[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 governance quality, rule of law and anti‑corruption controls 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 global value chains (GVC) 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:1].                            [1:  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; Coumans, 2017; Yeshey, 2019). 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:2] 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.  [2:  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. 
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