported being paid for lunch or tea breaks, and 77% for annual leave beyond government holidays. However, only 67% have access to paid sick leave. Although the unanimous response to paid maternity leave is positive, it might not fully capture reality if the conditions and duration of this maternity leave are not standardised or sufficient. For example, it is insufficient compared to the UK statutory maternity leave of up to 52 weeks, including 39 weeks of statutory maternity pay (Home Office, 1996). Further, companies that fail to provide consistent and fair compensation may struggle to maintain their legitimacy and reputation, both locally and internationally. Sri Lankan labour laws, such as the Factories Ordinance Act of 1950 and the Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954, stipulate regulations regarding working hours, overtime, and employee welfare. Below is a summary of the workers' holiday entitlement in Sri Lanka.
	a) Casual Leave
	
	

	Half a day per month or one day every two months in the first year of employment.

	Seven days from the second year of employment.

	b) Sick Leave
	
	

	Seven days for each year of employment

	c) Annual Leave
	
	

	No entitlement in the first year of service

	In the succeeding years, earned 14 days of leave.

	The leave earned according to the period of service can be obtained (maximum – 14)

	d) Public Holidays
	
	

	Eight Public holidays per year,
	

	
	1. National Day
	

	
	2. Thai Pongal
	

	
	3. The day previous to the Sinhala Tamil New Year Day.

	
	4. The Sinhala Tamil New Year Day.

	
	5. Mayday.
	

	
	6. The day following Vesak Poya day.

	
	7. Holy Prophet's Mohammed's birthday.

	
	8. Christmas Day.

	e) Maternity Leave
	
	

	Eighty-four working days for the first and second childbirths.

	Forty-two days for the third and succeeding childbirths.

	f) Poya Holidays
	
	

	Each Full Moon Poya Day in each month is considered a holiday.


However, the data suggest that these regulations are not uniformly enforced. For instance, only 67% of respondents reported having paid sick leave facilities, and 71% indicated they are paid for lunch and tea breaks. The discrepancy in adherence to legal standards suggests potential gaps in enforcement and compliance.
Table 6.31: Working hours and wages
	 
	% usable responses (n = 105)
	
	

	Statement
	> 40 hours 
	45 hours  
	50 hours  
	60 hours 
	< 60 hours 
	Mean
	Std 
Dev

	Q1. Please indicate the average working hours per week. 
	4.76
	24.76
	32.38
	30.48
	7.62
	
52.48
	
7.42

	
	Yes
	No
	Not prefer to be mentioned
	
	

	Q2. Would you like to work extra hours? 
	74.29
	24.76
	0.95
	
	
	

	Q3. Do they ask about your concerns before putting in extra hours? 
	73.33
	26.67
	0.00
	
	
	

	Q4. Do you get paid for lunch or breaks? 
	71.43
	28.57
	0.00
	
	
	

	Q5. Do you have any paid sick leave facilities?  
	66.67
	32.38
	0.00
	
	
	

	Q6. Do you get paid for annual leave except for government holidays? 
	77.14
	45.71
	0.00
	
	
	

	Q7. How many days do you get paid for maternity leave?  
	100.00
	 
	 
	 
	 
	
	


[bookmark: _Toc1766912125]
6.4.1.3 Corporate culture     
According to the data, 28% of respondents know someone who is suffering from workplace verbal and physical abuse. Moreover, 7% have experienced or are aware of sexual harassment by supervisors or colleagues, and 6% are aware of the consequences faced by individuals who negatively responded to such harassment. These statistics highlight significant instances of workplace abuse and harassment, which are clear signs of a hostile work environment and potential exploitation. Furthermore, more than 20% mentioned that they are facing verbal abuse every day in the comments sections. For example, one respondent mentioned that "supervisors would yell at us if we did not achieve our targets. Sometimes, targets are unrealistic." This statement highlights the pressure workers face due to impractical performance expectations. It is also important to note that supervisors, who are often responsible for enforcing these unrealistic targets, may themselves be under pressure from higher management to meet these goals. This creates a cycle of stress and frustration, which can contribute to the perpetuation of abusive behaviour as supervisors may struggle to manage the demands placed upon them. Such practices not only create a stressful work environment but also lead to decreased job satisfaction and mental health issues among workers (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021).
According to Vredenburgh and Brender (1998) and De Cieri et al. (2019), an environment where workers feel powerless and hesitant to speak out against mistreatment. When workers perceive that those in power are either complicit in or indifferent to their struggles, the cycle of abuse is likely to continue. The literature suggests that workplace abuse and harassment are often linked to power imbalances and ineffective oversight (De Cieri et al., 2019; Nsuworks et al., 2011). This dynamic allows those in supervisory or managerial roles to exploit their authority, creating a workplace culture that enables mistreatment. These practices can create an environment where workers feel powerless and unable to speak out against mistreatment, perpetuating a cycle of abuse.
In the A&TI, the issue of underreporting worker abuse is both widespread and deeply entrenched in the socio-economic and cultural contexts of the regions where this industry thrives. Questionnaire results indicate that only 5% of workers report abuse, while an alarming 87% choose not to, mainly due to a combination of cultural norms, power imbalances, and a lack of awareness regarding their rights (Morris and Rickard, 2019). Also, it reflects workers' fear of retaliation and a lack of trust in both management and the legal system. A study in Bangladesh's apparel sector found that workers often believe management will not take preventive measures to protect them, contributing to their silence (Boudreau, 2020).  
The cultural backgrounds of many workers, particularly in countries such as Bangladesh, India, and Vietnam, play a significant role in this phenomenon. These regions are marked by traditional gender norms and socio-economic hierarchies, where women, who form the majority of the workforce, often face social stigma and fear of ostracism if they report abuse. This is particularly pronounced in patriarchal societies where reporting harassment or abuse can bring shame to the family (Morris and Rickard, 2019; Siddiqi, 2003; Vredenburgh and Brender, 1998). Moreover, economic dependency is another critical factor that inhibits reporting. For many A&TI workers, the fear of unemployment is far greater than the desire to report abuse. These workers, often the sole earners in their families, cannot afford to lose their jobs and are forced to endure abusive working conditions to sustain their livelihoods. This economic coercion creates a cycle of exploitation where the cost of speaking out outweighs the perceived benefits (Nolan, 2022). 
In addition, poor enforcement of workplace safety and inadequate legal recourse further discourage reporting. A mere 6% of workers pursued legal action, highlighting their limited trust in the legal systems meant to protect them. Further, the lack of preventive measures and reporting mechanisms indicates that these companies may not be facing sufficient institutional pressure to enforce proper workplace protections, possibly due to weak regulatory environments or cultural norms that tolerate such behaviour. 
The presence of verbal, physical, and sexual abuse, along with the lack of preventive actions and effective reporting mechanisms, is one indicator of CMS practices (Craig Gary et al., 2019; Islam and Van Staden, 2021). The high percentage of workers experiencing or witnessing abuse suggests coercion and control tactics that are hallmarks of CMS practices. Also, the data shows a clear gap in meeting workers' needs for a safe and respectful work environment. This neglect not only harms employees but also undermines the company's overall integrity and reputation.
Additionally, 8% of respondents have noticed children aged below 16 working in the factory or in subcontracting factories. This directly violates labour laws and international standards, indicating exploitative practices within the A&TI  (Klampfl, 2025). Child labour is often driven by economic realities, particularly in low-income countries, where families may depend on the additional income their children generate (Fair Labour Association, 2017). Children are often employed because they represent a cheap and easily exploitable workforce. A study on labour violations in Bangladesh revealed that social norms and economic necessity contribute to child labour, as impoverished families often view this as a survival strategy (Muhammod, 2017). Besides, global supply chains often involve subcontracting, making it more challenging to monitor and enforce labour standards. In such environments, child labour violations can go unnoticed, and weak regulatory frameworks allow exploitative practices to persist. A review of international labour standards in the garment industry revealed that the lack of accountability in subcontracting chains fosters environments where child labour thrives (Gumus and Wingenbach, 2016; Hasan et al., 2021).
Cultural factors also contribute to this issue. In some regions, child labour is viewed as acceptable or even necessary due to historical practices and the absence of strong social safety nets. In countries like Brazil, for example, child labour is sometimes justified as a means of training children for future employment (Wolfe and Dickson, 2002). This cultural tolerance allows the practice to persist, even though it violates legal standards. In addition, inadequate enforcement of labour laws remains a critical issue. Despite international efforts to combat child labour through initiatives like the ILO’s conventions, many countries lack the resources or political will to implement and monitor compliance fully. This failure to enforce laws at national and international levels leaves room for continued exploitation (Browne et al., 2004).
The presence of child labour and abusive practices suggests that these companies are not aligning with accepted labour standards, risking their legitimacy both locally and internationally. Also, it is strong evidence of the prevalence of child labour within the industry. Companies that fail to address these issues may face significant reputational damage and the potential loss of business from ethically conscious consumers and partners. Moreover, the data shows that 38% of respondents are aware of the presence of a trade union, and the same percentage are part of it. Trade unions can play a crucial role in advocating for workers' rights and providing a platform for reporting abuses. However, the effectiveness of these unions in addressing the reported issues remains uncertain (Boxall and Haynes, 1997; Harvey et al., 2017). 
Regarding reporting mechanisms, 29% of respondents indicated they could report misconduct anonymously, 68% to an immediate supervisor, and 4% to an independent party. The reliance on immediate supervisors, who may be part of the problem, suggests a lack of impartial and effective reporting channels, which can discourage workers from coming forward. 
Table 6.32: Corporate culture
	 
	% usable responses (n = 105)

	Statement
	Yes
	No
	Not prefer to be mentioned

	Q1. Do you know anyone who is suffering from workplace verbal and physical abuse?  
	27.62
	63.81
	8.57
	

	Q2.  Are you or anyone aware of or have you experienced any sexual harassment from supervisors or colleagues?  
	6.67
	81.90
	11.43
	

	Q3. Are you or anyone else aware of any consequences from supervisors or colleagues due to negative responses to the harassment? 
	5.71
	81.90
	12.38
	

	Q4. Do you ever know that management takes preventive action to protect you? 
	18.10
	67.62
	14.29
	

	Q5.  Do you or anyone else face any misconduct in getting a job or promotion?  
	14.29
	75.24
	10.48
	

	Q6. Did you or anyone else report this abuse?  
	4.76
	87.62
	7.62
	

	Q7. Did you or anyone else take any legal action and receive compensation or protection for this misconduct?  
	5.71
	79.05
	15.24
	

	Q8. Have you ever noticed any children under 16 working in the factory or in subcontracting factories?  
	7.62
	88.57
	3.81
	

	Q9.    Do you have a Trade Union? 
	38.10
	61.90
	0.00
	

	Q10.  If yes, are you part of it? 
	38.10
	61.90
	0.00
	

	
	27.62
	63.81
	8.57
	

	
	Anonymous
	Immediate Supervisor
	Independent 
party

	Q11. Which mechanisms do you have to report these misconducts? 
	28.57
	67.62
	3.81
	




Following the completion of the questionnaire phase, in which 105 workers responded, some participants who provided particularly extreme feedback were selected for follow-up interviews. These interviews were conducted to further explore the underlying reasons behind their responses. The aim was to capture the nuances of their experiences and provide a richer, more contextually informed understanding of the working conditions, challenges, and corporate practices that may not be fully conveyed by quantitative data alone.
For instance, workers who reported extreme dissatisfaction or satisfaction with specific areas, such as working hours, wages, or safety conditions, were invited to elaborate on their feedback during the semi-structured interviews. This method helped uncover critical insights into systemic issues and identify gaps between the company's formal policies and its employees' real-world experiences. By combining questionnaire data with qualitative insights from interviews, this approach ensured a comprehensive analysis of broader trends and individual experiences that contribute to understanding actual working conditions. Hence, the next chapter is the methodological link between the second data collection phase and demonstrates the study's commitment to investigating extreme cases in depth.
[bookmark: _Toc220846419][bookmark: _Toc221437686]6.4.2 Interview analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc182734123][bookmark: _Toc214218355][bookmark: _Hlk178613131][bookmark: _Toc214218340][bookmark: _Toc178261088]6.4.2.1 Economic Instability and Job Insecurity: A Vicious Cycle
Figure 6.2 expresses the data from Sri Lanka’s Consumer Price Inflation (CPI) index, illustrating a period of significant economic instability throughout 2022, marked by exceptionally high inflation rates (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2024). Beginning with a headline inflation rate of 14.2% in January 2022, inflation continued to escalate, peaking at 69.8% in September before gradually declining. This surge in inflation placed substantial financial strain on businesses and consumers, raising production costs and diminishing household purchasing power. Workers across sectors faced heightened job insecurity as companies struggled to manage rising costs, often leading to layoffs or reduced hours. It expresses the chain of issues embedded in the Sri Lankan economy. 
The rising cost of living meant necessities became unaffordable for workers, exacerbating financial instability and forcing many into precarious economic situations. However, as the 2023 data shows, inflation rates have steadily declined, with headline inflation dropping to 1.7% by June 2024. This decline in inflation reflects a gradual economic stabilisation, offering hope for both businesses and workers. Lower inflation rates could ease production costs for companies and gradually improve wage purchasing power for workers, potentially leading to more stable employment and a better standard of living as the economy recovers.

Figure 6.2: Consumer Price Inflation – Sri Lanka (Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2024)
The interviewees consistently highlighted economic exploitation and job insecurity as key issues in the Sri Lankan A&TI. The BOI of Sri Lanka is crucial to enhancing labour-management cooperation and fostering industrial harmony. Through its Industrial Relations Department, the BOI provides vital advisory services and guidance to employers and employees (BOI Sri Lanka, 1978). This department's proactive approach aims to promptly address and resolve industrial disputes and other issues, maintaining a conducive environment for business operations. As noted by the BOI, "Our goal is to ensure smooth industrial relations by providing effective dispute resolution mechanisms and fostering a collaborative workplace culture" (BOI Sri Lanka, 1978). 
In 2023, approximately 300,000 people will be employed across 135 factories in 15 investment zones managed by the BOI, with an additional 326 registered factories. Moreover, around 900,000 people depend on the indirect income produced by these factories (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2023b). While the BOI of Sri Lanka plays a crucial role in enhancing labour management cooperation and fostering industrial harmony, the Sri Lankan A&TI is still grappling with significant challenges. Stakeholders, such as workers, NGOs, the media, and trade union leaders, provide evidence of the industry's darker side. They highlight economic pressures, worker hardships, and structural limitations in addressing grievances.
[bookmark: _Hlk178613287]The industry's struggles with declining global demand, rising production costs, and systemic financial exploitation reflect how institutional frameworks and pressures contribute to ongoing exploitative practices. In this analysis, the voices of workers, trade union leaders, social activists, NGOs, academia, and management highlight the complexity of these dynamics. 
[bookmark: _Toc182734124][bookmark: _Toc214218356]6.4.2.2 Reality against the Illusion of Wage and Bonuses: A Double-Edged Sword
Interviews with workers revealed a recurring theme: the inadequacy of living wages and the insufficient financial and non-monetary allowances to cope with the rising cost of living. As illustrated in Figure 8.2, businesses and the public have been severely impacted by the high inflation rates driven by Sri Lanka's economic and political instability. The data highlights the harsh reality of survival for both sectors, as they face overwhelming challenges in maintaining economic stability and covering daily expenses amid escalating prices.
For workers, wages that once covered basic needs have become insufficient due to inflationary pressures, leaving many struggling to make ends meet despite additional allowances or bonuses. These measures, intended to supplement incomes, offer only a temporary relief rather than a sustainable solution to economic hardship. Similarly, businesses have been forced to navigate increasing operational costs, limiting their capacity to provide meaningful wage increases or employee benefits. This situation underscores a double-edged sword: workers and employers are caught in a cycle of economic strain, grappling with inflation that continues to challenge their resilience in an uncertain financial landscape.
However, the Management interview emphasises that they are well paid (basic salary, incentives, and bonuses) compared to other industries. For example, A 48-year-old HR manager described the incentive structure:
“We offer an attendance bonus of LKR 6,000 ($20) per month to ensure workers come regularly. It is a good way to boost their income” (HRM1).
On the surface, this seems like a positive initiative. However, workers provided a more nuanced view of how these bonuses impact their daily lives. A 38-year-old female worker explained the stress these bonuses create:
“It sounds good, but they reduce the bonus if we take even one day off. Even if we are sick or have an emergency, we lose money. I have come to work with a fever because I cannot afford to lose that bonus” (FW12).
This narrative highlights the double-edged nature of attendance incentives as a substitute for increasing the basic salary. What appears to be an additional benefit becomes a form of coercion, pressuring workers to prioritise attendance over their health and well-being. In reality, this pressure is compounded by family responsibilities for many female workers who are also mothers. Working six days a week, with only Sundays off, they face significant challenges in managing household and childcare obligations, mainly as most school events and essential appointments occur on weekdays. The inability to balance work and family commitments further intensifies their stress, reflecting how attendance incentives may inadvertently create more hardship than support.
 So, within the NIT framework, these practices reflect coercive pressures—external forces from global buyers and regulatory standards—that push companies to adopt wage structures that superficially appear fair. Nevertheless, in reality, this results in symbolic compliance, where the formal structure exists but exacerbates worker stress and financial strain. The stress of attendance bonuses extends beyond individual health. Workers frequently expressed that these bonuses, while welcome, did not address the fundamental issue of low base wages. For instance, a 26-year-old male worker explained:
“My basic salary is not enough to survive on, so the bonus is a lifeline. But even with the bonus, it is barely enough. I still have to work extra hours just to cover my rent and food” (MW6).
Additionally, the executive director of a Non-Government Organisation (NGO) called "NGO-RED " highlighted:  
"Most workers emphasise that they cannot survive on the basic salary alone. They do not have overtime now. The accommodation cost and cost of living are sky high, and they end up with just one meal daily" (NGO1). 
This underscores the economic exploitation embedded in the wage structure. Companies present these bonuses as a way to improve financial security, yet workers remain trapped in a cycle of overtime dependency and economic vulnerability. Moreover, ​​Business & Human Rights Resource Centre (2024) found that "Sri Lanka: garment workers' wages among the lowest in Asia-Oceania region" and that only 60% of Japanese companies invest in Sri Lanka due to low labour costs. Also, the Joint Secretary of the FTZ and General Services Employees Trade Union (TUS) underscored the severe economic strain faced by workers: 
Inadequate Basic Salary: The basic salary for garment workers is typically between LKR 20,000 ($67) and 22,000 ($74) per month. Trade union leaders point out that this is insufficient to cover living expenses, especially for workers who need to return money to their families in rural areas. 
Dependence on Overtime: Workers heavily depend on overtime to supplement their income. Trade union leaders explain that, while Sri Lankan law allows female workers to work a maximum of 12 hours of overtime per week, there have been periods when workers have exceeded 100 hours of overtime per month to make ends meet. 
Attendance and Production Bonuses: Workers often come to work even when unwell to secure attendance bonuses. Additionally, to achieve production targets and receive motivation payments, workers rush through their meals and return to work quickly, compromising their health to achieve targets and secure the additional payments. 
These statements underscore the disparity between the companies' public claims and the workers lived experiences, highlighting the performative nature of institutional compliance in this context (Geels, 2020)​.  Moreover, a 41-year-old female worker explained:
"Less overtime makes our lives harder. It is not easy to survive in the FTZ. Our basic wages are insufficient to cover our boarding fees and basic needs. I have a 12-year-old daughter. I need to send money to my parents to cover their costs, as I am a widow. I have to find another option to find additional income somehow to survive, whether it's accepted or not in our culture…"(FW3).
On the one hand, this statement highlights the actual picture of the financial strain embedded in their lives.  On the other hand, it shows the structural issue of the compensation package. It includes overtime as a necessity rather than ensuring that base wages are sufficient for workers to meet their basic needs. This practice is consistent with what Mezzadri (2016) terms "sweatshop regimes," where workers are compelled to work long hours under exploitative conditions to compensate for low base wages.
This situation was further elaborated by the female executive director of the Stand-Up Movement, a social activist organisation, who stated,  
"A common case coming to our care homes is due to the insufficient salaries they receive from the garment factories, so they become sex workers to earn additional money." (SA) 
These quotes illustrate workers' severe financial strain despite the companies' purportedly competitive pay. The recent increase in Sri Lanka's minimum wage, which rose by 40% from LKR 12,500 ($42) in 2023 to LKR 17,500 ($59) in 2024, is a positive step (Reuters, 2024b). However, this increase may not fully reflect the economic realities workers face. Regulatory bodies and the government need to ensure wages align with the actual cost of living and to implement policies that protect workers from financial exploitation. Thus, a more comprehensive approach to wage regulation is required that considers inflation, living costs, and the broader economic environment. The use of institutional compliance by companies suggests that they are more focused on meeting regulatory minimums than addressing the actual financial needs of their workers.  
The trade union argued that this salary increase is pointless, as A&TI workers have already received above the national minimum wage. To retain and attract A&TI workers, factories must pay a basic salary that covers the adjusted living costs. Otherwise, the Sri Lankan A&TI, which is the main foreign currency generator, will have a short life expectancy. Workers also mentioned that everyone in the A&TI receives above the national minimum wage. Despite well-documented laws, Sri Lanka struggles to implement them in practice. Furthermore, TUS provided insights into the realities faced by workers, such as: 
"Historically, workers often worked over 100 hours of overtime per month. They would quickly eat their lunch and return to their tasks to meet production targets, thereby earning additional benefits. The intense drive to achieve these targets pushed workers to maximise their working hours and efficiency…" 
"…However, recent changes have significantly reduced the availability of overtime work. Workers now struggle to survive on their basic salaries alone, as the opportunity to earn extra income through overtime has diminished." (TUS) 
This quotation shows how Sri Lankan economic and political instability is embedded in ground-level A&TI workers. This aligns with recent literature indicating that companies in developing countries often conform to minimal regulatory standards, while systemic issues such as financial exploitation continue to undermine worker welfare (Crane et al., 2022; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Sreedharan and Kapoor, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc182734125][bookmark: _Toc214218357]6.4.2.3 Job Insecurity and the Low Global Labour Market: Economic Vulnerability and Precarious Work
While the BOI of Sri Lanka plays a crucial role in enhancing labour practices and fostering industrial harmony, the Sri Lankan A&TI is still grappling with significant challenges. Stakeholders highlight economic pressures, worker hardships, and structural limitations in addressing grievances. For example, TUS mentioned that factory owners have identified significant threats facing the A&TI, with a primary concern being a significant decline in orders. He pointed out several reasons for this decline:
1 High Production Costs: Factory owners claim that the high production costs make it difficult to compete with countries like Bangladesh, where production costs are cheaper. It results in orders being redirected to these countries, leaving Sri Lankan factories with insufficient work.
2 Global Inflation and Reduced Consumer Spending: High global inflation has diminished consumers' purchasing power, reducing demand for apparel and textile products. This global decline in demand has directly impacted the volume of orders received by Sri Lankan factories.
C) Delayed Payments from Customers: Factory owners allege that customers delay payments until the goods are sold. TUS note that while this claim is hard to verify, it suggests a precarious financial situation for factories, forcing them to take orders six months in advance without guaranteed timely payments.
This evidence shows the existence of a problematic reality at the local level. Approximately 5,000 employees have lost their jobs due to the temporary closure of nearly 10 garment factories by the end of May 2023 (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2023b). The affected factories include three from a major clothing company, two each from two other similar companies, and factories of three additional companies located in rural areas (e.g., Koggala, Meepe, Matale, Waturagama, and Anuradhapura) (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2023b). While some employees have received compensation, others have been placed on leave with their basic salary. Moreover, the Chairman of the Garment Factory Owners' Forum attributed the closures to a decline in demand from major clothing buyers in the USA and the European Union (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2023) (Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2023). 
In this context, workers' rights in Sri Lanka have come under scrutiny. Trade unions play a critical role in advocating for workers' rights, yet their influence has been challenged by prior government actions, such as the removal of key trade unions from the National Labour Advisory Council (NLAC) (International Trade Union Confederation, 2024). This removal has made it easier for employers to negotiate labour law reforms to their advantage, often at the expense of worker protections. The exclusion of union representation in these negotiations has raised concerns about the erosion of workers' rights and the weakening of collective bargaining power. NIT identifies these institutional changes reflecting the shift towards more employer-friendly regulations, driven by global neoliberal pressures, which may disrupt established norms and weaken worker protections (DiMaggio and Walter, 1991). 
The economic instability in Sri Lanka and the high cost of living have forced many workers to seek employment in countries such as Romania and Russia. However, workers often face significant challenges in their employment conditions due to inadequate hiring and migration systems. Furthermore, trade unions also emphasised that many large companies are closing down some of their factories and outsourcing orders to other countries where production costs are lower, such as Bangladesh. Some companies have even established new factories or shifted abroad to capitalise on cheaper labour. Moreover, outsourcing jobs and relocating factories abroad have exacerbated the issue, leading to job insecurity and the erosion of stable employment opportunities within the local industry. For example, a 42-year-old male group HR and compliance manager mentioned that he is 
"Looking for foreign job opportunities as the cost of living and tax rates are very high. Economic instability, including health care and education, pushes us into the foreign market" (HRM2).  
It directly underscores the economic and political instability that has driven skilled and unskilled workers to seek opportunities in foreign markets. Even at the senior management level, the shrinking disposable income and the inability to meet the expected quality of life push employees to look beyond national borders for better opportunities. This migration is driven by the need for more stable employment conditions and fairer compensation, reflecting a broader trend where both skilled and unskilled workers seek to escape the adverse impacts of their home country's economic instability.  One 42-year-old male worker described the constant fear of job loss:
“We depend on overtime to make ends meet, but we never know when the orders will stop. It is stressful, and we do not complain because we are afraid of losing our jobs” (MW7).
Similarly, a 26-year-old female worker shared her experience of financial hardship due to low wages:
"Due to our low income, we have a low quality of life and are mentally very stressed. I have no money to send to my parents. They need money for their medical treatments. I am facing many problems" (FW2)​.
This constant state of uncertainty reflects how economic exploitation thrives under the guise of corporate compliance. Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue that institutional decoupling—where formal labour policies are not fully integrated into day-to-day practices—creates conditions in which workers are caught in a cycle of economic precarity. Similar patterns have been identified in Bangladesh and Cambodia, where companies outwardly comply with labour standards but fail to address the root causes of exploitation, particularly concerning job security and fair wages (Islam & McPhail, 2011).
This precariousness aligns with Barrientos (2013) argument that global supply chains promote a high degree of labour flexibility, often resulting in short-term contracts and irregular work schedules for workers in developing countries. In Sri Lanka, as in other developing economies, this job insecurity leads to worker disempowerment, in which employees fear losing their jobs and are unable to advocate for better conditions (Barrientos, 2013a).
Moreover, economic instability has driven many unskilled workers to seek employment opportunities abroad. As a 36-year-old male machine operator explained:
"Some machine operators also join for foreign markets; for example, Romania is hiring our workers. Female workers who are very young and unmarried have a higher chance of joining the foreign market for a higher salary" (MW1)​.
This migration of workers highlights the global nature of job insecurity in the A&TI. Similar trends are observed across Asia in other industries where economic instability and poor working conditions drive workers to seek better-paying jobs abroad, often under exploitative conditions (Crane et al., 2022). The export of labour from Sri Lanka reflects a broader institutional failure to provide stable, well-paid domestic employment, further entrenching the country's reliance on global supply chains prioritising cost-cutting over worker welfare.
This shift to foreign markets highlights the severe impact of economic instability on workers' livelihoods. The pursuit of better-paying opportunities abroad underscores the urgent need for systemic reforms to address the root causes of job insecurity and improve living conditions for workers in the local industry. In addition, A&TI is losing business to countries such as Bangladesh and China, where unit costs are lower than in Sri Lanka. Production costs have been significantly increasing due to inflation.  For instance, Teejay Lanka PLC, a publicly listed company on the Colombo Stock Exchange, recorded significant drops in their financial ratios: return on investment fell by 50% (from 5.4% in 2023 to 2.7% in 2024), pre-tax return on equity decreased from 7% in 2023 to 4% in 2024, and return on assets dropped by 46% (Teejay Lanka PLC, 2023). This financial strain leaves little room for companies to increase wages. The companies' use of institutional compliance is evident as they attempt to present a narrative of unavoidable economic hardship to justify wage stagnation and cost-cutting measures. However, most of these privately listed companies are part of, or subsidiaries of, the supply chains of prominent multinational companies that earn higher profits.
This issue of financial exploitation is multifaceted and not solely a business problem. It implicates regulatory bodies and government policies. The debate centres on whether responsibility lies with companies that claim to pay above the minimum wage or with regulatory frameworks. Also, government interventions may be insufficient to address the actual cost of living. Through institutional compliance, companies craft a narrative that shifts blame away from their practices and towards external economic factors and regulatory inadequacies. 
The current situation regarding wages and working hours in the Sri Lankan A&TI highlights several critical challenges. Legal frameworks set limits on working hours and overtime, but in practice, workers have exceeded these limits, working 7 days to meet production targets and earn additional income. The recent reduction in overtime opportunities, outsourcing, and economic instability has severely affected workers' livelihoods and job security. Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach, including more vigorous enforcement of labour laws, improved economic conditions, and fair and stable employment practices at the national and international levels.
[bookmark: _Toc182734126][bookmark: _Toc214218358]6.4.2.4 Coercive Pressures and the Façade of Worker Protections: Weak Enforcement and Delayed Wage
[bookmark: _Hlk178613546]In an environment of economic instability and job insecurity, coercive pressures become a crucial lens to understand organisational behaviour. In 1983, DiMaggio and Powell referred to coercive pressures as external pressures exerted on organisations by regulatory bodies, legal frameworks, and global market demands, and this remains valid.  These pressures compel organisations to adopt certain practices to maintain legitimacy and avoid sanctions. The coercive pressures come from international labour standards, particularly those set by the ILO and the ethical sourcing requirements of global brands. In the context of Sri Lanka's A&TI, organisations face legal frameworks set by institutions such as the BOI and the Shop and Office Employees Act of 1954, which regulate wages, working hours, and worker benefits (BOI Sri Lanka, 2004; Parliament of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, 1954). One factory human resource (HR) manager (35-year-old male) explained the importance of complying with international regulations, stating:
“We have no choice but to follow the rules set by our clients. If we do not, we lose business. But sometimes, it is about showing that we comply, not actually in practice, we have some deviations.” (HRM10).
This quote illustrates how coercive pressures compel companies to appear compliant in order to maintain relationships with global buyers, even if the changes are not fully implemented in practice. Many workers echoed this sentiment, describing how companies prioritise passing audits over improving actual working conditions.
Furthermore, several workers shared stories of delayed wages and non-payment of legally mandated benefits, such as the Employee Provident Fund (EPF). For example, one female worker expressed frustration about her employer's failure to pay these benefits despite promises:
A worker's testimony (a 49-year-old female worker) illustrates this disconnect between formal compliance and actual practice:
"We are not receiving salaries on time. Initially, they delayed payments by two weeks, then by another two weeks. They always hold one or two months ' salaries. I work from home, but workers in boarding houses are under a lot of pressure. Furthermore, the company has not properly paid the Employee Provident Fund (EPF) and Employee Trust Fund (ETF) contributions. This problem affects everyone, not just me. When the company changed its name, the owner verbally promised to pay the arrears and address the EPF and ETF issues, but nothing has been done so far. It has been more than a year. He promised us payment by last December (2023), and now it is February, and we still have not been paid. I went to the ETF department, and they advised me to try to resolve it amicably with the management. They said that would be the best way to get our money back..." (FW1)​.
	This situation reflects a broader trend of non-compliance masked by institutional adherence. The BOI regulations, which protect workers' rights and ensure timely compensation, are not effectively enforced. Similar patterns have been observed in other developing countries, such as Bangladesh, where legal frameworks exist, but weak enforcement perpetuates exploitative practices (Ahmad et al., 2022; Islam and McPhail, 2011b).
The superficial adherence to these legal frameworks demonstrates a key feature of institutional decoupling, where companies outwardly comply with regulations but fail to implement these standards meaningfully at the operational level (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). The impacts of such symbolic compliance are severe, particularly for workers nearing retirement, who rely on contributions to pension schemes like the EPF and ETF. As described by a 49-year-old female worker:
"The company has not paid the EPF and ETF contributions properly... Now I am almost 50 years old. I cannot find a new job. We are helpless" (FW1)​.
This example highlights how institutional failures lead to worker insecurity, with companies exploiting legal loopholes to avoid fulfilling their financial obligations. It is a form of "hidden exploitation," in which companies use the guise of compliance to maintain legitimacy while violating their employees' rights. Companies in similar industries in Vietnam and Cambodia often adopt these strategies under pressure to meet global demand and reduce costs, creating systemic exploitation disguised by institutional adherence (Sreedharan and Kapoor, 2018).
Delayed salary payments, improper contributions to mandatory funds like EPF and ETF, and the lack of formal employment documentation are critical violations of workers' rights. In addition, it violates BOI rules and regulations (BOI Sri Lanka, 2004). These issues are exacerbated for workers nearing retirement age, who face limited employment prospects and heightened vulnerability. It aligns with the findings of Crane et al. (2022), who reported that older workers are disproportionately affected by delayed or withheld wages, exacerbating their economic insecurity. Crane et al. (2022) highlight how withholding salaries creates a cycle of dependency, making it difficult for workers to leave or challenge unfair labour practices, thus increasing their vulnerability. It aligns with the concept of "uncounted" labour, as discussed by Yang et al. (2020), in which workers' contributions and struggles remain invisible (wage underpayment) in formal accounting records, thereby further marginalising them. From an NIT perspective, these practices reflect a divergence between formal organisational policies and actual practices (Geels, 2020).
Furthermore, it reflects the institutional pressures imposed by global supply chains on local factories. While the company may outwardly comply with regulations to maintain legitimacy, in practice, it fails to uphold these standards, resulting in substantive non-compliance. The worker's story illustrates how management's failure to meet its financial and legal obligations leads to employee mistrust and demoralisation. This situation can be seen as an example of symbolic compliance, in which the company's actions are more about maintaining the appearance of adherence to norms and regulations than about genuinely implementing them  (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Sayari and Marcum, 2022)
Moreover, the worker's attempt to seek help from the ETF department and the suggestion to resolve the issue amicably with management highlight the systemic challenges in enforcing labour rights. This situation underscores the need for stronger regulatory oversight and enforcement mechanisms to ensure companies adhere to their legal obligations and effectively protect workers' rights. The persistence of such issues also emphasises the importance of providing workers with adequate support and avenues for recourse, ensuring that their grievances are addressed promptly and justly. 
Not adhering to legal and ethical expectations exposes the company's reputation and credibility among employees and other stakeholders. The continued non-compliance despite verbal promises to resolve the issues further exacerbates the legitimacy crisis, demonstrating a disconnect between the company's practices and societal expectations (Schaper and Pollach, 2021; Suchman, 1995). In addition, it highlights a significant power imbalance: while the company fails to meet its obligations to employees, it does not adequately address their grievances or provide support (Atupola and Gunarathne, 2022; Donaldson and Preston, 1995). Hence, this worker narrative highlights the prevalence of CMS practices in A&TI, as organisations may adopt superficial compliance measures or engage in "window dressing" to appear ethical while continuing exploitative practices behind the scenes. Moreover, this misalignment between actual practices and societal expectations reflects a failure to genuinely address the issues of CMS practices (Deephouse and Suchman, 2008).
Also, it has been noted that the shifts in institutional frameworks favour employer interests over worker protections. For example, the exclusion of trade unions from the NLAC has weakened the ability of workers to advocate for their rights:
"The suspension of the NLAC... has left workers without a formal avenue to voice their grievances... Factory owners continue to meet with high-ranking officials to discuss their issues, further marginalising workers" (TUS)​.
Removing trade unions from key decision-making bodies aligns with broader neoliberal pressures to prioritise economic efficiency over social stability (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Similar developments can be seen in countries such as India, where neoliberal reforms have reduced trade unions' bargaining power, leading to increased job insecurity and worker exploitation (Mezzadri, 2016). The absence of adequate representation for workers exacerbates the financial exploitation and job insecurity they face. 
From the companies' perspective, minimising overtime costs is essential for survival within the industry. Management interviewees highlighted the struggle to compete with foreign markets amid rising per-unit costs. For instance, A 35-year-old male Board member, Chief operational officer, explained: 
"We operate under the BOI and get tax concessions. While we do not have a direct tax impact, we face indirect costs, including increased labour, electricity, and transport costs. As the cost of living rises unpredictably, we must adjust worker salaries to retain them. Ultimately, our labour costs have increased. For example, the estimated labour cost per minute used to be LKR 0.06, but now it is 0.08 or 0.09. This significant increase puts us at a disadvantage compared to countries like Bangladesh, where the unit cost is lower" (COO). 
The COO's comments above reflect a broader industry trend where companies prioritise cost management to remain viable. This focus on cost reduction often comes at the expense of worker welfare, resulting in systemic issues such as low wages and poor working conditions. As the COO notes, rising labour costs—exacerbated by unpredictable increases in living costs—force companies to make intricate adjustments. These adjustments often manifest as reduced overtime opportunities, tighter control of operational expenses, and increased pressure on workers to maintain productivity. Further, the pressure to maintain competitive pricing while managing rising operational costs highlights a critical tension within the industry.  It is a "decoupling" situation in which formal compliance with regulations coexists with noncompliance in practice (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Factories formally adhere to labour laws regarding working hours and wages, but as the interviews reveal, these standards are not enforced at the operational level. One worker shared, 
"They tell us that they follow the law, but in reality, the wages do not reflect that. We are always underpaid, and it feels like the company is doing the bare minimum to avoid trouble with authorities" (FW3).
 This aligns with research by LeBaron and Lister (2021), who found that companies often superficially comply with labour standards to meet buyer requirements while exploitative practices persist beneath the surface. Li et al. (2023) and Raworth (2004) support this view, noting that companies, particularly in developing countries, often present a compliant front to international buyers while continuing to exploit their workers through underpayment and precarious employment contracts. This type of "symbolic compliance" allows factories to maintain their legitimacy with international buyers while continuing to exploit their workers through systemic wage theft and forced overtime. Moreover, the workers' testimonies reflect the broader structural inequalities in the global supply chain, where normative pressures to protect workers are weakened by institutional changes that prioritise corporate interests. The financial precarity experienced by workers is not unique to Sri Lanka; in Bangladesh, India, and Vietnam, workers similarly face exploitation under institutional frameworks that favour economic growth over social protections (Crane et al., 2022).
6.4.2.5 Navigating Recruitment Challenges: Formal Compliance and Informal Practices 
The recruitment and employment practices in the Sri Lankan A&TI highlight significant differences between official company narratives and workers' actual experiences. Sri Lanka Institute of Apparel and Textile (SLITA) provides both short-term and long-term comprehensive training for skilled and unskilled workers from certificate to degree levels. Under the Ministry of Industry and Commerce, SLITA has provided training and technical support for the A&TI development since 1984.  The training and technical Director of SLITA mentioned that their course includes health and safety training, compliance with regulations, improvements in working conditions, human rights, and human resource (HR) management. Furthermore, he explained: 
“We are conducting courses from machine operator to management level. As part of our training course, we are offering an industry placement. So, after training, some workers are permanently settling in that factory. However, we are supplying a minimal amount compared to the demand... 
...We know there is a significant gap between compliance and practice. So, we are providing additional support and programme upon request from factories.” (DTT) 
However, the majority of workers are recruited from informal channels. The ILO sets global standards for recruitment and employment, emphasising that the minimum age for employment should not be less than the age of completion of compulsory schooling to protect the health and development of young workers (ILO, 2018)​. ​The ILO’s guidelines ensure fair and safe working conditions, including verifying employees' age and adhering strictly to non-discriminatory hiring practices. 
In the same vein, in the Sri Lankan context, the minimum employment age is set to align with the age at which compulsory education ends, which is 16 years. As compulsory education now extends to 16 years, the Ministry of Labour is taking steps to ensure that the minimum employment age aligns with this standard (Ministry of Labour et al., 2017). All the interviewers mentioned that management strictly followed the rules for recruiting workers. Among them, a 43-year-old HR and compliance manager explained: 
Child labour is illegal in our country. We used to have 125 workers aged between 16 and 18, but they were only allowed to perform light work and had to meet many compliance requirements. Now, we do not employ any workers under the age of 18.” (HRM3) 
Similarly, a 43-year-old worker with experience in various A&TI factories stated that she had not seen any workers under 16 working in A&TI during her service (FW4). In addition, management interviews emphasised that the A&TI is highly concerned with verifying workers' identities. The HR department maintains detailed records and proof of age as part of compliance requirements. For instance, HRM3 further highlights: 
“...minimum recruitment age at 18 to align with international labour standards and ensure compliance with more stringent industry norms, reflecting their commitment to upholding labour standards and protecting the rights of their workforce” (HRM3). 
Furthermore, 40 years of female workers explained: 
“When we enter the FTZ by our vehicle or on foot, the BOI security checks our national identity card and company identity. So, children under 16 are not allowed to enter the FTZ. However, the workers who come through the staff bus will not check every worker's identity. They just looked at the headcount with the list and guessed the age, as the company already verified their details.” (FW5) 
This commitment to stringent recruitment practices underscores the industry’s dedication to maintaining high ethical standards and ensuring its workforce is legally and fairly employed. According to the BOI provisions, it is illegal to engage in child labour, either directly or indirectly through subcontractors (BOI Sri Lanka, 2004). Similarly, workers stated they had never witnessed child labour in the factory. Moreover, the NIT provides a lens through which to understand recruitment practices in the Sri Lankan A&TI, illustrating how these practices are shaped by both formal and informal norms, regulations, and cultural expectations (Geels, 2020). This theory emphasises how organisations conform to societal norms and expectations to gain legitimacy and stability (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983)​.  
Companies claim to follow rigorous and fair recruitment processes. All the sample companies have anti-discrimination policies. According to a 32-year-old female HR executive, the recruitment process is characterised by fairness and transparency:  
“We ensure fairness and transparency in our recruitment process. We recruit workers through existing worker recommendations and connections, poster campaigns, village announcements, and community canvassing. There is no discrimination, such as not considering gender or marital status. We recruit skilled and unskilled workers aged between 18 and 35 and consider skilled workers above 35.” (HRM4) 
Although management claimed that the industry followed strict recruitment policies, child labour can be visible in small-scale subcontractors in complex supply chains.   NIT offers a robust framework for understanding recruitment practices in the Sri Lankan A&TI, particularly in the context of formal compliance and informal networks. Further, NIT explains that these formal structures often coexist with informal practices that contradict or undermine official policies (decoupling). This section examines how recruitment practices in Sri Lanka's A&TI are shaped by institutional pressures, focusing on the divergence between official company narratives and workers' actual experiences. By analysing these practices through the lens of NIT, this study reveals the complexities of balancing formal compliance with informal networks in recruitment processes.
[bookmark: _Toc214218341]6.4.2.5.1 Child Labour

In Sri Lanka's A&TI, companies are subject to various legal requirements related to recruitment, including adherence to minimum employment age, non-discriminatory hiring practices, and compliance with international labour standards. These regulations are enforced by bodies such as the BOI and the Ministry of Labour, and companies are required to follow strict procedures to avoid penalties and protect their standing in global supply chains. Several interviewees highlighted the industry's compliance with these legal standards, primarily through the recruitment of younger workers. For instance, a 43-year-old HR and compliance manager emphasised the industry's strict adherence to child labour laws:
"Child labour is illegal in our country. We used to have 125 workers aged 16 to 18, but they were only allowed to perform light work and had to meet numerous compliance requirements. Now, we do not employ any workers under the age of 18" (HRM3)
This statement illustrates how coercive pressures compel companies to comply with labour regulations to avoid legal repercussions. Similarly, several workers corroborated this account, asserting that they had not witnessed any instances of child labour within their factories:
"I have not seen any workers below 16 working in A&TI during my service time. But I know a lot of children are working in small garment factories." (FW4, 6 and 8). 
These accounts reflect clear adherence to formal regulations and suggest that companies are motivated to maintain their legitimacy in the eyes of international buyers and regulators. As Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue, organisations often adopt formal structures—such as policies against child labour—to signal compliance with external expectations. This "symbolic compliance" allows companies to present themselves as adhering to international standards, even though the practical implementation of these policies may be limited. In some cases, the practical implementation of these policies remains superficial. For instance, one worker's observation complicates the narrative of compliance, revealing that child labour may persist in smaller, sub-contracting factories, which often operate outside the direct oversight of major companies:
"I have not seen child labour in our factories, but small-scale (sub-contracting) can see child labour. My opinion is that doing a job is better than dying of hunger. This all-rules good theory but hard to apply in practice" (FW9).
	This statement illustrates a significant gap between the formal policies of larger firms and the realities within smaller subcontractors, where monitoring and enforcement may be weaker. Subcontracting practices often lead to outsourcing labour standards violations, as larger companies claim compliance while turning a blind eye to their suppliers' operations. This scenario is not unique to Sri Lanka but is prevalent in other developing countries such as Bangladesh, India, and Cambodia, where subcontractors play a pivotal role in perpetuating exploitative practices despite official regulations (Islam and McPhail, 2011; Mezzadri, 2016). Also, her opinion explains the reality that goes beyond the regulations. 
6.4.2.5.2 The Complex Reality of Child Labour: Socio-Economic Pressures

To fully understand the persistence of child labour in smaller factories, it is essential to consider the socio-economic factors that drive families, particularly those from poor backgrounds, to send their children to work. In many low-income households, children contribute to the family's income, as parents may be unable to support their families on low wages, for example, in the cotton industry in Turkey (Fair Labour Association, 2017). The rising cost of living and the lack of adequate social safety nets exacerbated the situation. A family facing severe financial hardship may feel that sending a child to work is the only way to survive, especially if the adults in the family are employed in low-paying, unstable jobs, such as those typically found in the A&TI.
The persistence of child labour in smaller factories reflects the broader institutional failures at the local level. Regulatory bodies may be less stringent in monitoring these smaller operations due to resource constraints or corruption. Subcontracting arrangements often exploit this regulatory weakness, allowing unscrupulous employers to bypass formal labour laws while maintaining a facade of compliance for international buyers (Mezzadri, 2016). This is further complicated by the fact that families may be complicit in sending children to work due to economic desperation, thus perpetuating the cycle of exploitation.
From NIT's perspective, this scenario highlights a divergence between symbolic and substantive compliance. Large firms adopt formal compliance structures to meet external pressures, but the actual implementation of these policies is limited, particularly in informal sectors like subcontracting. As Scott (2014) notes, symbolic compliance allows organisations to maintain their legitimacy in the eyes of external stakeholders, even when internal practices do not fully align with formal standards.
6.4.2.5.3 The Hidden Side: Poverty and the Exploitation of Vulnerable Families

The issue of child labour, particularly in third-tier or beyond subcontracting factories (small scale), underscores the intersection between institutional pressures and socio-economic vulnerability. Families in poorer regions of Sri Lanka often face limited access to education, healthcare, and sustainable employment opportunities, making child labour a survival strategy. This is not a problem confined to Sri Lanka. In countries like Turkey, India and Bangladesh, poverty-stricken families are similarly forced to send children to work in informal sectors or small-scale factories, where enforcement of labour standards is minimal (Fair Labour Association, 2017; Kabeer, 2004; Sikka, 2011; Yeshey, 2019).
In such cases, the focus on coercive pressures and formal compliance often overlooks the deeper structural factors that perpetuate exploitation. While legal frameworks and international standards are important in mitigating child labour, they do not address the root causes of poverty and the economic pressures that force families to rely on their children's income. This gap between formal regulations and lived realities indicates that without addressing the socio-economic factors underlying child labour, efforts to eradicate it will remain largely symbolic (Kolk and Tulder, 2002).
	When comparing Sri Lanka to other developing countries, such as Bangladesh, Turkey and India, the issue of child labour presents similar challenges. In all three countries, coercive pressures from international buyers and global organisations have led to the formal adoption of labour laws prohibiting child labour. However, enforcement remains uneven, particularly in subcontracting factories where oversight is weak. In Bangladesh's garment industry, for example, reports of child labour persist despite the country's ratification of ILO conventions, as small factories and informal workshops continue to operate outside the scope of regulatory authorities (Islam and McPhail, 2011). Similarly, in India, the A&TI has long been plagued by child labour, particularly in rural areas where regulatory enforcement is lax, and families are reliant on additional income (Mezzadri, 2016).
As in Sri Lanka and other countries, symbolic compliance is common: companies adopt formal anti-child labour policies to align with international standards while failing to address the systemic issues that allow these practices to continue. As NIT explains, organisations respond to external pressures by adopting policies that reflect societal expectations, but the actual implementation of these policies often remains incomplete due to weak institutional enforcement (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
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 Despite the existence of formal recruitment policies, many workers find employment through informal channels, highlighting a gap between official procedures and actual practices. For example, a 38-year-old female worker described how she secured employment through a personal connection:
"I found this job through my cousin's sister, who worked in the FTZ 15 years ago. When she came home for the Christmas holiday, I came to FTZ with her and stayed in her boarding house until the factory recruited me"
“… When we introduce a new worker to the factory, we receive monetary rewards. I worked for several years in different factories. Most workers join these FTZs through their relatives.” (FW6)
This reliance on informal networks reflects mimetic pressures, in which companies imitate competitors' recruitment strategies to ensure a steady supply of labour. While informal recruitment practices are efficient, they create barriers for individuals without the necessary social connections, particularly those from marginalised communities. Another worker highlighted the familial nature of recruitment:
"Most of us got our jobs through recommendations from friends or family already working here. My mom, cousin, and sisters are also still working here. I joined on their recommendations" (FW7).
These examples illustrate how informal networks dominate the recruitment process despite the existence of formal policies. From an NIT perspective, this reflects a form of decoupling, in which formal policies are adopted to meet external pressures, while formal practices continue to guide the organisation's day-to-day operations (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). The use of informal networks in recruitment is not unique to Sri Lanka's A&TI; similar practices have been observed in other developing economies, such as Vietnam and Cambodia, where companies rely on personal connections to navigate labour shortages and competitive pressures (Sreedharan and Kapoor, 2018).
The persistence of informal recruitment practices highlights the tension between the need for efficiency and formal compliance requirements. While informal networks may provide a quick solution to labour shortages, they also undermine the fairness and transparency principles central to formal recruitment policies. This decoupling of formal and informal practices is a key feature of organisational behaviour under institutional pressures, in which companies adopt formal structures to signal compliance while continuing to rely on informal practices that contradict them (Scott, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc214218343]6.4.2.5.5 The Struggle for Inclusivity: Power Imbalances and Discrimination
Increasing global pressure on companies to adopt formal policies aims to promote gender equality, inclusivity, and non-discrimination. However, as the interviews reveal, these formal policies often fail to translate into practice, particularly concerning marginalised groups such as LGBTQA workers. A 34-year-old HR executive described the company's formal commitment to inclusivity:
"We have issued employee handbooks[footnoteRef:31] in three languages and worker appointment letters in their mother language. We have a strict no-discrimination policy and ensure equal opportunities for all applicants; we accept LGBTQA community members" (HRM5) [31:  Handbook issued in Sinhala, English and Tamil languages. Received the hard and soft copy of the handbooks on request. However, these are not available online.] 

This commitment to inclusivity and non-discrimination is a legal obligation that reflects the company’s dedication to creating a supportive and equitable work environment. Issuing handbooks and appointment letters in multiple languages demonstrates a practical approach to ensuring all workers fully understand their rights and responsibilities, further fostering a culture of transparency and trust that aligns with NIT. Similarly, another 46-year-old male HR and compliance manager, from a group of leading apparel and textile companies, mentioned:  
“We use the same recruitment procedure and do not request personal discrimination information such as marital status and gender on their application” (HRM6). 
This approach underscores a commitment to impartiality in hiring, focusing solely on applicants' qualifications and abilities rather than their personal characteristics. By not requesting potentially discriminatory information, the company ensures that all candidates have an equal opportunity to be evaluated on their merits. Similarly, most interviewees working outside the FTZ mentioned that they do not face discrimination in recruitment. Among them, a 48-year-old female worker noted: 
“…The company is struggling to find workers, even in rural villages. Most of the younger generation would prefer to work in a spa or retail shop, where they have more freedom and less stress. Management does not care about a worker's gender or skills; they recruit anyone. They are trying to find and keep workers in rural areas” (FW8). 
This worker’s experience highlights the industry's broader challenges in attracting and retaining labour. Also, the management’s flexible approach in recruiting anyone, regardless of gender or specific skills, is a pragmatic response to these challenges, reflecting the need to adapt to changing labour market conditions. However, FTZ workers and NGO representatives tell a different story about the A&TI’s recruitment process. For example, a 43-year-old female worker explained it as:  
“…Despite the company’s claims, there are unwritten rules about hiring preferences that disadvantage certain groups, particularly LGBTQA individuals” (FW9).  
The President of the Sarvodaya Women’s Movement Organisation (PSWM), Sri Lanka's largest and most broadly embedded non-governmental community development organisation established under the Special Parliament Act, explained: 
 “There is still discrimination against transgender workers. Most factories lack separate toilet facilities, and acceptance of this is limited within the workplace. Transgender workers often face unbearable workloads, leading them to resign voluntarily” (PSWM).  
 In this regard, the NIT helps to understand these contradictions. Companies adopt formal policies that comply with legal and cultural expectations to maintain legitimacy and attract business from socially conscious markets (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Geels, 2020). However, behind this facade, discriminatory practices persist. The NGO-RED highlighted: 
“Many LGBTQA workers are either not hired or are given tasks that are designed to make them quit, such as excessive workloads or menial jobs” (NGO-RED). 
A 28-year-old transgender worker explained her horrific experience and issues in this FTZ as: 
“… There is a lack of proper facilities, such as separate restrooms/toilets for LGBTQA workers. Only a limited number of people raised their voices for us. This leads to further discrimination and marginalisation. We suffer a lot internally from this negligence and discrimination” (TW1). 
This personal narrative shows a significant gap between the formal policies that companies adopt and the actual experiences of LGBTQA workers. While companies may outwardly comply with inclusivity standards to meet legal requirements and attract business from socially conscious markets, the day-to-day reality for many LGBTQA workers remains harsh and discriminatory. This discrepancy is a key focus of NIT, which helps to understand why organisations often adopt policies that do not translate into practice (Marschlich, 2022). In contrast, a 34-year HR executive at a large, well-known company emphasised that, through deliberate, ongoing efforts to educate and integrate, it is feasible to cultivate a more inclusive environment where LGBTQA workers can thrive. It highlights the importance of not just adopting policies but also implementing them effectively and addressing the root causes of discrimination. He explained his experience and the reality of his factory as  
“Most factories are not accepting LGBTQA members due to our culture and some internal worker issues, such as some workers’ fear of hygiene issues, toilet facilities, and other myths of direct and indirect relationships. However, our factory educates workers on the importance of inclusivity and equality. It took time for existing workers to accept and absorb these cultural changes. We do not have any serious complaints about them now. We accept LGBTQA members and now have a considerable number of workers. Also, they are good at achieving targets, and we treat them equally” (HRM7). 
These contrasting narratives underscore the varied responses of companies to pressure to be inclusive. On the one hand, there are factories where discriminatory practices persist despite formal policies, driven by entrenched cultural biases and inadequate facilities. On the other hand, some companies are genuinely encouraging inclusivity, indicating that change is possible with sustained education and cultural shifts. Also, it can be argued that company management can paint a picture of fair and inclusive recruitment practices. However, worker testimonies reveal a more complex reality where informal networks play a crucial role in job acquisition, and discrimination, particularly against LGBTQA individuals, persists. NIT effectively highlights the discrepancy between the formal policies companies adopt to gain legitimacy and the informal practices that undermine these policies.  
While this statement reflects the normative pressures companies face to adopt inclusive policies, the actual experiences of LGBTQA workers suggest that these policies are often symbolic. Similar to Marschlich (2022)this discrepancy between formal policies and actual practices reflects performative compliance, in which companies adopt policies to maintain legitimacy without addressing the underlying cultural and organisational issues that perpetuate discrimination. The persistence of discriminatory practices against LGBTQA workers highlights the limits of normative pressures in driving substantive organisational change. Similar challenges have been observed in other developing economies, where cultural norms and entrenched biases undermine formal anti-discrimination policies (Crane et al., 2022).
The gap between formal inclusivity policies and workers lived experiences reflects a broader decoupling pattern within organisations. While companies may adopt policies to signal compliance with international standards, these policies are often not enforced, allowing discriminatory practices to persist. This decoupling is a key feature of organisational behaviour under normative pressures, where the need to maintain legitimacy often takes precedence over genuine efforts to address workplace inequalities  (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Sri Lankan A&TI companies must balance the need to comply with labour regulations and inclusivity standards with the realities of maintaining a competitive workforce. This balancing act often creates power imbalances, where workers who are well-connected through informal networks have greater access to employment opportunities, while marginalised groups, such as LGBTQA individuals, face significant barriers to entry.
A 28-year-old transgender worker explained how this power imbalances manifest in recruitment:
For example, “I was hired over the phone, but when the factory vehicle driver found out I was transgender, he dropped me off before we even got to the factory. These things are common in this zone. Such incidents make LGBTQI workers scared to work in the FTZ due to the discrimination and abuse they face” (TW1)
This narrative highlights the exclusion faced by marginalised groups despite the formal policies in place to promote inclusivity. From an NIT perspective, this reflects the limitations of formal structures in addressing deeply embedded cultural biases and power dynamics within organisations (Geels, 2020). Similar power imbalances have been observed in other developing countries, where marginalised groups are excluded from the workforce despite formal policies aimed at promoting diversity and inclusion (Mezzadri, 2016).
The persistence of these power imbalances highlights the challenges organisations face in balancing the need for legitimacy with the practical realities of recruitment. While formal policies are adopted to meet societal expectations and maintain legitimacy, the informal practices dominating recruitment processes often undermine these commitments. This creates a disconnect between the formal structures adopted by organisations and the actual practices that shape workers' experiences, a key focus of NIT (Scott, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc214218344]8.4.2.6 Workers' Living Conditions - Compliance and Informal Practices
Accommodation, food and water are critical aspects of the Sri Lankan A&TI. These factors significantly impact workers’ well-being and productivity. Despite companies’ claims to provide adequate facilities, worker testimonies reveal discrepancies between official policies and practices. This analysis highlights the discrepancy between institutionalised practices and on-the-ground realities by examining stakeholders lived experiences and contrasting them with formal company policies.
[bookmark: _Toc214218345]6.4.2.6.1 The Illusion of Support: Symbolic Compliance in Worker Accommodation
A&TI Companies are expected to comply with labour standards related to workers' living conditions. However, as the interviews reveal, there is often a significant gap between these formal obligations and actual practices, particularly in the provision of accommodation. For example, a 46-year-old HR and compliance manager explained that a large proportion of workers live in boarding houses:
"…about 80-90% of workers live in boarding houses, though this trend is decreasing compared to the previous year due to high boarding fees after COVID-19" (HRM8).
While companies claim to support workers in finding accommodation, they do not provide housing directly, leaving workers to secure their own living arrangements. As another HR manager noted:
"We do not have separate hostels or boarding houses, but we help workers find accommodation. We check the distance, quality, and affordability before making recommendations" (HRM3).
This reflects a form of symbolic compliance, in which companies fulfil their legal obligations superficially without addressing workers' substantive needs. Although organisations may assist in finding accommodation, they stop short of ensuring that the living conditions are adequate or affordable. This decoupling of formal policy and practice is a key feature of institutional behaviour under coercive pressures, where companies seek to maintain legitimacy while minimising their financial and operational commitments (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). The disparity between company policies and workers lived experiences is evident in worker testimonies. Several workers described their struggles with poor accommodation quality and high accommodation costs. For example, a 39-year-old female worker explained:
"The management does not bother where we live. They never check the quality of our accommodation and the accommodation fees" (FW10).
In the same vein, a 38-year-old female supervisor described her substandard living conditions:
"Even though I am a supervisor, I live in a very low-quality boarding house with other machine operators. The drainage system and hygiene around the boarding place are very poor. Nevertheless, we cannot afford another better place" (FS1).
This highlights the lack of substantive oversight to ensure adequate living conditions for workers, despite companies' formal claims of compliance. Similar challenges are observed in other developing countries, such as Bangladesh and Cambodia, where companies often meet the bare minimum of regulatory requirements without providing meaningful support for workers' housing needs (Mezzadri, 2016).
1. The Dark Side of Accommodation Insecurity: Exploitation and Abuse
For many workers, housing is not only inadequate but also dangerously insecure. One of the most extreme consequences of this accommodation gap is the vulnerability of workers to exploitation and abuse in private boarding houses. A harrowing example of the extreme vulnerability of workers due to the insecurity of their accommodations is the experience of a 22-year-old widow who faced abuse and threats from her boarding house owner. She recounted: 
“I stayed in a boarding house, but the owner was terrible. He tried to abuse and misuse me. He threatened me last night (20th January 2024), which scared me so much that I ran out into the road. I was planning to commit suicide because I felt I had no other options. Another girl found me and helped me. She directed me to this place (the Care home) with police support. Fortunately, these people saved my life, and now the incident is under police investigation” (FW12). 
This case represents the darkest side of the housing narrative—workers, particularly young women, face extreme risks due to unsupervised housing conditions. Furthermore, she explains that some girls deliberately fulfil the accommodation owner’s or relatives’ necessities instead of paying rent. These owners and relatives misuse the innocent workers' poverty.  There is much violence buried under the FTZ due to cultural and social barriers.  In this instance, the symbolic compliance of the company in merely recommending housing left the worker vulnerable to harassment and exploitation. Care homes in FTZ, which an NGO maintains, provide a silent service for many workers who face different forms of harassment and abuse. They have saved many lives. Furthermore, a 39-year-old female care home manager mentioned that. 
“These types of boarding house issues are very common in FTZ. We have two pregnant mothers who have been pushed out of their boarding houses and their companies due to an unacceptable pregnancy (pregnant before getting married) ... 
… Because there are some situations where, after delivering the baby, some mothers leave their baby at the boarding house and go back to their villages. So, it has two sides…” (CHM) 
The NGO also mentioned that this type of harassment and abuse from the boarding owner and their relatives is common in FTZ.  This case illustrates the extreme vulnerability of workers due to the insecurity of their accommodations. It also highlights the instability in the law and the lack of social security for the people. Factories need to go beyond their policies to protect their workers, especially those from rural areas. This contrasting evidence reflects the industry's challenges and potential for improvement.  
2. Why Companies Avoid Providing Accommodations: A Business Rationale
As the narrative develops, it becomes clear why companies often avoid providing direct accommodations for their workers. From the company’s perspective, several practical reasons drive this decision. Firstly, there is no legal requirement for A&TI firms to provide housing directly. The company can escape from buyers or other compliance requirements.  Companies are only required to offer minimal assistance in helping workers secure housing, which allows them to decentralise responsibility. 
One HR manager explained the company’s decision to discontinue worker accommodation as part of a broader cost-saving and compliance strategy. Previously, the company provided hostels for workers from rural areas, but the high maintenance costs and frequent issues with worker misconduct and strikes led the company to reconsider. Hostels had become gathering points for union activity, complicating labour relations and increasing the potential for collective action. Additionally, as accommodation audits and compliance standards became more stringent, the costs and risks of maintaining hostels grew. To address these challenges, the company found it more economical and manageable to offer transport facilities instead, thereby reducing compliance burdens and minimising labour-related disruptions.
Providing accommodation would impose significant financial burdens on companies, particularly in a highly competitive global market where firms are pressured to keep production costs low. By outsourcing accommodation responsibilities to workers, companies avoid the substantial costs of building, maintaining, and managing accommodations. Moreover, companies may choose to limit their liability by not providing accommodation. If workers encounter issues with safety, affordability, or abuse in their accommodations, the company can deflect responsibility onto the accommodation providers or the workers themselves. This outsourcing of risk is a hallmark of symbolic compliance, allowing companies to maintain the appearance of care while avoiding deeper engagement with the structural vulnerabilities facing their workers.
However, some companies provide high-quality accommodation only for executive staff, and workers often live in inadequate conditions without regular inspections. For example, as a chief operating officer (COO) noted:
"We provide accommodation only for the executive level for a short period to do their audits... every three months, we check (internal audits) our factory's health and safety, accommodations, wages, etc." (COO).
 From an NIT perspective, this reflects a form of institutional inequality, in which companies prioritise the welfare of higher-level employees to maintain legitimacy and comply with external standards while neglecting the needs of lower-level workers (Suchman, 1995). Similar dynamics are observed in other global supply chains, where the welfare of lower-tier workers is often overlooked in favour of maintaining the company's public image and meeting the expectations of international buyers (Crane et al., 2022). The lack of regulatory oversight also exacerbates these disparities. One NGO worker highlighted the absence of governmental intervention in monitoring accommodation standards:
"No one checks the quality of the accommodations. Even public health inspectors do not come to inspect the health and hygiene of our area" (NGO-RED).
This lack of enforcement allows institutions to adopt a symbolic approach to compliance, fulfilling their legal obligations on paper without ensuring that these policies are meaningfully implemented. In other developing economies, such as India and Bangladesh, weak regulatory frameworks enable companies to normalise substandard living conditions for workers without facing significant consequences (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Mezzadri, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc214218346]6.4.2.6.2 Discrepancies in Food Quality and Water Access: A Dual Reality

Food quality and access to clean water are critical aspects of worker welfare, yet the interviews reveal significant discrepancies between formal policies and actual practices. The most common issue they raised is the poor quality of the food. These aspects are essential for maintaining health and productivity, but interviews reveal significant discrepancies between companies' formal policies and workers' actual experiences. This dual reality highlights the decoupling between corporate compliance narratives and the lived reality on the ground. While some companies claim to maintain high standards, workers’ accounts paint a very different picture, reflecting a broader pattern of symbolic compliance under the pressure of global stakeholders.

3. Food Quality: The Promise Versus the Reality
 From a corporate perspective, companies often emphasise their commitment to providing quality meals for their workers to improve their well-being. For example, one factory manager described the company's efforts to maintain high food standards:
"We provide breakfast for free and lunch at a reduced price. The food quality is guaranteed because it is cooked in the factory. I personally eat the same food. We ensure fresh vegetables are delivered from farmers daily and inspect the quality." (HRM9).
This narrative suggests that formal procedures are in place to ensure that workers receive nutritious, fresh meals. It aligns with the company’s desire to project a compliant image to stakeholders and external regulators. By highlighting these measures, the company demonstrates its commitment to worker welfare and fulfils its formal obligations under labour standards. However, the reality from the worker’s perspective is starkly different. Despite these claims of high-quality meals, many workers expressed dissatisfaction with the food provided. A 38-year-old female worker described her experience:
"The food provided by the factory is often of poor quality. It is sometimes undercooked, or poor quality. Sometimes we have found insects in our meals several times" (FW14).
Another 34-year-old female worker shared a similar experience:
“We are given rice and curry daily, but the curry is mostly watery and has a few vegetables. Not tasty at all. I do not eat meat because it is usually problematic for me. It is insufficient to sustain us through long working hours” (FW15). 
These accounts reveal significant issues with the quality and nutritional value of the food, impacting workers’ health and productivity. Furthermore, a 36-year-old male worker who is working in a glove manufacturing company explained his recent experience as:  
“Last week, we had a bad incident where a scarab beetle was found in the dry Deval- fish dish. All workers stopped working and refused to return until new food was ordered from another catering service” (MW1).  
This incident reveals severe shortcomings in food safety and quality, reflecting a decoupling between formal policies and actual practices within the organisation. The lack of adequate regulatory oversight and enforcement allows such substandard practices to persist, demonstrating weak coercive isomorphism in the industry (Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017). However, a 45-year-old female worker said we always have issues with catering services. The factory always places the order for the lower tender price. Lower tender prices always have low quality. Our factory management constantly changes the catering service due to issues. She explained further:  
“Our company provides buffet lunch at a lower price. Breakfast and tea with snacks are free. Recently, we had an issue (Reluctant to explain). So, the factory welfare representatives and management inspected the catering service areas and filed a case against the catering service” (FW16). 
This highlights how cost-cutting measures impact food quality, as companies prioritise lower bids over ensuring the safety and satisfaction of their workers.  It reflects decoupling, where organisations adopt procedures to signal compliance with health and safety standards but fail to implement them effectively. Similar patterns are observed in other industries in developing countries, where companies introduce formal food safety protocols but neglect to enforce them rigorously, leading to poor worker outcomes (Sreedharan and Kapoor, 2018).
4. The issue with clean water
Issues with natural water are a significantly growing problem in Sri Lanka. Traditionally, Sri Lankans drink well water (untreated natural mineral water). Due to the 1978 open-economy concept and urbanisation, water quality has significantly declined. Hence, the quality of drinking water is another significant issue faced by A&TI workers in FTZs, and it also affects some parts of the country. For instance, NGO-RED explained the situation as follows: 
“Since the FTZ opened in 1978, water quality has deteriorated due to poor waste disposal by factories and the proximity of toilets to wells in boarding houses, leading to contamination. Boarding house owners do not acknowledge the water quality issues and are reluctant to buy clean water from the national water services, which is costly. Workers cannot afford bottled water and therefore consume less water because of its expense. We provide free drinking water to address this, though it is insufficient. We also advocate for tap water installations near roads for workers. However, it is not sufficient to cover the total workforce.” (NGO-RED)
Particularly, FTZ workers face chronic water quality issues, and boarding house owners are reluctant to invest in clean water solutions. As a result, workers are forced to consume contaminated water or significantly reduce their water intake due to the high cost of bottled water. A 29-year-old female supervisor mentioned that:
“FTZ workers are drinking less water due to the high cost of the water bottle. The water in some boarding places is so bad that it is not even suitable for washing our clothes. For example, our white cloth gets discoloured” (FS2). 
Moreover, Sri Lanka is a tropical country with high year-round temperatures, particularly in the FTZ. Reduced water intake in hot countries also affects their long-term health. This indirectly suggests that companies may have formal policies in place to ensure health and safety standards, but the actual implementation and enforcement of these policies are often lacking. The water quality issue is a fundamental human rights concern, as access to clean water is essential for health and well-being ​ (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; UN Economic and Social Council, 2022).
Moreover, NGO-RED mentioned that “we have several times requested from government bodies to build water tanks to protect these workers. It is still a nice political promise.” The continued neglect of this issue harms workers' physical health and undermines their dignity and quality of life. Addressing this problem requires a concerted effort from all stakeholders, including factory owners, boarding house owners, regulatory bodies, and the government. In addition, this situation highlighted a significant issue with factory waste-disposal systems: untreated and washing chemicals destroy the environment’s biodiversity.  
The NIT explains that in countries with weak governmental intervention and poor or inactive legal and regulatory systems, companies are more likely to engage in socially and environmentally irresponsible behaviours and to exhibit poor governance (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016; Wiseman et al., 2014) The lack of robust regulations and enforcement mechanisms allows businesses to operate without significant oversight, reducing their incentives to adhere to socially responsible practices. Consequently, the institutional environment in such countries fails to encourage or enforce corporate accountability, leading to detrimental impacts on society and the environment.
 Water quality is another significant concern, particularly in areas vulnerable to kidney disease from water contamination. One factory manager (HRM8) stated they face significant unpredicted absenteeism and turnover due to kidney-related issues. Only a limited number of companies take action to provide treated natural water instead of expensive bottled water.  At least this cost-saving logic helps workers' well-being to some extent. For example, a factory manager explained that:
"We check the water quality, but providing bottled water for everyone is expensive. Instead, we have installed a water treatment plant to give workers treated water (Arno plant system) as this area is highly vulnerable to kidney diseases…" 
Moreover, factory manager state that,
“... Providing treated water through advanced systems like the Arno plant ensures workers access to clean and safe drinking water, mitigating health risks associated with contaminated water sources...” (HRM8) 
While this represents an effort to address the water quality issue, the uneven access to clean water reflects broader financial considerations that limit the scope of these initiatives. Providing treated water in the factory does not solve the problem for workers who face it.
For their 50th anniversary, one leading apparel company is undertaking a significant CSR project by constructing a water treatment plant in a rural area. This initiative aims to address the critical issue of water quality and accessibility in the region, reflecting the company’s commitment to giving back to the community that has supported its growth over the decades. The new water plant will provide clean, safe drinking water to thousands of residents, significantly improving public health and reducing the risk of waterborne diseases. Investing in this essential infrastructure, the company celebrates its milestone anniversary and reinforces its dedication to sustainable development and social responsibility. This project is a testament to the company’s long-standing commitment to community support and environmental stewardship. Despite these efforts, they often boost corporate image more than address workers' everyday challenges.
Despite that, NGO representatives described the chronic water quality issues faced by workers:
"Water quality has deteriorated due to poor waste disposal by factories and the proximity of toilets to wells in boarding houses, leading to contamination" (NGO-RED).
This situation highlights regulatory bodies' failure to enforce basic health and safety standards, allowing companies to neglect their social and environmental responsibilities.   From an NIT perspective, this reflects weak coercive isomorphism, in which regulatory frameworks are in place but adequately enforced, allowing companies to operate without facing significant sanctions for their failures (Bartley and Egels-Zandén, 2016; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Similar issues are observed in other developing countries, where the lack of governmental oversight allows companies to perpetuate unsafe working and living conditions for workers (Stigler, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc214218347]6.4.2.7 Forced Labour, Working Conditions, and Safety: Ethical Façade
Sri Lanka’s A&TI operates under significant international scrutiny to maintain ethical labour practices, often emphasising commitments to fair working conditions, worker safety, and the prevention of forced labour. However, a closer examination reveals a discrepancy between formal policies and workers lived experiences. Despite public claims of adherence to safety standards and the promotion of decent working conditions, the realities faced by workers often reflect a more complex interplay of institutional pressures that prioritise outward compliance over genuine worker welfare. 
While companies may adopt official standards in response to external pressures from regulators and stakeholders, these standards are often implemented only superficially. The emphasis on maintaining legitimacy through symbolic measures often leaves worker welfare unaddressed, revealing a hidden reality of poor working conditions, forced labour, and inconsistent safety measures. This approach aims to reveal the underlying organisational behaviours that enable the persistence of exploitative practices, despite the presence of formal compliance frameworks within the A&TI.
[bookmark: _Toc214218348] Moreover, a survey by the Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) emphasises that "FTZ A&TI workers are forced to work extremely long hours—up to 14 to 16 hours per day, seven days a week—while enduring verbal abuse from management" (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2024b). The majority of A&TI workers come from rural areas and are burdened with the costs of accommodation and food. The reduction in factory-provided lunches, which previously helped offset their expenses, now forces them to buy food from expensive canteens, further straining their finances. This combination of excessive working hours, inadequate compensation, and the loss of crucial benefits exemplifies the harsh realities these workers face, reflecting conditions that closely resemble CMS practices (Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, 2024b; Crane et al., 2022).  
6.4.2.7.1 Coercive Isomorphism and Symbolic Compliance in Worker Safety

Coercive pressures exerted by regulatory frameworks and international buyers push companies in the A&TI to adopt formal health and safety policies. These pressures are reinforced by the need for certifications such as the Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI), Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP), and Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA). For example, a 35-year-old male HR manager from an A&TI company highlighted the company's formal commitment to safety:
"We provide all the necessary PPE, such as face masks, helmets, shoes, clothes, gloves and finger guards, to ensure the safety of our workers. Our health and safety committee ensures that all PPE meets the required standard" (HRM10).
Furthermore, the general manager of the same factory explained the several programs they followed to encourage workers to wear PPE to minimise accidents. 
“We provide PPE and hold monthly health and safety committee meetings to discuss incidents and preventive measures. We also conduct random safety checks and motivate by giving non-financial gifts for good safety practices as rewards” (GM). 
Moreover, he rated the factory’s working conditions as 4 on a scale where 1 is extremely unsatisfied, 2 is unsatisfied, 3 is neutral, 4 is satisfied, and 5 is extremely satisfied. Further, he explained the reason for his rating as follows:  
“I would rate it as 4. Given our capacity, we maintain very good conditions, though there is always room for improvement” (GM). 
However, the HRM10 from the same factory rated it 3. He believes this factory is in a neutral position and cannot be considered good or bad. Moreover, management interviews highlighted that they must comply with numerous standards and certifications to continue business operations, and that the annual license must also be renewed. Sometimes, buyers also upgrade compliance annually. For instance, HRM2 explained: 
We have a health and safety committee and provide regular training. We comply with social compliance standards covering training, fire exits, extinguisher checks, building structural conditions, etc. These standards are updated annually based on customer recommendations. Also, buyer standards and quality annually increase and tighten.”  (HRM2)   
In contrast, some workers from the same company mentioned have PPE. Nevertheless, workers are not keen to wear it. For example, “No one forces us to wear it, particularly the finger guard, as it slows down our speed. So, my rating for working is 2 or 3, as they are not concerned with workers' safety (FW6). 
Similarly, a female worker from a second-tier supplier described the frequent occurrence of slips and falls in her factory:
“Our factory has so many slip and fall incidents. This is especially common when we are sewing silky materials, as the messy floors combined with the fabric’s slippery nature increase the risk of injury.” (FW11)
This testimony highlights persistent safety hazards in the supply chain, including inadequate floor maintenance and the nature of the materials, which contribute to workplace injuries. Further, she highlighted that management does not allocate time for a clean, tidy workflow, and that workers also ignore it due to high targets and heavy workload. Additionally, some workers mentioned issues with a lack of a decent working environment and facilities. Common problems include extended shifts, continuous standing, a lack of breastfeeding break facilities, first aid facilities (tier 3), stress and a shouting culture. Most workers work from 7 am to 6 pm six days a week and receive overtime after 5 pm and on Saturday. The testimony below underscores the harsh realities of working conditions, often masked by formal policies and certifications, and ignores the workers' occupational health and safety. A 49-year-old female worker from the same company explained.  
“Even though we receive money, working 11 hours with a 90-minute break is tough and stressful. Supervisors shout and stress throughout the day. In our lives, we have minute-by-minute targets. Our mental and physical well-being is very poor. We are like breathing robots…(FW21).  
“…I work in the iron department and have been standing the whole day, except for breaks, for over 20 years. I have varicose veins, and they are very painful. I am taking painkillers and blood pressure tablets every day. This stressful working environment makes me ill”. (FW8) 
In the same vein, the 47-year-old male worker highlighted a similar story. He mentioned that:  
“Most male workers have back pain as they lift heavy materials for washing. Every day, some workers go to the first aid room for treatment. I also have severe back pain. I am taking painkillers and working” (MW1).  
These narratives reveal the physical and psychological toll that long working hours, intense supervision, and strenuous tasks take on workers, despite compensatory measures such as free meals. The testimonies reflect a recurring pattern where formal policies and certifications mask the actual working conditions, portraying an image of compliance while workers endure chronic health issues and mental strain. This disconnect underscores the limitations of symbolic compliance, where institutional standards fail to translate into genuine protections for worker health and well-being.
 Most management interviews rate working conditions as 4 or 5 (good or excellent). In contrast, most workers’ ratings deviated from 2 to 4. Moreover, these statements project different angles of an image of compliance that aligns with coercive isomorphism—where companies adopt formal safety standards in response to external pressures to maintain legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). However, while companies may appear compliant, the actual implementation of safety measures is often superficial. Workers frequently report that PPE provisions are inadequate or that safety standards are inconsistently applied, reflecting the phenomenon of decoupling—where formal policies are disconnected from everyday practices. For example, a worker described the inadequate safety measures surrounding manual operations:
"There is no PPE for the manual operating hot press machine. Some plants still have manual operating machines, and sometimes workers injure their hands" (FW18).
Besides, some workers mentioned they have dust issues. However, it depends on the material we sew. As a result, some workers suffer from allergies and chest infections. Further, they mention that management is monitoring dust levels and using air purifiers to improve indoor air quality. However, the management interviews mentioned that they are taking steps to minimise factory dust levels and that workers have been provided with free masks for safety. Also, we monitor dust levels daily and take steps to purify them. Furthermore, skin disorders such as contact dermatitis can result from handling chemicals used in textiles, dyes, and cleaning agents without proper protective equipment, leading to skin irritation and allergic reactions. For example, a 43-year-old male worker with five years of experience in A&TI mentioned  
“Even though we are wearing PPE (gloves, boots, and face shields), we get some skin irritation due to wearing lower-quality rubber gloves the whole day and having an indirect impact on dealing with chemicals and washing plants.” (MW2) 
According to the interviewees, common occupational diseases in the A&TI include musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs), which arise from prolonged standing, repetitive motions, and awkward postures, often leading to back pain, joint pain, and repetitive strain injuries (Punnett and Wegman, 2004)​. It is highlighted that a lack of training and insufficient breaks harm the worker’s health. In the context of the A&TI, where long hours, physical labour, and stressful conditions are common, several occupational diseases can develop among workers. Varicose veins, as highlighted by FW8, result from prolonged standing without adequate breaks or support, leading to painful, swollen veins. Mental health disorders are prevalent due to high-pressure environments, constant supervision, and strict productivity targets, contributing to stress, anxiety, and depression. However, only a few companies have identified stressful working environments, and management is conducting several programs to improve workers’ mental well-being. 
All the large-scale (tier 1 – supply chain) companies interviewed have policies for forced labour, child labour and health and safety working conditions. The inconsistency between the company’s formal policies and workers’ experiences reflects symbolic compliance, in which companies adopt these protocols for appearances' sake without fully implementing them. This policy decoupling from practice is a hallmark of CMS indicators; workers are exposed to significant risk and forced to work in unsafe conditions while the company maintains a facade of compliance.
Normative pressures stemming from industry standards and professional norms compel companies to adopt certain safety practices to uphold their reputation. In the A&TI, this is evident in the emphasis on obtaining certifications such as WRAP and SMETA, which serve as markers of ethical and safe working environments. For example, an HR manager described the rigorous process of obtaining these certifications:
"…We must obtain certification every year. Auditors visit our factories to inspect all aspects of social compliance. They will give us a timeframe for correcting the issues if there are any non-compliances" (HRM2).
While these certifications are designed to ensure high standards, they often result in performative compliance acts rather than meaningful improvements. NIT helps explain this dynamic by highlighting how companies adopt formal rules to conform to normative pressures, maintaining their legitimacy without addressing deeper structural issues (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Audits, in particular, are often viewed as symbolic compliance, where companies prepare for inspections but fail to maintain consistent safety practices year-round. The use of remote audits further exacerbates this disconnect, as one worker explained:
"I have never seen any physical external auditors visit in my five years of service. All audits are conducted via mobile phone" (MW2).
In the same way, FW9 mentioned that “we all received a warning before the auditors arrived. So, we are wearing all PPE and keep the factory clean and tidy”. This statement highlights a crucial issue in the auditing process. By giving prior warning, companies can ensure that any non-compliant or hazardous conditions are temporarily hidden or corrected. This preparation phase is a performative act that illuminates ongoing compliance. By relying on remote audits and prior preparations, companies maintain an appearance of rigorous compliance with safety and ethical standards. However, this practice creates a significant disconnect between appearance and reality. The actual working conditions, often characterised by inadequate safety measures and worker exploitation, remain unaddressed and unresolved. This discrepancy results from institutional compliance strategies that preserve legitimacy while neglecting genuine internal improvements. 
Further, the reliance on remote audits has long-term implications for worker safety and rights. It undermines the credibility of the auditing process and perpetuates a culture of superficial compliance. As a result, workers could continue to face hazardous conditions and exploitation while companies evade accountability. The reliance on remote audits allows companies to control the narrative and hide non-compliant practices, further illustrating the limitations of normative pressures in driving substantive change. Similar trends have been observed in other industries, where remote audits often fail to capture workers' actual conditions (Sreedharan and Kapoor, 2018).
Companies utilise remote audits to align with the expectations of external stakeholders. The primary aim is to project an image of compliance and diligence to these external stakeholders while minimising disruption and avoiding exposure to actual working conditions. Adopting remote audits can be seen as a response to institutional pressures to demonstrate accountability and adherence to safety standards. However, this practice often results in symbolic compliance, where the appearance of conformity is prioritised over substantive improvements in working conditions. Companies may focus on meeting the formal requirements of audits, such as documentation and procedural checklists, rather than addressing the underlying issues that affect worker safety and rights. This discrepancy between reported compliance and actual conditions arises when companies adhere to formal institutional requirements without genuinely addressing the practical needs of their workers.  
[bookmark: _Toc214218349]6.4.2.7.2 Forced Labour and the Culture of Shouting

One of the most pervasive issues in the A&TI is the presence of forced labour, characterised by excessive working hours, high production targets, and a culture of shouting and intimidation. Management interviews frequently highlighted common worker complaints about supervisors' shouting and unbearable target-setting. For instance, HRM5 explained,  
"When I joined this company, the shouting culture was there. We did many awareness programs for workers, supervisors, and production managers. We passed on that message as much as possible. Even last week, we had programs. We discourage that sort of culture and advise them to take a moment to discuss and see what that person has, and if someone needs help. Production or quality can be affected if that person has a mental issue, so we have done training about that, including a basic understanding of depression symptoms and how to direct them to us for medical assistance." (HRM5)
It highlights the severity of the shouting culture and its impact. These narratives reflect a significant misalignment between workers' interests and the company's practices. A pervasive culture of shouting within the factory stems from the top down (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021)​. The head office blames factory management when the factory manager fails to meet targets. Consequently, the factory manager shouts at the line managers, who then direct their frustrations towards the workers. This cycle creates a tense and stressful working environment. While a few workers understand that the shouting is due to target pressures and production quality issues and do not take it personally, the majority find it unbearable. For example, FW6 mentioned, "Many workers seek help from counsellors to cope with the work pressure and stress." Despite these coping mechanisms, the culture of shouting persists, indicating a deep-rooted problem within the organisational structure and management practices. Similarly, FW8 stated,  
"Supervisors are rude and push us to meet unrealistic and movable targets. Even when we want to go to the toilet, we try our best to hold it in because we do not want to miss our targets. It is a very stressful working environment." (FW8)
 	The 32-year-old male worker added,  
"Even though we have a half-hour lunch break, we take only ten minutes and return as needed to achieve our daily target. If we lose our target, we lose our incentive as well. So, we have high work pressure." (MW3) 
He further mentioned,  
"We receive higher targets than female workers, and sometimes we lose our targets due to machine issues. Sometimes, they increase the target several times within the day. Whatever the reason, supervisors pass the blame and shout at us, especially after they return from manager meetings." (MW3). 
However, some workers have noticed a reduction in forced labour due to less overtime. In contrast, some workers reported that they were not given extra hours but that targets were increased. They also highlighted that taking a holiday is very difficult. Even when sick, workers go to work because unauthorised absences would reduce their attendance bonus. Despite this, a 32-year-old male supervisor explained,  
"If our managing director walks around the factory floor, workers exceed their targets. That means these targets are achievable. Nevertheless, they do not bother to work hard unless we shout at them. We also work hard to achieve our given targets." 
Whereas the COO of the company stated,  
"We try our best to control overtime as it is an extra cost for the company. We need to send the customer’s order on time to meet the customer's requirements. So, if we need to do it, we force them to work overtime. However, we are paying overtime properly." (COO)
These statements highlight the A&TI as characterised by a culture of stress and exploitation, largely driven by constantly shifting production targets that managers arbitrarily adjust multiple times a day. The concept of "moveable targets" not only maximises productivity but also justifies abusive management behaviours, including verbal and physical aggression (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021). Moreover, the practice of "movable targets" exemplifies how institutional pressures can lead to superficial changes that mask ongoing exploitation. Companies may reduce overtime or offer incentives to appear compliant with labour laws, but workers continue to face high levels of stress and coercion. This is consistent with findings in other industries where forced labour practices persist despite formal compliance with international labour standards (Ahmed and Uddin, 2021). In contrast, the GM mentioned, 
 "We follow labour regulations and do not force workers to work overtime. We obtain workers' consent before assigning overtime. We also plan our orders to manage manpower efficiently without forcing overtime." (GM) 
Due to the current adverse economic situation, workers are more vulnerable to exploitation. It is expressed in some workers' opinions. For example: 
“We are willing to do it over time, as we cannot survive on a basic salary. There is no need to force us to work. We are willing to work extra hours because we need to survive.” (FM11)  
According to the narrative emphasis, these policies may not consistently be effectively implemented, leading to a divergence between official narratives and actual practices. For example, while companies may formally adhere to labour regulations and promote fair working conditions, the persistence of a shouting culture, moving targets and high work pressure indicates a gap between policy and practice. This discrepancy can be attributed to symbolic actions—adopting policies to appear compliant without ensuring substantive implementation ​(Suchman, 1995; Ahmed and Uddin, 2021)​. To address these issues, regulatory bodies must ensure consistent and rigorous enforcement of labour standards. Also, companies must move beyond symbolic compliance and genuinely implement policies protecting worker welfare. Training programs and awareness campaigns should be reinforced with practical measures that address the root causes of stress and forced labour, fostering a more supportive and equitable working environment. 
[bookmark: _Toc214218350]6.4.2.8 Harassment and Abuse 
Companies in Sri Lanka’s A&TI publicly denounce harassment and abuse, often claiming to have stringent policies and support systems. Many organisations assert a zero-tolerance stance towards harassment, presenting themselves as compliant with social and ethical standards. For instance, a 33-year-old female HR executive stated, “We have a zero-tolerance policy towards harassment and have multiple channels for reporting and support” (HRM11). This official stance is part of the company's efforts to maintain legitimacy and project an image of compliance with social and ethical standards. In the same vein, HRM4 explained their procedure for handling harassment within the company: 
“We have clear policies for harassment, displayed prominently in our factories, along with contact information for reporting incidents. Both internal and external contact numbers are available. Internally, we conduct inquiries, such as domestic inquiries, and take action based on the outcomes, irrespective of the employee's position.” (HRM4) 
In the same way, a COO explained how they protect their workers in their factories: 
“We display a replating mechanism on board. In addition, they have female consultations in every factory. They have the freedom to report anybody in the upper hierarchy. The group admin manager visits all the factories and looks after the workers. He is very friendly with workers and finds this information and gossip…” (COO)
These management internal strategies and worker-friendly environments are vital to understanding the reality. However, the HRM5 explained:  
 “…Two years ago, we had a lot of cases reporting sexual harassment and verbal harassment. Mainly verbal harassment. However, it has been significantly reduced due to awareness and training programs.” (HRM5)
This statement underscores the importance of proactive measures in addressing workplace harassment. Awareness programs are crucial in educating employees about what constitutes harassment and the importance of maintaining a respectful workplace. Notably, the majority of workers in A&TI came from rural areas. So, these programs often educate employees about different forms of harassment, their impacts, and how to report incidents. Improving worker awareness is an important aspect of overcoming sexual and verbal harassment. However, the trade union mentioned that they have received many cases of sexual and verbal harassment daily.
Further, they said some innocent workers remained silent and were hesitant to report it to the upper hierarchy. However, worker testimonies and other external parties reveal a starkly different reality. A tragic account from an executive director of NGO-RED highlighted severe consequences:  
“A few years ago, a 19-year-old girl committed suicide after being sexually abused by a manager. The company tried to cover it up by compensating her family and silencing the incident.”  (NGO-RED)
This quote illustrates the gap between companies' public declarations and workers' actual experiences. The existence of anti-harassment policies is often more about maintaining a positive image rather than addressing the root causes of harassment and abuse. According to NIT, companies adopt anti-harassment policies to conform to external pressures from regulatory bodies, international buyers, and the general public. These policies are often a form of symbolic compliance, where the goal is to appear aligned with societal norms rather than implementing effective measures to protect (Geels, 2020; Kaufman, 2010; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). For example, social activist Ashila Mapalagama has illustrated that  
“…Sexual harassment starts, sometimes within the workers, but is usually done by those in senior positions) like supervising and up to management. A few years ago (2020), a Tamil girl committed suicide because of sexual harassment…   
…That Tamil girl came from Jaffna, in the northeastern area. When she was working in the production line, the supervisor often suggested that she go out with him. She agreed to go out with him. At the end of the day, she went with him to a room, and then after that, she committed suicide in her room.…. 
… However, the only thing is that the girl had sent a message to her friend:  Now my life is over. What supervisor needs…. now I cannot live anymore. That is why I want to commit suicide...   
…We had to try to report that case to the legal system, but no one wanted to take responsibility and go to the police. Because her family members live far away, they believe there is nothing unfair here. They cannot fight against this issue because they live so far away. They cannot do anything about it due to financial constraints, and it is not practical. That is why the case is over.” (Rathore Harshita, 2020; Tamil Guardian, 2024). 
Further, she points out,  
“…Workers are very marginalised, as are very poor people. In the production line, out of 50 people, at least 45 face sexual harassment, which means about 90% of them face sexual harassment at least once in their lifetime. If they report sexual harassment, they can no longer work on the production line.” (SA) 
In the same way, NGO-RED also mentions that “90% of workers have faced sexual abuse in the FTZ.” This level of abuse reflects a severe systemic issue within the industry. Symbolic compliance through institutional policies does little to change the entrenched culture of harassment and abuse. The prevalence of harassment and the lack of adequate reporting mechanisms create an environment where workers feel powerless and vulnerable. This observation underscores the pervasive nature of harassment and the retaliatory practices that prevent workers from seeking justice. The formal adoption of anti-harassment policies allows companies to signal their commitment to ethical standards and gain legitimacy. However, the actual implementation and enforcement of these policies are often lacking. As an NGO-RED executive observed,  
“Companies prioritise their reputation over actual worker welfare. They terminate the contracts of those who complain, creating a culture of silence and fear.” (NGO-RED)
This statement underscores how institutional pressures lead companies to adopt policies that look good on paper but fail to protect workers in practice. Furthermore, workers' testimonies clearly show the disconnect between official policies and on-the-ground realities. A 27-year-old female worker shared her experience as follows:  
“When I reported harassment, my supervisor told me it would affect my job. They do not care about us, just care about their image” (FW22). 
This testimony highlights the retaliatory practices that discourage workers from reporting abuse, fostering an environment where harassment can persist unchecked. Moreover, the COO provided insight into the internal challenges of dealing with sexual harassment:  
“We had this problem a few years ago. We recruited a general manager. He had this issue heavily. Actually, we do not know how it happened, whether he is doing it by force or of their own will. It does not highlight it during the inquiry. Due to Sri Lanka's economic situation, some workers are very desperate and may do it to protect their jobs. Some workers are doing it purposefully. For example, some workers are willing to tell these stories to a colleague to highlight or grab the attention in the factory. When she has a relationship with management, no one will force her to work, and she can play a dominant role among the workers… 
This quote from the COO illustrates the complex, sometimes ambiguous nature of workplace harassment and abuse cases. The company's difficulty in discerning the nature of these relationships reflects the broader issue of symbolic compliance versus substantive enforcement. It also underscores how economic vulnerabilities can influence workers' behaviours and responses to harassment. Moreover, the COO further mentioned: 
“…Abuse and harassment are very common in the A&TI. We cannot avoid it, but we can control it if we take strict action. Because no one wants to lose their job, they fear doing this misconduct. We always protect workers and strictly emphasise not to take advantage of innocent people.” 
This expanded explanation highlights companies' need to move beyond superficial policy adoption towards genuine implementation and enforcement, emphasising the importance of creating a safe and supportive work environment that truly protects workers' rights. 
NIT suggests that for genuine change to occur, there needs to be a shift from symbolic compliance to substantive compliance. This shift involves adopting formal policies and ensuring their effective implementation and enforcement (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Companies must move beyond merely projecting a positive image to genuinely addressing the issues of harassment and abuse within their workplaces. Additionally, the COO's statement about the motivations of female workers underscores the socioeconomic factors influencing their behaviour:  
“They (female workers who have informal relationships with management) are doing it not for the promotion. They do not think about the career ladder…
…Most of the female workers come from the village to build their dowries or buy jewellery for their weddings.” (COO)
This highlights the vulnerability of these workers and their susceptibility to exploitation due to economic pressures. When addressing the case of the general manager involved in harassment, the COO stated,  
“We took strict decisions and dismissed him. If anybody commits sexual harassment, even with willingness or force, we will no longer keep them at work because Sri Lankan culture is different. We never dismissed ground-level workers. We take action against a manager or supervisor and fire him. Even if it happens with their willingness, it is not acceptable, and we cannot run a business like that.” 
This strict action against higher-level employees may be seen as an effort to maintain legitimacy and demonstrate a zero-tolerance policy towards harassment. However, it also highlights the disparity in treatment between managerial staff and ground-level workers. The statement also reflects an adherence to cultural norms, which can influence the enforcement of policies and the protection of workers' rights (Crane, 2013). One male worker noted a troubling aspect of workplace culture, mentioning that promotions could be secured through inappropriate relationships with management:
“If I have inappropriate behaviour with management, I could get promotion easily.” (MW5)
He added, however, that this culture is gradually shifting as workers increasingly post about such issues on social media platforms like Facebook. This growing transparency has begun to hold management accountable, slowly challenging exploitative practices and promoting a more merit-based advancement system.
Moreover, regulatory bodies and external stakeholders need to play a more active role in monitoring and enforcing these policies. This means adopting formal policies and ensuring their effective implementation and enforcement. Companies need to foster a culture in which workers feel safe reporting harassment without fear of retaliation. 
The worker's testimony highlights the factory owner's strict and unbiased enforcement of policies. A 32-year-old male worker with seven years of experience in the A&TI explains his experience in the present company practices as follows: 
“All inquiries are handled by the owner, who reviews CCTV footage and takes action regardless of the employee's position. Recently, a supervisor was fired for misconduct. The owner is strict and unbiased in cases of abuse. Workers are also prohibited from engaging in misconduct while wearing the company uniform outside the factory, such as visiting liquor bars. If any sexual abuse or harassment occurs without the worker's consent, the company provides legal assistance and relevant support.” 
This strict approach aligns with the NIT perspective, where companies adopt stringent policies to meet external pressures and maintain legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). Moreover, this regulation underscores the company's commitment to maintaining a professional image and ethical standards, even outside of working hours. Moreover, the company provides legal assistance and relevant support in cases of non-consensual sexual abuse or harassment. This aspect of their policy is crucial in fostering a supportive environment for victims, ensuring they have access to the necessary resources to address and overcome such traumatic experiences. 
Another situation described by the Sarvodaya President underscores the significant gap between the companies' formal policies and the actual treatment of workers. 
“If a worker is found to be pregnant without being married, she is usually fired under the pretence of inadequate performance or other reasons unrelated to her pregnancy. Sometimes the workload is increased to pressure her into resigning. Boarding places also do not allow unmarried pregnant women to stay, leading some workers to commit suicide or turn to sex workers for survival. This situation has not improved significantly. Many young women from villages face abuse, harassment, and increased drug usage due to stress and pain from their work” (PSWM).  
PSWM narrative explained the actual practice: these women face discrimination and are pushed out of their jobs under false pretences against the company's official policies to support and protect all workers. This discrepancy highlights how institutional pressures can lead to the adoption of surface-level changes that do not translate into meaningful protections for vulnerable workers. Moreover, the lack of support for unmarried pregnant women in the A&TI can lead to severe psychological and social consequences. Studies have found that workplace discrimination and harassment are linked to higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression among workers (e.g., ​Giga et al., 2008; Okechukwu et al., 2014; Ahmed and Uddin, 2021)​. In extreme cases, as noted by PSWM, this “can lead to suicidal ideation or engagement in high-risk behaviours such as drug use and sex work as a means of survival”. NIT suggests that for real change to occur, companies need to integrate these policies into their core operational practices and align them with their organisational culture. This requires a commitment to ethical behaviour beyond mere compliance with external pressures and a genuine dedication to improving all employees' working conditions and well-being ​(Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Scott, 2013).
This transparency in communication and the practice of freely reporting to top management are critical steps towards fostering a safe and respectful workplace. According to a 29-year-old female worker, the culture of sexual and verbal harassment has gradually diminished, and worker awareness has improved significantly, partly due to the influence of social media. She explained, 
"Sexual and verbal harassment culture has gradually reduced, and worker awareness has been improving due to social media. For example, workers tend to post videos of these abuses on Facebook. So, companies take immediate action to control these abuses and take action to protect the company's image." (FM23) 
This worker’s testimony highlights the role of social media in increasing accountability and promptness in addressing workplace harassment. By bringing these issues to public attention, social media catalyses companies to respond swiftly to protect their reputations. Additionally, the worker noted that legal action against harassment and abuse is taken more quickly than in response to regular complaints. This prioritisation underscores the serious attention these issues are receiving, both within the company and in the broader legal context. 
From an NIT perspective, these developments illustrate how external pressures and societal norms influence organisational behaviour. Companies are adhering to formal policies and procedures and adapting to the expectations of a more connected and vigilant workforce. Workers' use of social media to highlight abuses exemplifies how modern communication tools can impact organisational practices and drive change. This aligns with the concept of isomorphism in NIT, where organisations adapt to external pressures to gain legitimacy and stability (Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024; Villena and Dhanorkar, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc214218351]6.4.2.9 Breaking the Chains Vs Collective Bargaining Power

Collective bargaining is a critical mechanism for workers to negotiate better terms and conditions of employment. In Sri Lanka, A&TI is a significant sector that employs a large share of the workforce, and workers' collective bargaining power is crucial to addressing labour issues. Sri Lanka ratified ILO Convention C.98 in 1952, thereby committing to uphold the rights stipulated in the convention (ILO, 2024c)​. The legal framework in Sri Lanka that aligns with C.98 includes: 
Trade Union Act: The Trade Union Act No. 14 of 1935 provides a legal basis for the formation and registration of trade unions in Sri Lanka The Trade Union Act, 1935).
Industrial Disputes Act: The Industrial Disputes Act No. 43 of 1950 governs the settlement of industrial disputes and provides mechanisms for collective bargaining. This act establishes the legal process for workers and employers to negotiate and resolve disputes collectively (Lawnet Ministry of Justice, 1950).
Constitutional Provisions: The Sri Lankan Constitution guarantees certain fundamental rights, including the right to associate freely, which supports the principles of C.98 (ILO, 2024c).
However, the actual practice of these laws is insignificant. Most workers said they fear forming a trade union because they would lose their jobs. Labour rights activists say less than 90 per cent of the private-sector workforce in Sri Lanka is unionised, but most FTZ workers engage in anti-union practices because they fear losing their jobs. So, workers do not join a union (Melanie, 2021)​. For example, a 38-year-old male worker explained: 
“JCC is a nominal worker welfare and internal communication channel. It is not a trade union. We really want to form a trade union. However, we are scared. We do not want to take risks as we need money to survive. Once dismissed due to trade union formation from the company, no one will recruit us” (MW4) 
The widespread fear and lack of union membership among workers in Sri Lanka's A&TI highlight a broader issue of systematic suppression, reflecting entrenched exploitative practices that align with the characteristics of CMS. This is exemplified by the recent dismissal of 16 workers at ATG Gloves Knitting PVT Ltd (a Gloves manufacturing company which exports to over 35 Countries), who were fired for attempting to join a union during the COVID-19 pandemic (2021) —a move driven by severe working conditions, including sexual harassment and sleep deprivation (Asia Commune Campaign Program, 2022; Melanie, 2021).​ In this case, the dismissal of workers for joining a union amid the COVID-19 pandemic highlights severe labour issues in Sri Lanka’s A&TI and reveals indicators of CMS practices. Moreover, the reason for trying to form a trade union is that “they explained that they wanted to join the Commercial and Industrial Workers Union because of the terrible working conditions they were forced to endure, men and women said they had experienced sexual harassment and worked in situations of sleep deprivation” (Melanie, 2021).
A similar situation happened in September 2023. Workers at the Texlan Centre factory, a supplier to Nike, formed a Trade union in response to poor working conditions, including the lack of filtered drinking water and the inability to inform family members of unexpected night work, but faced immediate retaliation from management, including suspensions and threats. Despite the challenges, in February 2024, the Trade union filed complaints, gained international support, and secured base wages for suspended workers (Clean Cloth Campaign, 2024)​. These situations reflect a broader problem where workers are systematically prevented from organising and advocating for their rights, a hallmark of the prevalence of CMS practices. Moreover, FW10 explained. 
“In many cases, when workers attempt to report harassment and unfair treatment, the reporting authorities tend to side with management rather than addressing the issues effectively. The complaints are often recorded but not acted upon, and any advice given to the management does not lead to real corrective action. This ineffective handling of complaints leaves workers without proper recourse… 
…When we joined, we signed the anti-trade-union policy. So, we cannot form a trade union. Actually, we have no voice for discrimination.”  (FW10)  
The requirement for workers to sign anti-trade union policies upon joining also undermines their ability to organise and advocate for their rights. In addition, this fear undermines workers' collective bargaining power, making it difficult for them to negotiate improved working conditions or address grievances effectively. The lack of strong, independent trade unions significantly weakens workers' collective bargaining power, making it difficult for them to negotiate improved conditions or address grievances effectively. Such pressures suggest that organisational practices are influenced by broader cultural and institutional norms prioritising control and productivity over worker rights (Boxall and Haynes, 1997; Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024). Moreover, the COO explained the reason for the anti-trade union policy as,  
“The trade unions in this country are an invisible political hand to control industry and create unethical strikes to achieve political targets in an unstable country. So, we are not allowed to form any trade union in any of our factories. When we recruit, we clearly explain our policies of anti-unionisation.” 
It reflects a perception of unions as threats rather than legitimate representatives of worker interests. Additionally, some workers' acknowledgement of unions linked to political parties, rather than those genuinely advocating for workers, highlights the complexity and challenges of achieving effective representation. For example, 
“We have two types of trade unions. One is directly linked to the political party. Another one is FTZGSE, which generally raises its voice on behalf of workers. As a management team, we are working closely with both. We discuss annual wage increases with them.” (HRM10) 
Similarly, MW2 mentioned that they could easily win their proposal because we have a strong trade union.  Except for the two factories, the rest of the interviewees' sample does not have trade unions in their factories. In 2016, over 3,000 members of independent trade unions in Sri Lanka staged a protest in front of the FTZ to oppose severe anti-union discrimination. This demonstration was organised by a coalition of six trade unions in response to increased employer pressure to remove unions from FTZs following the 2015 elections and subsequent calls for labour law reform (Industrial Global Union, 2016). Employers in FTZs have used tactics such as refusing to recognise unions, campaigning against them, and using intimidation, threats, and unjust dismissals. Additionally, it contributes to worker dissatisfaction and increased sexual harassment. The unions have called for government intervention to prevent FTZs from becoming trade union-free zones, warning that such actions could damage efforts to regain the European Union’s GSP+ status, which was withdrawn due to human rights concerns (Industrial Global Union, 2016).
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This chapter presented a comprehensive empirical examination of global and corporate responses to MS through a four-phase, sequential mixed-methods framework. By integrating macro-level institutional analysis, firm-level quantitative modelling, disclosure analysis, and micro-level qualitative insights, the chapter advanced a multi-scalar understanding of how sustainability governance operates in practice and where its limitations persist.
At the macro level, the findings show that stronger IEQ—characterised by higher IEQ, stronger SDGI, and higher IHDI—are associated with lower MS PREV and VULN, and with stronger government responses for MSRM. However, these relationships are not uniform across regions, indicating that institutional improvements do not automatically translate into effective labour protection in all contexts.
The firm-level quantitative analysis provided robust evidence that SGIs are positively associated with ACMS commitments. This relationship remained consistent across multiple model specifications, including fixed effects and dynamic GMM estimations, suggesting that governance structures and transparency mechanisms play a meaningful role in shaping corporate responses. However, the analysis also revealed that the effectiveness of specific governance determinants varies by industry orientation and CMS-risk exposure, highlighting the contextual nature of governance effectiveness.
Extending beyond quantitative patterns, the disclosure analysis of three apparel and textile MNCs revealed how MNCs strategically construct ACMS commitments in response to coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures. While firms articulate increasingly sophisticated governance narratives, the analysis identified persistent patterns of institutional decoupling, symbolic compliance, and selective disclosure—particularly in relation to enforcement, remediation, and worker voice. These findings illustrate how legitimacy-seeking behaviour can coexist with limited substantive change.
Finally, micro-level qualitative insights revealed a disjuncture between formal corporate commitments and lived labour realities within global supply chains, as evidenced by Sri Lanka A&TI. The study used 52 semi-structured interviews with workers, managers, trade union representatives, and social activists and 105 questionnaire feedback from workers. The study highlights several critical issues. Despite public assertions of adherence to high labour standards, workers endure harsh conditions, including inadequate wages, poor living arrangements, insufficient PPE, sexual abuse, verbal harassment, inconsistent health and safety measures, and issues in collective bargaining. These findings expose a stark contrast between the industry’s proclaimed values and the actual experiences of its workforce. 
Micro-level analysis also underscores the challenges posed by economic instability and the role of regulatory bodies such as the BOI government. Economic pressures and outsourcing have led to factory closures and job losses, despite the BOI’s efforts to promote industrial harmony. Trade unions and NGOs point to systemic failures in addressing worker grievances, exacerbated by the suspension of labour advisory councils and the marginalisation of trade unions. These issues highlight the gap between formal compliance and actual worker welfare, calling for a comprehensive regulatory enforcement approach and improved labour practices. 
 	Furthermore, the chapter reveals a significant disconnect between formal anti-harassment policies and actual experiences in Sri Lankan A&TI. Despite companies' public commitments to zero-tolerance stances on harassment, workers often face verbal and physical abuse, with many fearing retaliation if they report such incidents. The symbolic nature of these policies, combined with weak enforcement and systemic barriers to reporting abuse, underscores the need for genuine efforts to protect workers and ensure that formal commitments translate into effective practices. The findings call for substantive changes that address the root causes of exploitation and stress within the industry, including strengthening collective bargaining rights and fostering a supportive environment for worker representation. 
 	Further, workers often encounter signs of CMS practices, such as severe financial exploitation, inadequate wages, and forced overtime. These practices align with the concept of CMS, where workers are coerced into labour through economic necessity or abusive practices, often under threat of retaliation or job loss. The chapter highlights how many workers depend on overtime to meet their basic needs, illustrating a form of economic coercion that is a hallmark of MS. Workers frequently experience restricted freedom of movement and the inability to leave their jobs without facing significant penalties. This is evident in the way workers are trapped in precarious conditions due to high living costs and delayed salary payments. The prevalence of such restrictions aligns with CMS's approach, which uses control mechanisms to prevent workers from leaving exploitative situations freely. 
The next chapter presents a focused discussion of the empirical findings, integrating evidence from the macro-, meso-, and micro-level analyses to examine the key factors shaping CMS practices. It situates the statistical results within global patterns of MS while critically engaging with firm-level governance and disclosure evidence to assess how corporate commitments are enacted in practice. By linking global indicators with organisational realities, the chapter advances theoretical, policy, and practical interpretations of governance effectiveness and persistent implementation gaps.
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This chapter synthesises and interprets the empirical findings presented in the preceding results chapters, integrating evidence from the macro-level institutional analysis, meso-level corporate governance and disclosure analysis, and micro-level worker perspectives. Rather than reiterating statistical results, the discussion situates the findings within the broader theoretical framework of NIT and the contemporary literature on MS governance. It critically examines how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape state and corporate responses to MS, and how these formal governance commitments translate— or fail to translate—into substantive outcomes at the worker level.
The purpose of this discussion chapter is thus threefold. First, it synthesises the empirical findings from the mixed-methods inquiry — including MS analysis using global data, ACMS practices using data from the G500 firms’ level analysis, disclosures of A&TI in the G500 sample, and qualitative analysis from realities in the supply chain in the Sri Lankan context involving A&TI workers. Second, it interprets these findings through the lens of NIT, highlighting the roles of coercive, mimetic, and normative institutional pressures in shaping corporate behaviour. Third, it considers the practical, ethical, and theoretical implications of these insights within the broader discourse on business ethics, global governance, and labour justice.
This thesis also elaborates on the concept of “dual-reality governance”, a central contribution of this thesis. This term captures the persistent misalignment between the symbolic representations of anti-slavery commitment in corporate reports and the material conditions experienced by ground-level workers. While firms increasingly engage in sustainability discourse and institutional isomorphism, such practices often mask ongoing exploitation — suggesting a divergence between external legitimacy and internal reform.
Accordingly, this discussion critically examines the efficacy and limitations of current governance regimes, challenging the assumption that disclosure equates to accountability or that institutional adoption leads to ethical transformation. It explores how stakeholder power asymmetries, particularly the dominance of investor-driven governance, lead to partial or selective responses to MS risks.
The remainder of the chapter is organised thematically around the four research questions. Each section discusses relevant empirical findings, identifies points of alignment or dissonance with existing literature, and explores theoretical implications. This structured analysis culminates in a broader reflection on how institutional logics, power relations, and governance gaps continue to shape the struggle against CMS—and what reforms might be necessary to close these gaps moving forward.
[bookmark: _Toc220846423][bookmark: _Toc221437690]7.2 Macro-Level Discussion – (RQ1)
[bookmark: _Toc214218375][bookmark: _Toc216166077]The global data-driven analysis undertaken in this study reveals that MS remains a pervasive, structurally embedded challenge, with significant variations in PREV, VULN, and the effectiveness of MSRM across regions. The compiled dataset, integrating governance, development, and socio-economic indicators, shows that while some high-income nations exhibit robust institutional capacity and stronger enforcement regimes, large segments of the supply chain in the global south continue to face systemic constraints that perpetuate exploitative labour practices (Walk Free, 2023).
Notably, MS PREV rates are highest in regions characterised by weak institutional frameworks, high inequality, and fragmented labour governance, whereas mitigation performance is strongest in jurisdictions with coherent legal systems, participatory governance, and integrated social protections (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). These patterns confirm that global progress towards eliminating MS is uneven, and that institutional context remains a decisive factor in determining both the scope of the problem and the likelihood of sustainable change, especially in Arab states (ILO, 2023; Walk Free, 2018). 
The macro-level analysis investigates how national governance conditions shape the PREV, VULN, and MSRM across global contexts. Globally, the data show pronounced disparities. According to the Walk Free (2023) study, Switzerland, Norway, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden have the lowest PREV of MS, while North Korea, Eritrea, Mauritania, and Saudi Arabia have the highest PREV worldwide. 
The elevated PREV of MS in Arab states can be understood as the outcome of three interlocking structural dynamics. First, kafala‑style sponsorship regimes, historically rooted in colonial labour‑control policies and subsequently institutionalised by Gulf states, legally bind migrant workers’ residence, mobility and employment to a single citizen‑employer, enabling passport confiscation, contract substitution, wage withholding and de facto bondage in construction and domestic work (AlShehabi, 2021; Alzoubi et al., 2023). Second, weak and fragmented governance frameworks—where labour affairs of migrants sit under interior or security ministries rather than labour ministries, inspections are limited, domestic work is excluded from labour codes, and reforms to kafala remain largely symbolic—generate profound accountability gaps that allow employers, recruiters and militias to exploit workers with minimal risk of sanction (AlShehabi, 2021; Hamzah, 2021). 
Third, these legal‑institutional arrangements operate within broader racialised and geopolitical hierarchies in which African and Asian migrants are constructed as disposable, low‑status labour, particularly along conflict‑affected transit routes such as Libya, where state collapse, EU externalisation of border control and militia control of detention centres have normalised debt bondage, forced labour and open slave markets (Brachet and Scheele, 2022; Hamzah, 2021). 
Moreover, this is often underpinned by coherent institutional frameworks, a robust RL, and integrated social protections. In contrast, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and some regions of Latin America face structural constraints, including weak legal enforcement, high socio-economic inequality, and limited worker protections—conditions that perpetuate systemic exploitation (Barbier and Burgess, 2021; Davis, 2017; Huq and Stevenson, 2020; Ramesh and Vinayagathasan, 2023). These disparities underscore that the global struggle against MS is uneven and that structural governance capacity is a crucial determinant of progress.
Strong IEQ emerges as a foundational driver of AMS effectiveness. This study finds that IEQ is a core macro-level determinant of MS risk. Higher IEQ is significantly associated with lower PREV and VULN, as well as a stronger government response to mitigate MS risk, (Cuesta, 2013; Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). In high-IEQ contexts, institutional coherence enables more effective enforcement, independent judicial oversight, and participatory governance, creating conditions in which exploitative labour practices are less likely to flourish (Barbier and Burgess, 2021; Houqe and Khan, 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). From the lens of NIT, such environments exert stronger coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures on both states and corporations, aligning organisational behaviour with AMS norms (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
Nevertheless, high IEQ alone is not a guarantee of success: the data indicate that even in strong institutional settings, enforcement gaps and symbolic policy adoption can persist, a classic example of institutional decoupling (Heras et al., 2021; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). For example, this study reveals that IEQ has a negative and significant impact on the elimination of MS in Arabic states; however, the IEQ has an insignificant and positive impact on MS PREV. Furthermore, Walk Free (2023) shows that the highest PREV of MS globally is in Arab states.
The SDGI adds a complementary perspective, capturing the broader development context within which AMS efforts unfold. The SDGI reveals a significant negative association with both MS PREV and VULN, indicating that countries advancing in inclusive development are structurally more resilient to MS risks (Barbier and Burgess, 2021; Boyd et al., 2021; Saha et al., 2024; UNODC et al., 2023). Progress on SDG 8 (Decent Work), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), and SDG 16 (Strong Institutions) correlates with improved structural protection against exploitative practices (Barbier and Burgess, 2021).
NIT explained these findings by highlighting how SDG-aligned governance embeds normative and mimetic pressures within the global context (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Islam and McPhail, 2011b). At the global level, United Nations ILO instruments—such as the UNGPs, the ILO Forced Labour Protocol (P029), and the SDGs—serve as key normative frameworks shaping state responses to MS (ILO, 1930; Lizarazo-Rodriguez, 2021; United Nations, 2015b). While the UNGPs themselves are non-binding, they exert significant normative influence by establishing global expectations of corporate conduct (Ruggie, 2013), and have been instrumental in prompting coercive pressures through the enactment of domestic laws such as the UK MSA 2015, the Australian MSA 2018, and the proposed EU, CSDDD (European Commission, 2022) (See the appendix Table 1.1). The ILO Forced Labour Protocol, in contrast, is legally binding upon ratification, requiring states to implement measures to prevent, protect, and remedy forced labour (ILO, 1930). These international frameworks also create mimetic pressures, as states emulate the governance models of high-performing peers to enhance legitimacy, secure trade benefits, and align with global market expectations  (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
 However, the SDGI’s impact on MSRM in this study was modest. Developmental progress alone does not ensure the existence of robust enforcement infrastructure; governance must move beyond aspirational commitments to incorporate operational accountability, adequately resourced inspection systems, and effective grievance mechanisms (Boyd et al., 2018; Horisch, 2021; Houqe and Khan, 2025). Regional contrasts remain stark: high-SDGI countries, particularly in Northern Europe, tend to integrate developmental gains with strong institutional oversight, while several middle-income countries report significant progress on selected SDG indicators yet continue to experience enforcement deficits—especially in labour inspection coverage and access to remedy (ILO, 2018; United Nations, 2022b).
The IHDI provides a critical lens for understanding how disparities in health, education, and income distribution influence MS PREV and VULN (UNDP, 2025a). Unlike the HDI, which measures average achievement in these dimensions, the IHDI accounts for inequality, thereby revealing the extent to which development benefits are equitably distributed (UNDP, 2019, 2025a). From a governance perspective, inequality erodes the socio-economic resilience that shields individuals from exploitative recruitment practices. Workers in low-income or marginalised communities—particularly women, migrants, and ethnic minorities—often face restricted access to education, healthcare, and legal remedies, factors which heighten their VULN to exploitative work arrangements (ILO and Walk Free, 2017; UNDP, 2022; UNODC et al., 2023). This is consistent with global evidence that structural inequality both perpetuates and is exacerbated by MS, creating a cyclical relationship between socio-economic exclusion and exploitative labour practices (Boyd et al., 2021).
Through the lens of NIT, the IHDI highlights how inequality interacts with normative and coercive institutional pressures. Countries with equitable development outcomes are better positioned to channel international AMS norms into enforceable domestic legislation, as stronger social protections reduce the economic desperation that drives VULN (Moussa et al., 2022). Conversely, high inequality weakens the impact of coercive pressures from international treaties or trade agreements, as enforcement resources may be disproportionately allocated to elite interests rather than labour protection (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Geels, 2020). Normative pressures to align with global expectations—such as those embedded in the SDGs and ILO conventions—can be undermined if large segments of the population lack the socio-economic capacity to claim their rights or participate in governance processes (Keser and Gökmen, 2018; Mooneeapen et al., 2022).
Disparities in regional analysis are reflected in the persistence of informal labour markets, limited access to union representation, and weak grievance redress mechanisms. For example in Sri Lankan context further illustrates this tension: while IHDI indicators have improved in recent decades (e.g., 0.60 in 2013 and 0.63 in 2023), inequality in income distribution and access to social protections has constrained the reach of AMS policies, leaving informal and subcontracted workers at heightened risk of exploitation (e.g., 19458 people (population: 20328000)  in 2013 (0.096%) and 139000 people (population: 21413250) trapped under MS in 2023 (0.649%)).
Sri Lanka’s improved IHDI has not eliminated deep labour market inequalities. Informal and precarious employment remain widespread, especially in urban and export-oriented sectors, where workers have limited access to social protection, job security, and benefits (Lahai, 2025; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Studies show a persistent wage gap and poorer job quality between formal and informal workers, with informal workers earning less and being largely excluded from labour legislation and contributory schemes (Brachet and Scheele, 2022; Lahai, 2025). Women and lower-income groups are overrepresented in these vulnerable forms of work, reflecting a segmented labour market in which class and gender shape exposure to exploitation and working poverty (Arunatilake, 2013; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). At the same time, weak or fragmented union presence and limited bargaining power in many private-sector and informal settings constrain workers’ ability to use collective voice or grievance mechanisms to challenge these inequities (Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
While macro-level governance sets the structural and developmental parameters within which MS risks manifest, it is at the organisational, or meso-level, that these pressures are interpreted, translated, and enacted. The institutional conditions identified in the preceding section—spanning IEQ, SDG performance, and human development—do not operate in isolation; they are shaped and reshaped by corporate governance systems, sustainability commitments, and disclosure practices. The meso-level, therefore, represents the critical interface between state-level frameworks and the operational realities of global supply chains, where firms either reinforce or undermine broader AMS objectives.
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At the meso-level, this study shows how MNCs, particularly those in the G500 index, mediate macro-level governance pressures by adopting SGIs, thereby signalling their policy commitment to eliminating CMS in their operations and supply chains. This organisational sphere serves as the critical interface through which external institutional forces are translated into internal governance systems, shaping how firms recognise, prioritise, and respond to MS risks. Positioned between the macro-level structural conditions and workers lived experiences at the micro level, this sphere captures the strategic and operational mechanisms through which MNCs in the G500 commit to, adopt, implement, and disclose ACMS practices. Therefore, meso-level analysis explains how G500 firms navigate and internalise a complex constellation of external pressures—including regulatory mandates, transnational norms, investor expectations, NGO advocacy, and competitive benchmarking—when developing ACMS policies to produce slave-free products.
The interplay of NIT pressures not only determines whether an SGI is adopted but also shapes its governance quality, enforcement depth, and integration into corporate decision-making (Bondy et al., 2012; Lock & Seele, 2016). By examining the G500’s SGI adoption on the impact of firm commitment to eliminate CMS and highlights both the drivers of substantive ACMS engagement and the persistence of institutional decoupling—symbolic compliance without operational change—in contexts where external pressures are weak, fragmented, or poorly enforced (Allam et al., 2024; Islam and Van Staden, 2021).
CSRST serve as a strategic anchor for embedding labour rights protections into corporate governance, influencing procurement policies, supplier engagement, and risk assessment processes (Crane, 2013; Helfaya et al., 2024). From a macro–meso perspective, the adoption of formal CSRST is powerfully shaped by coercive pressures arising from national and regional regulatory frameworks. For example, the European Union’s Non-Financial Reporting Directive (Directive 2014/95/EU) requires large public-interest entities to disclose policies and outcomes related to environmental, social, and human rights issues (Cuomo et al., 2024; European Parliament, 2021). Similarly, France’s Loi Pacte strengthens corporate social and environmental obligations (OECD, 2019), while India’s Companies Act (2013)[footnoteRef:32] mandates certain companies to allocate at least 2% of net profits to CSR activities (Helfaya et al., 2024; Jain and Winner, 2016; The Ministry of Corporate Affairs (MCA), 2013). These legislative instruments create an institutional environment that compels firms to formalise their CSR approach and integrate MS risk management into their sustainability agendas. [32:  As per Section 135 of the Companies Act, 2013 (India), companies with a net worth of ₹500 crore or more, turnover of ₹1,000 crore or more, or net profit of ₹5 crore or more in any financial year are required to constitute a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Committee. The Board must ensure that the company spends at least 2% of the average net profits of the preceding three financial years on CSR activities, with preference given to local areas of operation  (The Ministry of Corporate Affairs (MCA), 2013, P. 87).] 

Normative pressures also influence the adoption of CSRST, stemming from global frameworks such as the UN Global Compact (UN Global Compact, 2017), the UNGPs (UN, 2011), and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (OECD, 2019). These initiatives establish internationally recognised norms that legitimise CSRST as an expected component of responsible corporate governance. Mimetic pressures are particularly visible in industries where the visibility of a CSRST is linked to competitive advantage, prompting firms to emulate the CSR approaches of perceived sustainability (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Yagci Sokat and Altay, 2023). 
The relationship between CSRST adoption and ACMS commitment is most pronounced in high-risk industries such as A&TI, mining, agriculture, and construction, where reputational exposure and operational complexity demand proactive governance (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron and Lister, 2021). In these contexts, CSRST tend to be operationalised through binding labour rights clauses in supplier contracts, targeted risk assessments, and integration of labour rights into supplier selection criteria (Boersma and Nolan, 2019; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024). Conversely, in low-risk sectors such as finance and technology, CSRST often remain generalised, with minimal engagement with lower-tier suppliers, limiting their capacity to prevent or detect MS (Emberson et al., 2022).
Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates that higher female representation on the board is associated with stronger corporate commitments to ACMS practices. BGD are often associated with broader ethical oversight, improved CSP, and increased stakeholder inclusivity (Kuzey et al., 2022; Moussa et al., 2023; Yadav and Prashar, 2023). In the context of MS governance, the presence of women on corporate boards can contribute to more comprehensive risk management, improved transparency, and heightened sensitivity to social sustainability concerns (Allam et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2023).
From a macro–meso governance perspective, coercive pressures have played a substantial role in shaping BGD. Jurisdictions such as Norway, with at least 40% female representation on boards (Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 2014), have imposed gender quotas on the boards of listed companies (OECD, 2019). These legislative frameworks, often backed by enforcement mechanisms and penalties for non-compliance, institutionalise gender diversity as a formal governance requirement.
Normative pressures emerge from evolving corporate governance codes and global reporting frameworks that increasingly regard board gender diversity as a component of good governance and ESG performance (Al-Shaer et al., 2024; Nadeem et al., 2017). Mimetic pressures operate through peer benchmarking and the diffusion of best practices within industries. Firms, particularly those in high-reputation sectors such as finance and technology, may adopt board diversity measures to match or exceed the governance standards of leading competitors (Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021; Vidal et al., 2023).
Some research suggests that female directors are more likely to emphasise stakeholder engagement, ethical compliance, risk aversion, and long-term sustainability considerations (Helfaya et al., 2024; Kuzey et al., 2022; Yadav and Prashar, 2023). In high-risk industries, these attributes can translate into stronger oversight of supply chain labour practices and more robust integration of human rights due diligence into corporate policy frameworks. However, the study also highlights that gender diversity alone is not a panacea. In some cases, the presence of women on boards reflects compliance with formal requirements rather than a substantive shift in governance culture—an example of institutional decoupling (Jamali et al., 2017; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Without genuine empowerment and meaningful participation in decision-making, diversity measures risk becoming symbolic, with limited influence on operational strategies or ACMS risk management.
The findings show that firms with a dedicated CSRC on the board demonstrate higher commitments to ACMS measures in the main model. CSRC serves as a formal governance mechanism that centralises sustainability oversight, coordinates cross-departmental strategies, and ensures accountability for ESG risks—including CMS in supply chains (Helfaya et al., 2024; Orazalin, 2020). However, additional analysis reveals a more complex picture. When the sample was segmented by CMS risk exposure, CSRC lost significance in low-risk industries, suggesting that its impact is more pronounced in contexts with higher external scrutiny and reputational risk. This pattern indicates that CSRC exert meaningful influence on ACMS commitments primarily in contexts characterised by greater external scrutiny, reputational exposure, and operational labour risk. In lower-risk sectors, where CMS is perceived as distant from core operations, CSRCs appear less likely to translate into substantive governance attention (Saeed et al., 2021; Velte and Stawinoga, 2020).
Similarly, CSRC shows only weak or marginal significance in labour-intensive industries and is not statistically significant in capital-intensive industries. This suggests that the effectiveness of CSRCs is not universal but instead shaped by the salience of labour risks and the degree to which supply chain governance is central to firm operations (Khan et al., 2024; Velte and Stawinoga, 2020). 
From a macro–meso governance perspective, coercive pressures are a key driver of CSRC adoption in certain jurisdictions. For example, in India, the Companies Act, 2013 (Section 135) imposes mandatory CSR obligations on companies meeting any of the following thresholds in the preceding financial year: net worth exceeding ₹500 crore, annual turnover above ₹1,000 crore, or net profit over ₹5 crore (Government of India, 2013). Firms falling within these thresholds must establish a CSRC of the board, comprising at least three directors (including one independent director), to formulate and oversee the implementation of CSR policies (Government of India, 2013). 
This legislative framework creates strong coercive pressures for formal CSR governance in India, institutionalising the CSRC's role in strategic social investment. MNCs and export-oriented firms frequently extend these mandates to include labour rights risk mapping and supply chain due diligence, responding to normative pressures from international investors, global buyers, and sustainability reporting standards (Dharmapala and Khanna, 2018; Oware and Mallikarjunappa, 2022). However, domestically oriented firms may adopt a compliance-focused approach, in which the CSRC fulfils statutory requirements without substantive engagement in ACMS risk mitigation (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Yagci Sokat and Altay, 2023). 
Nevertheless, this study's evidence underscores the risk of institutional decoupling. Domestically oriented or low-risk firms may adopt CSRC to fulfil statutory requirements or signal legitimacy without substantive engagement in ACMS risk mitigation (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Yagci Sokat & Altay, 2023). CSRC represents a tangible organisational response to coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures, functioning both as a legitimacy signal and as a potential vehicleor substantive governance change (Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021; Vidal et al., 2023). Their ultimate impact on ACMS commitments depends on the degree of genuine empowerment, cross-functional collaboration, and accountability mechanisms built into their remit. The results, therefore, suggest that while CSRC has the potential to enhance ACMS commitments, their effectiveness depends on the sectoral context, risk profile, and whether they are genuinely empowered to drive substantive change.
The differentiated CSRA effects across CMS risk and industry orientation can be interpreted as a macro–meso–micro governance chain shaped by institutional pressures and uneven implementation capacity. At the macro level, MS governance is characterised by fragmented coercive enforcement and a heavy reliance on transparency-based regulation and private monitoring, which often incentivises firms to prioritise demonstrable procedures (policies, audits, assurance statements) over verifiable improvements in labour conditions (Crane et al., 2019; Ford and Nolan, 2020; LeBaron and Lister, 2021). This institutional configuration creates strong incentives for legitimacy-oriented uptake of assurance, especially in globally visible firms exposed to investor expectations and NGO scrutiny (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Velte and Stawinoga, 2017).
Social compliance standards, particularly those conducted under the SA8000 standard, provide an independent assessment of a company’s adherence to internationally recognised labour, human rights, and workplace safety principles (Social Accountability International (SAI), 2025; Tetra Inspection, 2024). SA8000 is one of the most widely recognised global frameworks for verifying ethical production, covering issues such as forced labour, child labour, health and safety, freedom of association, working hours, and fair remuneration (Tetra Inspection, 2024). However, SA8000 certification is not mandatory; nevertheless, due to the mimetic pressure arising from peers and buyers, most industries, especially those in A&TI and retail, have adopted it. Additionally, Mimetic pressures are evident when firms seek assurance to maintain parity with their peers in transparency-oriented industries, particularly those subject to intense scrutiny from NGOs and the media.
Thesis findings shows that CSRA is more strongly associated with ACMS commitments in high-risk industries (where macro pressures are more intense and reputational threats are credible), while its effect is weak in low-risk industries, consistent with evidence that assurance can enhance report credibility without changing underlying governance priorities when risk salience is low (Kolk and Perego, 2010; Nardella et al., 2020; Owen et al., 2010).
Crucially, the micro-level evidence reported in this thesis and global value chain research helps explain why CSRA becomes insignificant in labour-intensive sectors even when commitments increase: labour exploitation in these contexts is frequently reproduced through structural mechanisms—price squeezing, production pressure, subcontracting opacity, and constrained worker voice—that are not easily altered by disclosure verification or limited-scope assurance (Anner, 2020; LeBaron et al., 2017; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 
Social audits have become a central tool in companies’ systems for showing that they respect labour rights, yet a wide range of research shows that they are not very effective at finding, reporting, or fixing serious abuses such as forced labour, wage theft, or denial of freedom of association (Anner, 2017; Frishling, 2023). Because audits are usually short, checklist-style visits that rely on company documents and brief, monitored interviews, they tend to pick up surface problems (for example, whether wages on payslips match legal minimums) rather than the deeper business practices and power imbalances that drive exploitation (Ford and Nolan, 2020; Islam et al., 2018). 
As a result, factories can “pass” audits and brands can claim compliance, while workers still face low pay, excessive hours, and unsafe or coercive conditions in their daily lives(Ford and Nolan, 2020; Islam et al., 2018; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Many studies describe audits as rituals of legitimation: they are performed primarily to reassure buyers, investors, and regulators, rather than to empower workers or transform workplace reality (Frishling, 2023; Islam et al., 2018). Workers’ own voices are often weak within these processes because they may not know about complaint channels, distrust audit mechanisms, or fear retaliation if they speak openly, further limiting the ability of audits to reflect their real experiences (Anner, 2017).
The findings suggest that CSRREP on CMS tends to track formal corporate commitments, but in ways shaped by CMS risk exposure, sector, and institutional context rather than by workers’ outcomes. At the macro level, transparency-based regimes such as the UK and Australian MSAs and EU non‑financial reporting rules have institutionalised disclosure as the main compliance tool, favouring narrative self‑reporting over hard obligations or liability (Ford and Nolan, 2020; LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017). Studies of these frameworks show highly uneven, often symbolic reporting, with firms able to determine the depth and substance of their statements and frequently disclosing policies rather than demonstrable effectiveness (Pinnington et al., 2023; Schaper and Pollach, 2021).
Empirical work confirms that CSRREP intensity is higher in sectors with elevated CMS risk and that industry classification is a key determinant of compliance with CMS reporting requirements (Flynn, 2020; Vaughan, 2024). In high‑risk, consumer‑facing sectors such as fashion and agriculture, disclosure operates as a central tool of reputational risk management and market access, often closely aligned with formal ACMS policies but not necessarily with substantive remediation (New, 2015; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). By contrast, in ostensibly low‑risk sectors, disclosure is less well developed and primarily serves legitimacy signalling, with minimal movement beyond box-ticking statements and generic policies (Flynn, 2020; Pinnington et al., 2023; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). 
Capital‑intensive industries with stronger internal control systems tend to integrate CMS reporting into existing governance architectures, reinforcing board oversight and compliance routines (Christensen et al., 2021; Mamatzakis and Boahen, 2025). Labour‑intensive GVCs, marked by complex subcontracting, cost pressures and weak worker voice, show persistent gaps between reported commitments and conditions on the ground, with CSR disclosures frequently masking discovery challenges and entrenched exploitation (New, 2015; Pinnington et al., 2023). Worker‑centred studies similarly document that wage theft, coercive overtime and ineffective grievance mechanisms often endure despite extensive corporate reporting, underscoring the distance between narrative commitments and lived experience (Pinnington et al., 2023; Pinnington and Meehan, 2023)
Also, CSRREP appears as a response to coercive transparency mandates, normative expectations around “responsible business”, and mimetic pressures to emulate peers’ reporting formats (Flynn, 2020; Lebaron and Rühmkorf, 2019). Evidence from CMS regimes indicates substantial institutional decoupling: in many firms, especially in labour‑intensive or lower‑risk settings, MSS meet formal transparency requirements while remaining weakly connected to changes in purchasing practices, supply‑chain governance, or worker empowerment (New, 2015; Schaper and Pollach, 2021). Even where external scrutiny and legal obligations are stronger—such as under the French duty of vigilance law or robust EU non‑financial reporting rules—corporate responses often privilege low‑cost measures (codes of conduct, training, internal audits) over resource‑intensive, worker‑centred interventions (McGaughey et al., 2022).  
Study findings demonstrate that higher CSPs were strongly associated with greater ACMS commitments, indicating that ESG excellence often coincides with stronger governance of labour rights and supply chain ethics (Eccles et al., 2014; Helfaya et al., 2024). CSP captures both structural governance quality (macro) and operational performance across ESG pillars, meaning that firms with higher CSP tend to exhibit stronger supplier oversight, grievance mechanisms, and corrective action processes—mechanisms that can indirectly reduce MS risks.
Sustainability indices, investor screening mechanisms, and transnational frameworks such as the UN Global Compact and SDG-aligned reporting have elevated CSP as a key marker of responsible corporate conduct (Eccles et al., 2014; Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b). Within this environment, firms face growing expectations to demonstrate not only financial performance but also measurable social outcomes, including protections against forced labour and exploitation (Fernando et al., 2022). These macro-level pressures create incentives for firms to integrate ACMS commitments into their broader CSP strategies, particularly where access to capital, markets, and reputational standing depends on ESG credibility (Albitar et al., 2025; Ting et al., 2019).
Coercive pressures arise from statutory frameworks. For example, India’s Companies Act 2013 mandates that qualifying firms allocate at least 2% of their average net profits to CSR activities. While not explicitly targeted at AMS, such provisions institutionalise social investment and create governance structures that—if strategically aligned—can address structural vulnerabilities linked to MS. Normative pressures stem from evolving sectoral expectations and sustainability frameworks, including the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and FTSE4Good, which reward firms that can demonstrate credible social performance and ethical supply chain management (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2015). Mimetic pressures are particularly evident in competitive industries where firms replicate peers’ high-profile social contribution projects, often using them as a dual strategy for compliance and market differentiation.
Firms with high CSP typically demonstrate stronger internal controls, more formalised supplier oversight, and greater investment in monitoring and corrective action mechanisms (Orazalin, 2020; Ting et al., 2019). The empirical results suggest that when labour rights governance is embedded within CSP—rather than treated as a stand-alone compliance issue—firms are more likely to articulate robust ACMS commitments. This aligns with prior research showing that high-performing ESG firms tend to adopt more comprehensive human rights due diligence systems and supply-chain risk assessments (Bodendorf et al., 2022; Helfaya et al., 2024). 	
Significantly, CSP-driven ACMS outcomes depend on how deeply labour rights governance is embedded within broader ESG strategy. Where CSP improvements are primarily driven by environmental metrics or philanthropy, the risk of institutional decoupling remains (Gull et al., 2023). By contrast, firms that integrate social compliance audits, worker voice mechanisms, and supply chain human rights due diligence into their CSP agenda are more likely to deliver substantive ACMS impact rather than symbolic compliance (Flynn and Walker, 2021; García-Sánchez et al., 2022).
However, worker-level studies and qualitative research in global apparel and export manufacturing show that firms with high CSP ratings and positive sustainability reputations may still rely on excessive overtime, wage suppression, and weak grievance mechanisms (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Ruwanpura, 2022). These findings suggest that CSP-driven ACMS commitments often fail to translate into lived improvements for workers, particularly in labour-intensive supply chains characterised by price pressure, subcontracting, and limited worker voice (New, 2015; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Ting et al., 2019). Thus, while CSP is associated with stronger commitments on paper, its effectiveness depends on whether social performance metrics meaningfully incorporate labour rights enforcement rather than symbolic indicators (New, 2015).
The findings demonstrate that CSRAW are positively associated with stronger commitments to eliminating CMS practices. Firms receiving such awards tend to disclose more comprehensive ACMS policies and score higher on ACMS indicators, indicating that recognition can act as an incentive for organisations to strengthen their governance responses. From a corporate perspective, awards provide reputational capital and external validation, which not only enhance brand legitimacy but also create pressures to maintain visibility in sustainability performance (Helfaya et al., 2024; Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b; Mallin and Michelon, 2011).
Additionally, the proliferation of sustainability rankings, awards, and ESG indices has created a reputational governance environment in which recognition functions as a powerful informal regulatory mechanism, rewarding visible alignment with ethical and social norms even in the absence of binding enforcement (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b; Mallin and Michelon, 2011). In the global context, awards serve as market-based signals of legitimacy, shaping how firms prioritise and communicate their ACMS commitments.
 In industries such as apparel, agriculture, and extractives—where exposure to NGO scrutiny, consumer activism, and buyer monitoring is acute—CSRAW serve as a reputational shield that incentivises firms to formalise ACMS commitments and expand disclosure depth (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron and Lister, 2021). In capital-intensive industries, CSRAW are associated with consistent ACMS commitments, reflecting its compatibility with structured governance systems, standardised reporting routines, and formalised ESG oversight. In such settings, recognition complements internal controls and board-level accountability, reinforcing compliance-oriented governance architectures (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2019; Anner, 2020; Barrientos, 2019). By contrast, in labour-intensive industries, while CSRAW remains statistically significant, its substantive impact is more ambiguous.
 Extensive research shows that labour-intensive supply chains are characterised by price squeeze, production volatility, subcontracting opacity, and constrained worker voice—conditions that are difficult to remedy through recognition-based incentives alone (Anner, 2020; Barrientos, 2019; LeBaron et al., 2017). As a result, awards may encourage enhanced policy articulation without necessarily disrupting exploitative production logics. For example, studies of apparel and export manufacturing—particularly in South Asia—demonstrate that firms frequently receive international CSRAW while workers continue to experience excessive overtime, wage suppression, intimidation, and limited access to grievance mechanisms (LeBaron and Lister, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026; Ruwanpura, 2022). This disjuncture highlights how awards often prioritise visible initiatives—such as empowerment programmes, supplier codes, or philanthropic projects—over addressing core labour rights deficits, including living wages and freedom of association (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Crane, 2013).
In Normative pressure, CSRAW reflect emerging standards of responsible corporate conduct, reinforcing the expectation that labour rights, supply chain transparency, and human rights due diligence are integral components of legitimate business practice (Nardella et al., 2020). Mimetic pressures are also evident, as firms emulate their peers that receive recognition, particularly in high-visibility sectors such as apparel and retail, where being perceived as a laggard can carry reputational risk (Bear et al., 2010; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In this way, awards contribute to the diffusion of ACMS practices across industries, creating a form of competitive isomorphism.
However, the findings should be interpreted with caution. Interviews and prior literature suggest that CSRAW may sometimes prioritise symbolic visibility over substantive reform. Companies are often recognised for highly publicised initiatives—such as women’s empowerment campaigns or philanthropic projects—that align neatly with award criteria but do not necessarily address the structural drivers of exploitation, including living wages, freedom of association, or coercive overtime (Crane, 2013; Ruwanpura, 2022). This reflects the risk of institutional decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), where firms invest in initiatives likely to secure recognition and legitimacy without embedding deeper reforms that challenge exploitative labour practices.
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[bookmark: _Toc214218377][bookmark: _Toc216166079]Corporate disclosures represent the most visible expression of firms’ commitments to sustainability and labour rights, serving as the primary interface through which companies communicate their ACMS measures to stakeholders. Within the governance landscape, disclosures function as both a reporting mechanism and a strategic tool, shaped by a combination of regulatory requirements, investor expectations, and societal pressures. They therefore occupy a dual role: on the one hand, signalling legitimacy to external audiences by demonstrating alignment with global standards, and on the other, providing transparency into how firms identify, monitor, and mitigate risks across their supply chains. However, as this study's findings reveal, these dual functions often sit uneasily together. Disclosures are frequently more effective at legitimising corporate practices than at providing meaningful evidence of substantive progress in eliminating CMS.
The content analysis of corporate disclosures by leading MNCs demonstrates a recurring pattern of symbolic alignment with international labour standards but limited substantive reporting on outcomes. Across firms such as Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior, commitments to eliminating child labour, forced labour, and other forms of MS are prominently articulated. However, these commitments often rely on generalised, repetitive statements rather than detailed evidence of progress. For instance, Nike’s MS disclosures between 2019 and 2023 repeated near-identical language around child and forced labour, with little change in the framing or metrics provided. This repetition suggests that disclosure practices may serve more as compliance exercises than as vehicles for accountability (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; LeBaron and Phillips, 2019).
Similarly, the reporting of freedom of association and labour rights highlights significant gaps. For example, Christian Dior, while expanding audit coverage across its supply chains, reduced the scope of workforce-specific audits, thereby weakening transparency on unionisation and collective bargaining rights in practice. This reflects a broader pattern in the apparel sector, where companies highlight adherence to ILO conventions in principle but seldom disclose evidence of union density, worker participation, or outcomes of collective bargaining agreements (Bartley, 2018; Anner, 2020). Such gaps undermine the credibility of corporate claims to uphold worker voice and suggest that compliance structures are often used more to satisfy external expectations than to empower workers.
A further limitation concerns transparency and accountability in supplier networks. Inditex, despite its reputation for strong social compliance initiatives, does not publicly disclose supplier names, making independent verification of its commitments impossible. This contrasts sharply with growing demands from NGOs, consumers, and investor coalitions for full supply chain traceability (Fashion Revolution, 2023). While the company repeatedly emphasises its zero-tolerance stance on child and forced labour, the lack of transparency prevents stakeholders from assessing whether commitments extend to subcontracted and lower-tier suppliers, where risks are typically most acute (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2021b; Emberson et al., 2022).
Taken together, these examples illustrate how corporate disclosures, while comprehensive in terms of policy adoption, often fall short in transparency of outcomes. By recycling standardised statements, narrowing audit scopes, and withholding supplier data, firms risk reducing disclosures to instruments of reputational management. This reflects the risk of institutional decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), where disclosures conform to institutional pressures but fail to transform labour practices on the ground. The patterns observed in the content analysis can be situated within the NIT framework, which emphasises how organisations respond to external pressures, often prioritising legitimacy over substantive change (Andrews et al., 1993; Kaufman, 2010; Vidal et al., 2023). Three overlapping institutional forces shape corporate disclosures on CMS.
First, coercive pressures—stemming from legal frameworks such as the UK MSA (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and the forthcoming EU-CSDDD—compel firms to disclose policies on labour rights and supply chain practices. These pressures explain why many firms, including Nike and Inditex, have systematically embedded child labour, forced labour, and labour rights clauses in their reports. However, as the analysis shows, compliance with these requirements often results in repetitive, generalised statements rather than detailed evidence of implementation (Young and Gad, 2022).
Second, normative pressures arise from the expectations of global reporting standards (GRI, UN Guiding Principles), NGOs, investors, and multi-stakeholder initiatives. Awards, rankings, and sustainability indices further reinforce the need for firms to disclose commitments to decent work and transparency (Hoang et al., 2023; Nair et al., 2019). Dior’s emphasis on audit coverage, for example, reflects alignment with global reporting norms, even though the reduction of worker-specific audits undermines the substance of these claims. These normative pressures encourage firms to adopt “best practice” templates but rarely provide mechanisms to ensure meaningful enforcement.
Third, mimetic pressures drive firms to emulate peers that are recognised as industry leaders in ethical branding. Inditex, for instance, aligns itself with high-profile transparency initiatives, yet its refusal to disclose supplier names suggests that its disclosure practices are oriented more toward reputational positioning than genuine accountability. Such imitation fosters homogeneity in reporting practices across the sector, but it does not guarantee improvements in labour conditions. Taken together, these dynamics illustrate the phenomenon of institutional decoupling, in which firms adopt disclosure practices to demonstrate legitimacy without fundamentally transforming supply chain practices (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Vidal et al., 2023). In this sense, disclosures serve as myth and ceremony: they reflect the formal structures and language of compliance but remain disconnected from the lived realities of workers in supplier contexts, as revealed by interview and survey data in this study.
The meso-level analysis has shown that while firms adopt a range of sustainability governance initiatives—including CSRC, CSRA practices, CSRAW, and disclosures—these mechanisms often operate more as instruments of legitimacy than as drivers of substantive change. Institutional pressures shape them and can elevate corporate commitments on paper, yet their effectiveness in transforming labour conditions remains limited. To fully assess their impact, it is therefore essential to examine how these governance structures resonate at the worker level. The following section turns to the micro-level evidence from interviews and surveys in Sri Lanka’s A&TI, highlighting how workers experience, interpret, and often contest the governance mechanisms that corporations present as commitments to eliminating CMS.
[bookmark: _Toc221437694][bookmark: _Toc220846426]7.4 Micro-Level Discussion – (RQ4)
[bookmark: _Toc221437695]7.4.1 Workers’ Lived Realities and Corporate Practices
While macro- and meso-level analyses illuminate the structural and organisational dimensions of CMS, they risk obscuring the everyday realities of those most directly affected. The micro-level discussion addresses this gap by centring the voices and experiences of workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI, drawing on evidence from semi-structured interviews and questionnaire data. This perspective is essential for grounding the study’s analysis: although MNCs frequently report compliance with global standards and sustainability governance initiatives, workers’ testimonies reveal how these commitments often fail to materialise in practice. By examining issues such as economic precarity, coercive labour practices, gendered vulnerabilities, and restricted worker voice, this section exposes the tensions between corporate narratives and lived realities. In doing so, it reinforces the study’s central argument: a dual reality—one in which formal governance mechanisms signal progress at the global and organisational levels, while exploitation persists within supply chains at the worker level.
Interviews with workers, managers, union representatives, and civil society actors highlight structural vulnerabilities shaped by low wages, dependence on overtime, limited bargaining power, and gendered exploitation. Questionnaire data reinforce these findings, showing that workers frequently report inadequate income, long working hours, and a lack of trust in grievance systems. In contrast, corporate disclosures analysed placed significant emphasis on commitments to decent work, human rights due diligence, and supply chain compliance programmes. However, these disclosures are often vague, output-focused, and rarely provide evidence whether workers’ conditions have materially improved.
Within the NIT framework, this section highlights how coercive pressures from regulation, normative pressures from global labour standards, and mimetic pressures from industry competition have driven companies to adopt and disclose formal anti-slavery measures (Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021; Vidal et al., 2023). However, the worker-level evidence demonstrates that these pressures often produce symbolic compliance rather than substantive change, exemplifying what Meyer and Rowan (1977) term institutional decoupling. By integrating perspectives from both workers and firms, this discussion underscores the “dual reality” of MS: a global governance system that promotes ethical branding and policy adoption at the top. In contrast, the realities of exploitation and precarity continue to shape the everyday experiences of those at the bottom of supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc220846427]7.4.1.1 Economic Precarity and Labour Exploitation
A central theme across the interviews and questionnaire data is the entrenched economic precarity of workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Workers consistently reported that their basic wages were insufficient to cover living costs, forcing them to rely on overtime and performance-related incentives to survive. The questionnaire results corroborated this, with most respondents stating that their income did not meet household needs and that overtime work was essential rather than voluntary. Interviews further revealed how mechanisms such as “attendance bonuses” and productivity-linked payments acted as coercive levers, discouraging absenteeism even during illness and embedding a culture of dependency on extended hours. These dynamics reflect what scholars describe as economic coercion, in which the structural denial of a living wage constrains workers’ choices and entrenches their VULN to exploitation (Barrientos, 2013; International Labour Organisation., 2021; Mezzadri, 2016).
This micro-level evidence sharply contrasts with the narratives presented in corporate disclosures. Content analysis of sustainability reports highlighted repeated claims by MNCs and their suppliers of commitments to “living wages” and “decent work” as core components of their ACMS strategies. Nevertheless, these commitments were typically framed as aspirational goals rather than evidenced outcomes, with little disclosure of wage benchmarks, reliance on overtime, or mechanisms for monitoring actual worker earnings. This mirrors global critiques that corporate reporting often emphasises policy adoption while obscuring the persistence of low-wage regimes in practice (Crane, 2013; LeBaron and Phillips, 2019). The duality is evident: while firms seek legitimacy through discursive alignment with international labour standards, workers continue to navigate precarious conditions that mirror MS risks.
	These findings reflect that the NIT pressures are shaping corporate conduct. Coercive pressures, such as national regulations and buyer-imposed codes of conduct, incentivise firms to disclose wage-related commitments (Islam and Deegan, 2008; Moussa et al., 2022). Normative pressures, including alignment with ILO conventions and the SDGs, encourage firms to signal their conformity with global norms of decent work (Islam and McPhail, 2011; Sayari and Marcum, 2022).
Mimetic pressures also drive companies to adopt similar living wage narratives as peers to retain reputational competitiveness (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Vidal et al., 2023).  However, worker accounts reveal that these institutional pressures often lead to symbolic compliance, producing what Meyer and Rowan (1977) term institutional decoupling, where formal structures exist primarily to maintain external legitimacy rather than to reform exploitative labour practices.
Ultimately, the juxtaposition of worker testimonies, survey findings, and corporate disclosures underscores the persistence of structural economic coercion in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Far from eliminating exploitative practices, the combination of suppressed wages and survival-based overtime deepens workers’ dependency, sustaining vulnerabilities akin to MS. This disjuncture highlights the limits of voluntary disclosure frameworks. It reinforces the need for enforceable wage-setting mechanisms and participatory governance structures that foreground worker agency.
[bookmark: _Toc220846428]7.4.1.2 Symbolic Compliance vs. Worker Experience
A second key theme to emerge from the micro-level data concerns the gap between firms’ formal compliance mechanisms and workers lived realities. Across interviews, workers described how corporate codes of conduct, buyer audits, and factory certifications were highly visible in documentation and training sessions but largely absent in practice. Many recounted experiences of verbal harassment, intimidation, and management retaliation when grievances were raised, noting that grievance mechanisms—though formally present—were either inaccessible or ineffective (Islam and McPhail, 2011b; Okechukwu et al., 2014). Questionnaire responses reinforced this perception: while a majority of workers reported awareness of their factory’s compliance policies, fewer than one-third indicated that they trusted grievance channels to resolve workplace issues. This reveals how compliance structures often operate more as symbolic gestures to external stakeholders than as meaningful protections for workers themselves (Gunawardana, 2016; Ruwanpura, 2022).
Corporate disclosures analysed in Chapter 7 further illustrate this disjuncture. For example, firms frequently highlighted their adherence to voluntary labour standards, such as SA8000, Sedex, or buyer-specific codes, and emphasised their participation in social audits as evidence of their ethical commitment. However, disclosures rarely addressed systemic audit limitations, such as the predictability of inspections, restricted worker participation, or the absence of follow-up mechanisms. Global research has shown that such audits often reinforce reputational legitimacy without resolving embedded power asymmetries or labour exploitation (LeBaron, 2020; Bartley, 2018). Thus, while firms showcase compliance as a cornerstone of their ACMS strategies, workers’ accounts reveal how these mechanisms remain decoupled from their daily realities.
From a NIT lens, this reflects the dynamics of institutional decoupling. Coercive pressures—such as global buyer requirements and regulatory frameworks, such as the UK MSA 2015—compel firms to demonstrate compliance through audits and codes. Normative pressures, including expectations from NGOs, investors, and certification schemes, encourage alignment with global best practices. Mimetic pressures drive firms to emulate industry peers by adopting audit frameworks and showcasing compliance as part of sustainability branding (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). However, as worker testimonies confirm, these pressures often result in “myth and ceremony” practices (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), where compliance is enacted for external legitimacy but fails to challenge entrenched exploitative labour relations.
The juxtaposition of worker experiences and firm disclosures highlights a central paradox: compliance frameworks, designed to protect workers, often serve primarily as tools of reputational management in global supply chains. While grievance systems and audit programmes provide visible markers of corporate responsibility, their symbolic operation perpetuates conditions under which coercion, harassment, and VULN remain unchecked. This reinforces the study’s argument that unless compliance systems are embedded with worker voice, transparent monitoring, and enforceable consequences, they risk reproducing MS dynamics rather than dismantling them  (Boersma and Nolan, 2019; Islam and Van Staden, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc220846429]7.4.1.3 Voice, Representation, and Freedom of Association

Another critical dimension emerging from the micro-level evidence is the restriction of workers’ voice and collective representation. Interviews consistently revealed that unionisation was discouraged or actively obstructed, particularly in Sri Lanka’s FTZs, where management practices and local political dynamics have historically constrained the right to organise (Gunawardana, 2016; Ruwanpura, 2022). Workers described fears of retaliation, including dismissal or black listing, if they attempted to join trade unions or raise grievances collectively. Instead, management often promoted in-house worker committees that lacked independence and decision-making power, serving primarily to demonstrate formal compliance with buyers’ codes of conduct rather than to protect worker rights. Questionnaire responses confirmed this pattern, with fewer than one-third of workers indicating confidence in having access to independent representation.
Corporate disclosures frequently emphasised commitments to ILO Core Labour Standards, including freedom of association and collective bargaining. Content analysis showed repeated references to these principles as evidence of alignment with international frameworks. Yet disclosures were largely silent on enforcement mechanisms, union density, and actual worker participation in collective bargaining. This resonates with broader critiques of global supply chain governance, which note that references to labour rights often serve symbolic functions in corporate reporting, masking the reality of suppressed union activity in supplier contexts (Anner, 2020; Bartley, 2018). The gap between disclosure and lived experience reflects the broader dual reality of MS governance: the formal adoption of rights frameworks without corresponding empowerment of workers on the ground.
From an NIT perspective, these dynamics illustrate how institutional pressures shape corporate behaviour without necessarily transforming labour relations. Coercive pressures from global buyers and trade agreements compel firms to acknowledge the right to freedom of association in their formal codes of conduct. Normative pressures from international institutions, NGOs, and multi-stakeholder initiatives encourage symbolic alignment with ILO conventions. Mimetic pressures lead firms to replicate industry practices by referencing union rights in their disclosures, thereby maintaining reputational legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Nevertheless, as interviews reveal, these institutional pressures often manifest as myth and ceremony (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), producing institutional decoupling where rights exist on paper but are undermined in practice by restrictive workplace cultures and structural power asymmetries.
The suppression of independent worker voice not only perpetuates vulnerability but also undermines the capacity of compliance frameworks to identify and address exploitation. As Anner (2020) argues, collective bargaining and worker-led monitoring remain the most effective mechanisms for safeguarding labour rights in supply chains. However, they are the least supported within voluntary governance models, as they lack meaningful worker representation and fail to ensure legal protections against retaliation. Consequently, commitments to freedom of association risk functioning as rhetorical devices that sustain rather than challenge MS dynamics (Boxall and Haynes, 1997; Kuruvilla and Li, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc220846430]7.4.1.4 Gendered Dimensions of Exploitation

Gender emerged as a critical axis of vulnerability in both the interviews and questionnaire data, with women disproportionately bearing the burdens of precarious employment in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. Interviewees highlighted the “double burden” faced by women, who are expected to balance long and irregular working hours with domestic responsibilities, often under conditions of inadequate maternity support and limited childcare provision. Several women reported experiencing verbal harassment and intimidation on the factory floor, while others spoke of heightened exposure to sexual harassment in transit to and from workplaces located in FTZs. Questionnaire results reinforced these findings, with a majority of female respondents reporting feeling unsafe in the workplace and identifying the absence of effective complaint mechanisms to address gender-based harassment.
These lived experiences stand in stark contrast to the narratives presented in corporate disclosures. Content analysis revealed that MNCs and their suppliers frequently highlight “women’s empowerment” initiatives, health and safety campaigns, and gender-diversity projects as part of their corporate sustainability governance frameworks. Sri Lanka, in particular, has been promoted internationally through campaigns such as Garments without Guilt, which brands the country’s apparel sector as ethical and women-friendly (EDB, 2024). However, as feminist labour scholars argue, such initiatives often function as symbolic gestures that obscure the ongoing exploitation of female labour, presenting empowerment as a marketing strategy while sidestepping structural issues such as wage inequality, harassment, and weak collective representation  (Elias and Rai, 2019; Hewamanne, 2008; Ruwanpura, 2022).
From an NIT perspective, the prominence of gender empowerment in disclosures reflects the interplay of institutional pressures. Coercive pressures from global buyers and international agreements incentivise suppliers to demonstrate compliance with gender equality norms (Ahmed and Alawattage, 2023; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). Normative pressures from NGOs, certification schemes, and SDG frameworks (particularly SDG 5: Gender Equality) further shape expectations around women’s empowerment. Mimetic pressures drive firms to replicate highly visible gender-focused CSR initiatives pioneered by industry leaders, leveraging them as part of brand positioning in competitive global markets (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). However, worker testimonies and survey evidence reveal the persistence of institutional decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Vidal et al., 2023), whereby corporate claims of empowerment coexist with gendered practices of exploitation, marginalisation, and abuse.
The contradiction between promotional narratives and lived realities underscores the gendered dimension of CMS's “dual reality.” While corporate reports and national branding campaigns celebrate the role of women workers as empowered contributors to global supply chains, the evidence from workers themselves demonstrates that women remain among the most vulnerable to coercion, harassment, and economic precarity. Addressing these contradictions requires moving beyond symbolic empowerment projects towards structural reforms, including equal pay, effective grievance channels, protection from harassment, and the genuine inclusion of women’s voices in governance processes.
The micro-level discussion has shown that despite extensive governance frameworks and corporate SGIs, the lived realities of workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI continue to be marked by precarity, exploitation, restricted agency, and gendered vulnerabilities. By juxtaposing interview and survey data with corporate disclosures, the analysis has highlighted a persistent dual reality: while firms and global institutions signal commitment to eliminating MS, workers experience limited change in their daily conditions (e.g. Haque et al., 2023; Rao et al., 2022). These findings not only reinforce but also deepen the insights from the macro- and meso-level analyses, underscoring how institutional pressures often translate into symbolic compliance rather than substantive reform (Kaufman, 2010; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc220846431][bookmark: _Toc221437696]7.4.2 Micro-Level Synthesis
The combined insights from interviews, questionnaire data, and corporate disclosures highlight the persistence of systemic vulnerabilities in Sri Lanka’s A&TI, underscoring the dual reality of CMS. At the worker level, economic precarity, coercive overtime regimes, harassment, and weak representation remain central features of everyday labour, sustained by structural inequalities and the absence of adequate protections. These realities contrast sharply with the narratives presented in corporate disclosures and national branding campaigns, which emphasise commitments to decent work, empowerment, and freedom of association, while omitting evidence of substantive change.
To better capture the complexity and nuance of these labour-exploitative practices in micro level, this thesis adopts the forced labour exploitation continuum proposed by Skrivankova (2010) and Lewis et al. (2015), which describes labour exploitation as existing on a spectrum, rather than as a binary distinction between “free” and “forced” labour (See figure 7.1). At the micro level, the findings reveal that CMS is experienced by workers not as an exceptional or extreme condition, but as a continuum of everyday exploitation embedded in routine labour practices. At one end of the continuum is decent work, where employment conditions meet legal and ethical standards. In the middle are substandard or precarious conditions—such as underpayment, long hours, or poor health and safety—that may appear legal but are exploitative. These practices blur the boundary between “decent work” and severe exploitation, reinforcing scholarly arguments that CMS emerges through incremental degradations of labour rights rather than sudden legal transgressions (Lebaron, 2020; Strauss et al., 2025).
 This continuum framework enables a more nuanced and context-sensitive analysis of labour exploitation in the A&TI in the Global South, where coercion is often subtle, institutionalised, and embedded within formal employment structures (Boudreau, 2020; Perry et al., 2015; Uddin et al., 2023). Workers experience exploitation not through blatant force, but via mechanisms such as excessive production targets, wage suppression, verbal and sexual abuse—conditions that persist beneath the surface of formal legality. Gendered vulnerabilities further intensify this continuum, as women workers disproportionately experience harassment, surveillance, and moral regulation, rendering them particularly exposed to coercion and economic dependency (Ahmed et al., 2025; Ruwanpura, 2022). 
Despite the visibility of corporate policies and compliance mechanisms, workers consistently reported fear of retaliation, limited collective voice, and distrust in formal protections, illustrating how governance systems fail at the point of lived experience. Taken together, the micro-level evidence confirms that CMS persists through normalised workplace practices that are socially tolerated, economically incentivised, and institutionally overlooked, underscoring that the eradication of CMS must be evaluated not by corporate commitments, but by whether workers experience genuine improvements in dignity, security, and agency (LeBaron and Phillips, 2019; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026).
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Figure 7.1: From Decent Work to Forced Labour: Positioning CMS within a Spectrum of Coercion
[bookmark: _Toc214218378][bookmark: _Toc216166080][bookmark: _Toc220846432][bookmark: _Toc221437697]7.4.3 Worker-Level Contrast: Disclosures vs. Lived Realities
Despite prominent corporate claims of commitment to decent work, living wages, and freedom of association, a profound disconnect persists between disclosure and reality. Brands such as Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior routinely showcase their adherence to ethical labour standards in public reports and sustainability frameworks. However, qualitative evidence emerging from Sri Lanka’s A&TI reveals a contrasting narrative. Workers consistently reported receiving insufficient wages, which forced them to rely on overtime, and experienced cases of wage theft, as well as coercive incentive structures that tied pay to attendance or productivity. Questionnaire data further confirmed that a majority of respondents viewed overtime as compulsory rather than voluntary, and only a minority expressed confidence in the grievance mechanisms promoted by factory management. These findings underscore the limitations of voluntary reporting and highlight the urgent need for enforceable accountability mechanisms that reflect workers lived experiences, not just boardroom aspirations.
These realities directly challenge the narrative projected in corporate reports. For example, disclosures often emphasise freedom of association as a cornerstone of labour rights commitments; yet workers described a climate of fear surrounding union activity in FTZs, where attempts to organise were met with retaliation, harassment, or blacksting (Gunawardana, 2016; Ruwanpura, 2022). Similarly, firms frequently promote gender empowerment campaigns in their reports, but female workers recounted persistent harassment, unsafe transport conditions, and a lack of effective complaint systems. These contradictions reveal that while global brands portray their supply chains as aligned with ILO conventions and SDG commitments, workers remain embedded in exploitative and coercive environments.
From a governance perspective, these findings underscore the “dual reality” of MS in business supply chains. On the one hand, disclosures provide an outward-facing narrative of compliance and progress, reinforcing corporate legitimacy with regulators, investors, and consumers. On the other hand, the everyday experiences of workers reveal that structural vulnerabilities and exploitative practices persist largely unchanged. This disconnect highlights the limits of disclosure-driven governance: without independent verification, worker participation, and enforceable accountability, corporate reporting risks functioning as a symbolic gesture rather than a substantive safeguard against exploitation.
The analysis of corporate disclosures has several critical implications for understanding the effectiveness of meso-level governance in addressing CMS. First, it highlights the limitations of voluntary disclosure regimes. While disclosures create visibility and help to diffuse international labour norms, the evidence demonstrates that they often operate as legitimacy devices rather than mechanisms of accountability (Li et al., 2023; Ma et al., 2016). Repetitive policy statements, limited audit scopes, and withholding of supplier data indicate that firms are more focused on satisfying external reporting pressures than on driving structural change. This reinforces concerns that disclosure-based governance, as currently practised, may reproduce symbolic compliance rather than eliminate exploitative practices (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; LeBaron, 2021).
Second, the findings underscore the importance of verification and transparency. Without independent assurance, transparent supplier lists, and outcome-based reporting, disclosures risk perpetuating a narrow compliance narrative that obscures abuse within global supply chains (García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Young and Gad, 2022). The Sri Lankan worker testimonies provide a sharp reminder that meaningful accountability requires embedding worker perspectives into reporting systems. Disclosure frameworks that fail to integrate worker voice—through trade unions, participatory audits, or grievance data—risk legitimising the very vulnerabilities they are designed to address (Li et al., 2023; Rao et al., 2022).
Third, the analysis demonstrates that incentive structures matter. Awards, indices, and investor rankings encourage firms to disclose, but they may also incentivise them to prioritise visible yet low-impact initiatives, such as gender empowerment campaigns, while neglecting more difficult reforms, such as implementing a living wage or protecting freedom of association. Unless criteria for recognition are tightened to require evidence of systemic improvements, disclosure-driven incentives will continue to reward reputational signalling over substantive labour rights protection.
Finally, these insights point to the need for regulatory strengthening. Voluntary disclosures alone are unlikely to bridge the gap between corporate commitments and worker realities. Mandatory due diligence regimes, such as the EU-CSDDD, combined with robust enforcement mechanisms, are essential for transforming disclosure into a driver of structural reform. Without binding accountability and independent oversight, the dual reality of MS—compliance on paper, exploitation in practice—will persist (Parsa et al., 2018; Ramasastry, 2015).
Taken together, the findings on corporate disclosures reinforce the broader patterns observed across the meso-level analysis. Much as CSR committees, assurance practices, and CSR awards are shaped by coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures that encourage firms to adopt visible governance mechanisms (DiMaggio and Walter, 1991; Meyer and Rowan, 1977), disclosures are also shaped by these pressures. However, the evidence suggests that these mechanisms often remain formalistic, providing legitimacy rather than transforming supply chain practices. 
While disclosures play a critical role in signalling compliance and diffusing global norms, they are frequently decoupled from worker realities and operational change, echoing the “dual reality” observed throughout this study. The challenge, therefore, is not the absence of disclosure, but the persistence of symbolic compliance—a condition in which firms report extensively on their commitments without embedding meaningful protections for workers. As with other SGIs, the transformative potential of disclosures depends on whether they are integrated with substantive monitoring, independent verification, and genuine worker participation. In the absence of these conditions, disclosure practices risk perpetuating a cycle of reputational signalling that obscures, rather than addresses, the structural drivers of CMS.
[bookmark: _Toc214218379][bookmark: _Toc216166081][bookmark: _Toc220846433][bookmark: _Toc221437698]7.5 Summary of Discussion
This chapter has critically synthesised the study’s findings across macro, meso, and micro levels, situating them within the theoretical framework of NIT. At the macro level, the analysis demonstrated that the quality of institutional environments, progress towards sustainable development, and human development indicators shape the structural conditions under which CMS emerges and is addressed. While stronger governance contexts were associated with lower PREV and greater mitigation capacity, the findings also revealed persistent enforcement gaps and the risk of symbolic policy adoption in high-scoring countries, highlighting the limitations of relying solely on governance indicators.
At the meso level, the study examined how corporate SGIs and disclosure practices mediate these macro pressures. The evidence showed that while SGIs such as CSR strategies, board oversight, and assurance mechanisms can strengthen commitments to AMS, they often remain uneven across sectors and geographies. The analysis also highlighted the risk of institutional decoupling, in which firms adopt governance structures and disclosure practices to satisfy external legitimacy demands without embedding substantive reforms into their supply chain operations.
At the micro level, interview and questionnaire data from Sri Lanka’s A&TI revealed the lived realities of workers, which stand in sharp contrast to both national branding strategies and corporate disclosures. Workers reported enduring conditions of economic precarity, coercive overtime regimes, weak grievance mechanisms, restricted voice and representation, and gendered exploitation. These findings exposed the persistent “dual reality” of CMS: while global and corporate actors project compliance with ethical standards, the lived experiences of workers remain defined by exploitation and vulnerability.
Taken together, the discussion highlights that addressing CMS necessitates moving beyond symbolic compliance and rhetorical commitments. The findings demonstrate that although coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures drive the adoption of AMS measures, their translation into substantive change remains limited. Bridging the gap between governance frameworks, corporate initiatives, and worker realities necessitates enforceable regulation, transparent monitoring, and meaningful inclusion of worker voice. These insights provide the foundation for the concluding chapter, which synthesises the study’s contributions, theoretical and practical implications, and future research directions.









[bookmark: _Hlk210294595][bookmark: _Toc214218380][bookmark: _Toc216166082][bookmark: _Toc220846434][bookmark: _Toc221437699]Chapter 8: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc214218381][bookmark: _Toc216166083][bookmark: _Toc220846435][bookmark: _Toc221437700]8.1 Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc214218382][bookmark: _Toc216166084]This chapter concludes the thesis by synthesising its central arguments, outlining theoretical and practical implications, and identifying its contributions, limitations, and avenues for future research. The overarching aim of this study was to investigate the complex phenomenon of MS through a multi-scalar analysis encompassing the macro level of national governance environments, the meso-level of corporate SGIs and disclosures, and the micro level of workers lived experiences in the A&TI of Sri Lanka.
Guided by the research objectives set out in Chapter 1, the study addressed four core questions: (RQ1) What macro-level governance factors influence the elimination of MS practices globally?: (RQ2): How do firm-level SGIs shape corporate commitments to addressing CMS?: (RQ3): To what extent do MNCs disclose on ACMS commitments, and how do these align with supply chain realities? Furthermore, (RQ4): What are the micro-level experiences of workers in contexts where CMS risks are most acute? In responding to these questions, the study sought to bridge the gap between structural indicators of governance, corporate strategies, and the grounded realities of labour exploitation.
Methodologically, the research employed a mixed-methods design, integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches. At the macro level, statistical analysis of IEQ, IHDI, UN-SDGs, and MS PREV data provided insights into the structural determinants of vulnerability and the mitigation of MS risk. At the meso-level, a panel dataset of G500 firms (2009–2023) was used to examine the relationship between SGIs and commitments to ACMS measures, complemented by a content analysis of corporate disclosures. At the micro level, interviews and questionnaires with workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI sector illuminated the disjuncture between corporate commitments and workers lived realities.
The analysis was grounded in NIT, which provided a framework for interpreting how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape organisational responses to MS risks  (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Geels, 2020). NIT proved particularly useful in revealing patterns of institutional isomorphism and the persistence of institutional decoupling—where firms adopt formal structures and policies to signal legitimacy without substantively addressing exploitative practices (Andrews et al., 1993; Gull et al., 2023). By applying this theoretical lens across the macro, meso, and micro domains, the study conceptualised CMS as a “dual reality”: one in which global governance and corporate commitments appear robust at the formal level, yet exploitation remains entrenched in local supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc220846436][bookmark: _Toc221437701]8.2 Summary of Key Findings
The findings of this research organised across macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis, provide a comprehensive picture of how MS is embedded globally and within global supply chains, and how governance mechanisms shape corporate responses.
At the macro level, the analysis demonstrated that IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI outcomes are significant determinants of MS PREV, VULN, and government capacity to mitigate MS risk. Countries with strong IEQ—measured through RL, GE, CC, RQ, PS, and VA; were generally associated with lower PREV and greater state-led capacity to address exploitation. Similarly, higher performance on the SDGI and the IHDI was correlated with reduced structural VULN to MS. Nevertheless, the analysis also revealed important limitations: even in high-scoring countries, enforcement gaps and selective application of labour protections meant that formal governance strength did not always translate into effective implementation. This highlights the importance of moving beyond aggregate governance indicators to consider how institutional pressures are actually implemented in practice.
At the meso-level, the findings highlighted the conditional and uneven role of SGIs in shaping commitments to ACMS measures. Specifically, integrated CSRST, BGD, CSRA, CSRREP, CSP, and CSRAW were positively associated with stronger ACMS commitments, particularly in high-risk industries. However, other governance mechanisms, notably CSRC and external CSR assurance, exerted limited or inconsistent influence, particularly when sectoral and risk-based differences were considered. The analysis of corporate disclosures further revealed a reliance on symbolic compliance, with firms recycling commitments, narrowing audit scopes, and withholding supplier transparency while presenting themselves as aligned with global standards. Together, these results suggest that while SGIs can strengthen corporate accountability, they are often shaped by concerns about legitimacy rather than substantive commitments to eradicating exploitation.
At the micro level, interviews and survey data from Sri Lanka’s A&TI exposed the lived realities of workers within supply chains. Findings pointed to persistent economic precarity, wage suppression, dependence on coercive overtime, weak grievance mechanisms, limited voice and representation, and gendered patterns of harassment and vulnerability. These experiences stood in sharp contrast to the commitments articulated in corporate disclosures and global sustainability frameworks. Workers’ accounts revealed how exploitative practices remain normalised despite formal governance and compliance structures, raising questions about the capacity of current governance models to deliver meaningful change on the ground.
Taken together, the study’s multi-scalar findings contribute to the conceptualisation of dual reality governance: a dynamic in which global frameworks and corporate commitments to progress in tackling CMS coexist with local realities that reveal entrenched patterns of exploitation and vulnerability. This dual reality reflects the processes of institutional isomorphism and decoupling outlined by NIT, demonstrating how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures can drive formal compliance without ensuring substantive transformation (Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
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This thesis delivers several distinct and significant contributions to the field of MS and broader aspects of corporate governance. Conceptual, theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions of this thesis offer new ways to understand, analyse, and address the problem of MS in different contexts.
According to the literature, MS is an umbrella term encompassing various forms of exploitation (Gold et al., 2015; ILO and Walk Free, 2017). Moreover, this thesis has enhanced the concept of CMS in the literature review chapter. The significance of this conceptual contribution is twofold. First, in line with the Muthuthantrige et al. (2026) study, it distinguishes the specific phenomenon of MS in business from the generic, all-encompassing term. Second, and more critically, it reframes the problem. CMS is not merely a social ill that occurs incidentally in corporate supply chains; rather, it is posited as an organisational and governance challenge that is often embedded within the global production networks (Crane et al., 2019; LeBaron, 2020; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). By shifting the analytical focus from the umbrella term to the systemic corporate practices that enable and obscure exploitation, this concept provides a more powerful and precise lens for academic research, corporate accountability, and regulatory intervention. Figure 8.1 explains the pathway of ending MS. 

           Macro-level governance impact of elimination of Modern Slavery
· Stronger IEQ
· Greater human development
· Greater achievement of UN-SDGs
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Figure 8.1: Pathways to Ending Modern Slavery
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This thesis makes several significant and interconnected theoretical contributions to the fields of MS studies, BHR, corporate governance, and accounting disclosures. By interrogating the complexities of CMS practices, it bridges critical theoretical divides and introduces novel frameworks for understanding and addressing this global challenge.
First, the study demonstrates how institutional pressures operate unevenly across macro, meso, and micro levels in shaping responses to MS. At the macro level, coercive pressures embedded in governance frameworks, legal regimes, and international conventions were shown to influence national level VULN and MSRM (Allam et al., 2024; Moussa et al., 2022). At the meso-level, normative and mimetic pressures drove firms to adopt SGIs and disclosure practices, but the effect of these mechanisms varied significantly by sector, risk profile, and visibility. At the micro level, however, the study revealed how these pressures often fail to filter down to workers lived realities, exposing the limits of institutional influence when governance mechanisms remain decoupled from practice (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Ioannis Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b). In doing so, the research extends NIT by highlighting the multi-scalar and uneven nature of institutional isomorphism within global supply chains.
Second, the study advances NIT by conceptualising dual reality governance in the field of CMS. The findings illustrate how organisations adopt formal governance structures, policies, and disclosures to project legitimacy in response to external pressures, while exploitative practices persist within supply chains. This phenomenon reflects institutional decoupling (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b; Meyer and Rowan, 1977),  yet the thesis moves beyond a binary understanding of compliance versus non-compliance by demonstrating how dual realities coexist and are actively maintained. Corporations simultaneously signal adherence to international standards while allowing labour exploitation to remain embedded in operational practice, particularly in contexts where monitoring and enforcement are weak.
Third, the study enriches NIT by emphasising the conditional effectiveness of institutional pressures. While coercive frameworks, such as India’s mandatory CSRC requirement or the EU’s emerging due diligence regulations, create stronger incentives for compliance, their impact is mediated by firm characteristics, industry structures, and local labour market conditions (Government of India, 2013). Similarly, normative and mimetic pressures contribute to homogeneity in reporting practices but do not guarantee substantive outcomes (Scott, 2013; Vidal et al., 2023). By unpacking these contingencies, the thesis contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how institutional forces shape organisational behaviour in complex transnational contexts.
Finally, by applying NIT to the empirical study of MS in business, the thesis contributes to broadening the scope of NIT. Traditionally applied to corporate governance, environmental sustainability, and CSR reporting, NIT has been less frequently used to analyse forced labour and exploitation in supply chains (Banerjee, 2021; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Obayi and Ebrahimi, 2021). This study demonstrates the theory’s utility for examining CMS while also pushing its boundaries to account for contradictions, power asymmetries, and the persistence of exploitation within ostensibly institutionalised governance systems (Christ et al., 2019). Figure 8.2 explains the theoritical controbution of CMS Governance.
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· Community Mobilisation and Activism
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· Informal Worker Networks and Solidarity
Figure 8.2: Theritical Contribution of Corporate Modern Slavery 
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This thesis makes significant methodological contributions by advancing beyond singular approaches to offer a more holistic and robust framework for analysis.
Employment of a Novel, Multi-Level Mixed-Methods Design
A primary methodological contribution of this research is the development and execution of an innovative mixed-methods design that systematically integrates data across three analytical levels: macro, meso, and micro. This approach directly addresses the identified “dual reality” problem, in which macro-level statistics often misrepresent micro-level lived experiences (LeBaron, 2020). At the macro level, it provides large-scale statistical evidence linking governance quality, UN-SDG progress, and human development to MS PREV, VULN, and government response MSRM. At the meso level, it generates novel insights into the effectiveness of SGIs—including CSR strategies, board diversity, committees, assurance, awards, and disclosures—in shaping ACMS commitments. 
Furthermore, this study focuses on A&TI disclosures in the final G500 sample. This analysis moves beyond simple compliance checking to examine the substance and quality of corporate disclosures over five years, revealing patterns of symbolic compliance versus substantive commitment. The research specifically investigates how A&TI corporations disclose their CMS risks and remediation mechanisms, as well as their supply chain monitoring practices, providing crucial insights into the transparency and accountability of an industry known for high CMS risks.
At the micro level, it contributes rare empirical evidence from Sri Lanka’s A&TI, highlighting how workers experience precarity, symbolic compliance, restricted voice, and gendered exploitation despite corporate commitments. This triangulated evidence offers a holistic view of CMS that bridges structural indicators, organisational practices, and lived realities (Boersma and Nolan, 2022; Islam and Deegan, 2011; Mende and Drubel, 2020). By weaving these strands together, the methodology provides a comprehensive evidence base, offering both generalisability and contextual depth, and setting a new standard for rigorous, multi-level research in the field.
Development of a ACMS Index
The second major methodological contribution is the creation and application of a novel, composite ACMS Index. Recognising that corporate commitment to eradicating CMS is a multi-dimensional construct that a single metric cannot capture, this research develops a practical and replicable index to quantify the strength of ACMS commitments.
The significance of this index is twofold. For researchers, it provides a validated, quantitative dependent variable for future studies, enabling larger-N analyses and cross-industry comparisons. For practitioners and investors, it offers a transparent, structured framework that can be integrated into existing ESG rating systems, moving beyond the current, often opaque assessments of corporate human rights performance. This tool bridges the academic-practitioner divide, providing a concrete metric to assess, benchmark, and drive corporate accountability.
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This thesis delivers significant practical contributions by translating its robust empirical findings into actionable guidance for the key stakeholders engaged in combating CMS. For policymakers and regulators, the research provides a compelling, evidence-based case for moving beyond the current era of voluntary disclosure. It substantiates the need for a legislative shift towards mandatory human rights due diligence, similar to the EU’s CSDDD, demonstrating why laws must compel companies to identify, prevent, and remediate adverse impacts in their operations and supply chains. Furthermore, the evidence underscores that without robust enforcement mechanisms and meaningful consequences for non-compliance, such regulations risk ineffectiveness, thereby informing the need for regulatory bodies to be equipped with greater investigative powers and sanctioning authority  (Australian Border Force, 2018; Flynn, 2020; Islam and Van Staden, 2021). Meso-level analysis and the in-depth analysis of the A&TI also offer a blueprint for developing more effective, sector-sensitive regulations that address the unique risks and operational realities of high-risk sectors.
For corporate leaders and MNCs, the thesis offers a clear roadmap from symbolic compliance to substantive action. It validates the tangible impact of specific internal governance structures—such as board-level oversight, dedicated sustainability committees, and executive compensation linked to ESG metrics—providing a clear business case for investing in robust internal accountability. The findings also guide corporations in enhancing genuine supply chain transparency and accountability, advocating for strategies that go beyond superficial first-tier audits and instead link supplier contracts and incentives to verifiable human rights performance (Christ et al., 2019, 2020). Crucially, the micro-level evidence from workers provides direct insights for redesigning effective, accessible, and safe grievance mechanisms that enable reporting without fear of reprisal.
Finally, the thesis serves as a vital evidential resource for civil society actors, including NGOs, trade unions, and investors. It equips them with documented proof of the shortcomings of traditional social audits, strengthening advocacy for unannounced, worker-centred monitoring and assurance processes that prioritise confidential worker interviews. The research empowers campaigns for more robust, independent, and trusted grievance mechanisms and, by highlighting the systemic vulnerabilities and power imbalances workers face, directly informs the design of more effective capacity-building programs, legal aid services, and worker education initiatives aimed at empowering those most at risk (Islam et al., 2018; Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Pesterfield and Rogerson, 2024). 	
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Table 8.1 presents the research implications. 


Table 8.1: Research implications
	Stakeholder Group
	Time Frame
	Strategic Action Plan (Concrete & Actionable)
	Key Outputs
	Expected Outcomes
	Impact

	Policymakers & International Institutions
	Short-Term 
(0-3 yrs)
	• Enact mandatory human rights due diligence laws with strong penalties
• Create national MS registries for corporate disclosures
• Establish rapid response teams for high-risk sectors
	• Binding legislation in key jurisdictions
• Public database of corporate statements
• Specialised enforcement units operational
	• Legal accountability for corporations
• Transparent monitoring system
• Quick intervention capacity
	• Reduction of corporate impunity through legal accountability.
• Development of an AI-powered “MS Risk Radar” to predict violation hotspots and guide inspections.

	
	Medium-Term       (3-5 yrs)
	• Implement trade sanctions for non-compliant companies
• Establish cross-border enforcement agreements
• Create sector-specific compliance standards
	• Trade preference reforms
• Bilateral enforcement treaties
• Industry-tailored regulations
	• Economic consequences for violations
• International cooperation mechanism
• Targeted regulatory approach
	• Establishment of global supply chain accountability via trade sanctions.
• Creation of an “Ethical Trade Fast Lane” for expedited customs for certified companies.

	
	Long-Term (5+ yrs)
	• Establish an international labor court with enforcement powers
• Harmonise global due diligence standards
• Integrate anti-slavery into trade agreements
	• Multilateral judicial body
• Unified global compliance framework
• Mainstreamed labor protections
	• Cross-border legal recourse
• Level the competitive playing field
• Systemic trade reform
	• Transformation of global governance with an international labor court.
• Introduction of digital “Labor Rights Passports” for workers across supply chains.

	Multinational Corporations
	Short-Term
 (0-3 yrs)
	• Publish complete supply chain maps with tier-1-3 suppliers
• Implement blockchain traceability for high-risk commodities
• Establish worker-driven due diligence processes
	• Transparent supplier databases
• Immutable supply chain records
• Worker-led monitoring systems
	• Full supply chain visibility
• Tamper-proof accountability
• Ground-truth risk assessment
	• Achievement of radical supply chain transparency.
• Implementation of real-time “Supplier Ethical Scorecards” for performance tracking.

	
	Medium-Term 
(3-5 yrs)
	• Link executive compensation to ESG performance metrics
• Implement living wage verification systems
• Create supplier development programs
	• Performance-based compensation structures
• Independently verified wage data
• Supplier capacity building
	• Executive accountability
• Poverty wage elimination
• Supplier empowerment
	• Mainstreaming of ethical sourcing with executive accountability.
• Development of an “Ethical Premium” pricing model rewarding compliant suppliers.

	
	Long-Term
 (5+ yrs)
	• Achieve 100% worker-representation on oversight committees
• Implement circular supply chain models
• Establish industry-wide ethical standards
	• Worker-led governance structures
• Sustainable business models
• Collective action agreements
	• Democratic workplace governance
• Environmental and social sustainability
• Industry transformation
	• Redefinition of corporate purpose through worker-led governance.
• Creation of a “Worker Wellness Index” linking sourcing to well-being metrics.

	Civil Society & NGOs
	Short-Term
(0-3 yrs)
	• Launch real-time violation reporting platforms
• Establish legal defense funds for victims
• Create corporate accountability scorecards
	• Mobile reporting applications
• Legal support networks
• Public accountability rankings
	• Immediate violation reporting
• Access to justice
• Public pressure mechanism
	• Empowerment of worker advocacy through accessible reporting.
• Establishment of an encrypted worker testimony database for legal evidence.

	
	Medium-Term
(3-5 yrs)
	• Develop worker-led audit methodologies
• Establish transnational litigation networks
• Create consumer education campaigns
	• Alternative audit standards
• Cross-border legal strategies
• Informed consumer base
	• Credible monitoring alternative
• Global legal leverage
• Market pressure
	• Creation of a credible counterbalance to corporate power.
• Launch of an “Ethical Shopping App” with real-time product ratings.

	
	Long-Term
(5+ yrs)
	• Form international worker solidarity networks
• Establish independent certification bodies
• Create permanent multi-stakeholder forums
	• Global worker organisations
• Trusted certification systems
• Ongoing dialogue platforms
	• Collective bargaining power
• Reliable standards verification
• Sustainable engagement
	• Institutionalisation of a permanent civil society role in accountability.
• Formation of worker-owned audit cooperatives for genuine oversight.

	ESG & Rating Agencies
	Short-Term 
(0-3 yrs)
	• Weight outcome metrics 70% in ratings
• Mandate third-party verification
• Penalise non-disclosure severely
	• Revised rating methodologies
• Verification requirements
• Transparency penalties
	• Performance-focused ratings
• Reduced greenwashing
• Disclosure compliance
	• More accurate and trustworthy corporate assessments.
• Public "Name & Shame/Honor & Glory" lists driving competition.

	
	Medium-Term
 (3-5 yrs)
	• Integrate worker survey data directly into scores
• Develop predictive risk analytics
• Create sector-specific rating frameworks
	• Worker-informed ratings
• Risk prediction models
• Industry-appropriate metrics
	• Ground-truthed assessments
• Proactive risk management
• Relevant evaluations
	• Enhancement of market-driven accountability with worker-informed data.
• Development of a “Worker Voice Index” quantifying employee satisfaction.

	
	Long-Term 
(5+ yrs)
	• Become primary data validators
• Develop real-time monitoring systems
• Create investment screening tools
	• Independent verification role
• Continuous assessment systems
• Ethical investment guides
	• Trusted data sources
• Ongoing compliance monitoring
• Capital allocation guidance
	• Transformative influence on capital markets as primary data validators.
• Deployment of an AI-powered “Ethical Compliance Radar” for continuous monitoring.

	Workers & Trade Unions
	Short-Term
 (0-3 yrs)
	• Establish anonymous digital grievance systems
• Create worker rights education programs
• Form cross-factory solidarity networks
	• Safe reporting mechanisms
• Educated workforce
• Support networks
	• Fear-free violation reporting
• Rights awareness
• Collective power
	• Empowerment of workers through safe, anonymous grievance mechanisms.
• Use of encrypted messaging apps for secure worker organising.

	
	Medium-Term 
(3-5 yrs)
	• Negotiate data ownership clauses in contracts
• Secure board representation rights
• Establish worker-led monitoring committees
	• Data control agreements
• Governance participation
• Independent oversight
	• Digital rights protection
• Decision-making influence
• Self-monitoring capacity
	• Advancement towards structural workplace democracy and data control.
• Formation of worker-controlled data cooperatives.

	
	Long-Term 
(5+ yrs)
	• Create global union federations by brand
• Negotiate international framework agreements
• Establish worker-owned enterprises
	• Transnational bargaining units
• Global labor standards
• Alternative business models
	• Balanced global power
• Universal protections
• Economic alternatives
	• Fostering of global worker solidarity through international bargaining units.
• Creation of digital platforms for cross-border collective action.

	Academia & Education
	Short-Term 
(0-3 yrs)
	• Develop MS curriculum modules
• Establish research-practice partnerships
• Create executive training programs
	• Standardised curriculum
• Applied research centers
• Professional development
	• Knowledgeable graduates
• Evidence-based practice
• Industry capability
	• Building of professional capacity by integrating ethics into education.
• Use of “Supply Chain Ethics Simulation” labs for experiential learning.

	
	Medium-Term 
(3-5 yrs)
	• Launch interdisciplinary research centers
• Develop policy implementation tools
• Create international student exchanges
	• Research networks
• Practical toolkits
• Global perspectives
	• Comprehensive knowledge
• Effective implementation
• Cultural understanding
	• Development of a robust knowledge ecosystem for effective practice.
• Creation of a digital “Policy Simulator” to test regulation impacts.

	
	Long-Term 
(5+ yrs)
	• Integrate ethics into all business education
• Establish endowed research chairs
• Create global knowledge commons
	• Ethics-infused education
• Specialised expertise
• Open access resources
	• Ethical business culture
• Deep expertise
• Shared learning
	• Cultural transformation of business by embedding ethics at all education levels.
• Establishment of a global “Ethical Economy” curriculum.
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Like all research, this study is subject to certain limitations that shape the scope of its findings and point towards areas for further investigation. First, the study’s reliance on secondary datasets at the macro and meso-levels imposes inherent constraints. Global indices such as the GSI, WGI, SDGI, and IHDI provide valuable comparative insights into structural determinants of MS. Similarly, the Refinitiv Aikon database offered robust coverage of G500 firms. However, such datasets are necessarily reductive, often relying on aggregated indicators or self-reported disclosures that may obscure variation in enforcement, compliance quality, and local contexts (Islam and Van Staden, 2021; LeBaron, 2020). This limitation introduces the risk of symbolic measurement: governance strength and corporate performance may appear high in statistical terms, while masking persistent vulnerabilities in practice.
Second, the focus on large MNCs (G500) limits generalisability to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and firms in emerging markets, where institutional pressures, governance capacity, and compliance behaviours may differ significantly. Crucially, exploitative labour practices often occur not at corporate headquarters but in the lower tiers of supply chains in the developing country context ​(LeBaron, 2021; Vidal et al., 2023)​. As a result, the meso-level findings should be interpreted as reflecting lead-firm governance and signalling dynamics rather than the full range of labour practices across SMEs and supplier networks.
Third, the corporate disclosure analysis is limited by the availability and transparency of data. Firms frequently withhold supplier lists, provide minimal detail on corrective actions, or recycle generic statements in their MS reports. While the study employed content analysis to interrogate the quality of disclosures, the analysis remains constrained by what companies choose to publish. This limitation highlights a broader challenge for scholars and practitioners: the lack of verifiable, outcome-based reporting in corporate sustainability governance.
Fourth, the micro-level analysis was geographically and sectoral bounded. Interviews and questionnaires were conducted within Sri Lanka’s A&TI, a sector characterised by high visibility, export orientation, and significant exposure to international buyer scrutiny. While this focus offers deep insight into worker realities in one of the world’s most prominent GVCs, it limits the generalisability of findings to other industries (e.g., agriculture, mining, construction) and regions where conditions may differ markedly. Comparative analysis across multiple geographies and sectors would therefore be necessary to assess the transferability of the study’s conclusions. 
Fifth, access to workers was significantly constrained by ethical requirements, gatekeeper restrictions within factory settings, fear of retaliation among workers, and the sensitive nature of discussing exploitative labour practices, particularly in FTZs. These constraints are well documented in CMS research, where workers’ vulnerability, surveillance, and power asymmetries limit both participation and disclosure (Barrientos, 2019; LeBaron, 2021; Ruwanpura, 2022). As a result, the micro-level data are not intended to be statistically generalisable but analytically illustrative, providing depth rather than breadth.
Sixth, the study’s reliance on cross-sectional interviews and surveys imposes temporal limitations. Worker testimonies and survey responses provide a snapshot of conditions at a specific point in time but cannot fully capture how corporate initiatives and labour practices evolve. A longitudinal design would offer greater insight into the durability of corporate commitments and the shifting dynamics of worker exploitation.
Finally, the application of NIT, while fruitful, introduces theoretical boundaries. NIT offers powerful tools for explaining legitimacy-seeking behaviours and institutional isomorphism, but it is less well equipped to address questions of power, resistance, and structural inequality that underpin MS. Complementary theoretical perspectives—such as labour process theory, political economy, or intersectionality—may enrich future analysis by providing more critical insights into the asymmetries that sustain exploitation in global supply chains. In acknowledging these limitations, this thesis remains cautious in its claims, recognising that its findings should be read as part of an evolving conversation about how MS is studied and governed. At the same time, these boundaries open up valuable opportunities for future research, as discussed in the following section.
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The limitations identified in this study, alongside the evolving global debate on CMS, open up several important directions for future research. First, comparative multi-country and multi-sectoral research is needed to test the generalisability of this study’s findings. While the Sri Lankan A&TI provided a rich site for examining worker experiences, future research should extend analysis to other industries such as agriculture, mining, fisheries, and construction, where CMS risks are equally acute but less studied. Comparative work across diverse geographies—including low-IEQ contexts in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, as well as high-regulation contexts in Europe and North America—would help reveal how institutional pressures shape corporate practices differently across governance environments (Davis, 2017; Houqe and Khan, 2025).
Second, longitudinal studies are essential to examine the durability of corporate ACMS commitments over time. This study’s cross-sectional design captured worker experiences and corporate practices at a specific point, but it did not address how commitments evolve, weaken, or strengthen in response to regulatory reforms, consumer campaigns, or global crises such as COVID-19. Future research could track firms and suppliers longitudinally to assess whether governance reforms lead to substantive, sustained reductions in exploitation or whether symbolic compliance persists (Anner, 2020).
Third, there is a need for a deeper exploration of gender and intersectionality in CMS. The findings revealed significant gendered vulnerabilities, with women disproportionately affected by harassment, unsafe transport, and exclusion from union leadership. Yet other intersecting identities—such as caste, migrant status, and ethnicity—also shape vulnerability to exploitation in global supply chains. Future research could integrate intersectional approaches to capture how multiple forms of inequality compound the risks of MS. 
Fourth, greater attention should be paid to the role of worker resistance and agency. While this study focused primarily on worker vulnerabilities, the interviews also hinted at acts of resistance—such as informal networks of solidarity, quiet refusals, and engagement with NGOs—that challenge exploitative practices. Future research could explore these dynamics more systematically, shifting the analytical focus from workers as passive victims to workers as active agents shaping labour governance (Alghababsheh and Sabri, 2025; Ruwanpura, 2022).
Fifth, technological and digital innovations present a new frontier for CMS research. AI, blockchain, and digital traceability tools are increasingly being deployed to monitor supply chains, flag risks, and provide data-driven accountability mechanisms (FreedomUnited, 2025; Modern Slavery & Human rights, 2024; Rogerson and Parry, 2020). Yet the effectiveness, ethics, and unintended consequences of such technologies remain underexplored. Future studies could investigate whether technology-driven solutions genuinely empower workers and improve transparency, or whether they reproduce the limitations of disclosure-based governance by privileging data over lived experience.
Future research should examine how algorithmic management and AI are reshaping CMS risks within global supply chains. As firms increasingly deploy AI-driven systems for recruitment, productivity monitoring, scheduling, performance evaluation, and supplier risk assessment, new forms of labour control may emerge that intensify coercion, surveillance, and economic dependency—particularly for vulnerable workers in labour-intensive and outsourced production contexts (Kellogg et al., 2020; Pepple and Muthuthantrige, 2025). 
Future studies should also explore the dual role of AI as both a potential risk amplifier and a governance intervention in addressing CMS. On one hand, algorithmic systems may exacerbate exploitation through automated target-setting, wage optimisation, predictive discipline, and surveillance practices that constrain worker autonomy and intensify labour extraction (Mezzadri, 2016; Wood et al., 2019). On the other hand, AI-enabled tools—such as predictive CMS risk mapping, satellite and transaction data analysis, and digital worker voice platforms—may enhance human rights due diligence if they are designed with transparency, worker participation, and regulatory oversight (Crane et al., 2019; Lebaron and Rühmkorf, 2019). Comparative, sector-specific research is needed to assess whether AI-based governance produces substantive protection or simply extends symbolic compliance into digital form.
Finally, theoretical expansion is warranted. While NIT provided valuable insights into legitimacy-seeking behaviour and institutional isomorphism, future research could combine NIT with critical perspectives such as global value chain analysis, labour process theory, or political economy. Such approaches may deepen understanding of the structural and power asymmetries that sustain MS, offering a more holistic account of both exploitation and resistance.
As the world increasingly turns toward digitalisation, technology will inevitably shape the future trajectory of efforts to eliminate MS. On the one hand, innovations such as AI, blockchain, and digital worker-reporting platforms hold significant potential to enhance supply chain transparency, monitor risks in real time, and strengthen accountability by reducing firms’ ability to conceal exploitative practices (Araujo et al., 2020; Raji et al., 2020; Walk Free et al., 2020). Properly designed, these tools could empower workers, amplify their voices through anonymous reporting, and enable regulators, investors, and civil society to detect abuses that previously remained hidden. On the other hand, this study cautions that technology may also deepen forms of tech-driven MS, where increased surveillance, algorithmic management, and data exploitation create new vulnerabilities for workers (FreedomUnited, 2025; Modern Slavery & Human rights, 2024; Moore, 2018). Digital traceability can inadvertently reproduce power imbalances if it privileges corporate data over worker experiences, reinforcing the symbolic compliance that this thesis has identified as a key governance challenge. The future of MS governance will therefore depend not only on the adoption of new technologies but also on ensuring that such tools are embedded within rights-based, worker-centred frameworks. Ultimately, technology must serve as an enabler of human dignity rather than an instrument of control, if it is to contribute meaningfully to the eradication of MS in global supply chains.
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