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Modern Slavery (MS) remains one of the most severe and enduring human rights violations of the twenty-first century  (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018; Meehan and Bruce D. Pinnington, 2021; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). 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 business, which manifests at two interconnected levels:  the statistical level and the workers’ reality. At the statistical level, an 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 statistics on MS in business. 
These aggregated statistics drive global governance regimes, such as the UN-SDGs, the Global Slavery Index (GSI), 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 business, 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). Understanding these global statistics is essential for uncovering the structural factors driving MS practices in business and shaping international policies.
However, while data-driven global governance apparatus provides 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; ILO, 2017a; 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)	Comment by Nadeesha Muthuthantrige Alias Polwaththage: Add page number [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 (Albitar et al., 2025; Flynn and Walker, 2021; Houqe and Khan, 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). 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., 2019a; LeBaron, 2020a). 
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 generalizability 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).
The remainder of this chapter is structured to provide a clear foundation for the thesis. Section 1.2 outlines the conceptual background of MS and its corporate manifestations, situating the problem within global governance, organisational, and labour contexts. Section 1.3 presents the research problem and rationale, highlighting the theoretical and practical gaps this study seeks to address. Section 1.4 defines the research aim, objectives, and key questions that guide the inquiry across macro, meso, and micro levels. Section 1.5 outlines the theoretical positioning of the study within the Neo-Institutional Theory (NIT) framework, while Section 1.6 summarises the methodological approach and justifies the use of a multi-level, mixed-methods design. Section 1.7 explains the scope and significance of the research, emphasising its academic, policy, and practical contributions. Finally, Section 1.8 provides an overview of the thesis structure, mapping how each subsequent chapter contributes to the overarching narrative of understanding and addressing CMS through a multi-scalar institutional lens.
[bookmark: _Toc218357056]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: _Toc218357057]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, 2020a; 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: _Toc218357058]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 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: _Toc218357059]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 qualitative interviews and surveys with workers and managers, the research interrogates how global AMS 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: _Toc218357060]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: _Toc218357061]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
RQ1: What macro-level institutional governance conditions influence the global prevalence, vulnerability, and government response to MS risk mitigation across the globe?
This question explores how institutional environment quality (IEQ), inequality-adjusted human development (IHD), and the UN-SDGs shape the prevalence, structural vulnerability, and government response to MS mitigation. Drawing on international datasets such as the World Governance Indicators (WGI), the Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (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 AMS practices. It investigates whether these governance structures drive substantive change or merely enhance legitimacy through symbolic compliance, consistent with NIT’s emphasis on isomorphic pressures within organisational fields.
Meso-Level (Extension): Corporate Disclosure and Symbolic Compliance
RQ3: To what extent do corporate disclosures on MS 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 anti-CMS (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: How do workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI experience, perceive, and interpret the implementation of CMS commitments, and what does this reveal about the phenomenon of institutional decoupling?
This question explores the experiential dimension of CMS by examining how workers, supervisors, and managers perceive and enact ACMS initiatives in practice. Through qualitative interviews and survey data, 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: _Toc218357062]1.4 Research Aim and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc218357063]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: _Toc218357064]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 prevalence, vulnerability, and government mitigation capacity related to MS.
Meso-Level Objective (Corporate Governance Context)
O2: To assess how firm-level SGIs—including CSRST, CSRC, BGD, CSRA, CSP, CSRREP and CSRAW—shape corporate commitments to ACMS practices among G500 firms.
Meso-Level (Extension) Objective (Corporate Disclosure Context)
O3: To analyse the extent to which corporate MS 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: _Toc218357065]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]Table 1.1 Summary Map: Research Logic Alignment
	Analytical Level
	Focus
	Objective
	Methodological Approach
	NIT Dimension

	Macro
	Institutional governance and national vulnerability
	O1
	Quantitative 
(global datasets)
	Coercive pressures

	Meso
	Corporate governance mechanisms
	O2
	Panel data analysis (G500)
	Normative and mimetic pressures

	Meso-Extension
	Corporate disclosure and accountability
	O3
	Content analysis
 (3 A&TI MNCs)
	Symbolic compliance and legitimacy

	Micro
	Worker realities and decoupling
	O4
	Qualitative interviews and surveys
	Institutional outcomes


Source: Author's own work
[bookmark: _Toc218357066]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: _Toc218357067]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. Qualitative interviews and survey 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: _Toc218357068]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: _Toc218357069]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. In particular, its 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: _Toc218357070]1.6 Thesis Structure

This thesis is organised into eleven chapters, each building upon the preceding one to develop a comprehensive understanding of CMS through the lens of NIT. The overall structure progresses logically from conceptual foundations to empirical analysis and theoretical synthesis, integrating macro-, meso-, and micro-level perspectives.
Chapter 1 introduces the research background, rationale, aims, and objectives, situating MS as a complex governance and institutional challenge within the global economy. It outlines the theoretical positioning, methodological approach, and the study’s significance across academic, policy, and humanitarian domains. Chapter 2 provides the contextual foundation by examining the global evolution of MS, its institutional frameworks, and the emergence of CMS within international business systems. It reviews relevant legislation, including the UK MSA, the Australian MSA, and the EU CSDDD, and situates the study within broader debates on sustainability and labour rights.
Chapter 3 presents a critical review of the existing literature on NIT, corporate governance, and MS, identifying theoretical and empirical gaps. It also develops the hypotheses that guide the empirical analyses. Chapter 4 outlines the theoretical framework, elaborating on how NIT’s coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures shape organisational responses to institutional expectations, and introduces the conceptual model that links global governance, corporate structures, and worker experiences. Chapter 5 details the research design and methodological strategy, justifying the adoption of a mixed-methods, multi-level approach that integrates quantitative macro- and meso-level analyses with qualitative micro-level inquiry. The following three chapters present the empirical findings.
Chapter 6 examines the macro-level relationships between institutional governance quality, inequality, and human development in shaping MS prevalence and state mitigation capacity. Chapter 7 investigates meso-level corporate governance mechanisms—specifically SGIs—and their influence on AMS commitments among G500 firms. Chapter 8 extends the meso-level analysis by exploring corporate disclosure practices across three leading apparel and textile firms and evaluating whether transparency initiatives reflect substantive accountability or symbolic compliance.
Chapter 9 shifts focus to the micro level, analysing the lived experiences of workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI. This chapter highlights how global and corporate-level governance commitments are enacted—or decoupled—within local production contexts, exposing the persistence of exploitation beneath formal compliance frameworks. Chapter 10 synthesises the findings across all levels of analysis, introducing the concept of dual reality governance to explain the coexistence of institutional legitimacy and continued exploitation. It interprets the results within the broader theoretical context of NIT, discussing their implications for organisational behaviour, governance reform, and ethical accountability.
Finally, Chapter 11 concludes the thesis by summarising the key findings, outlining the study’s theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions, and offering recommendations for policymakers, corporations, and civil society actors. It also reflects on the study’s limitations and proposes directions for future research.
Through this structured progression—from global institutions to corporate governance and worker realities—the thesis provides an integrated, multi-scalar analysis of how MS persists within global supply chains despite the proliferation of sustainability commitments and corporate accountability frameworks.
[bookmark: _Toc215651774][bookmark: _Toc218357071][bookmark: _Hlk216354802][bookmark: _Hlk216348385]
Chapter 2: Background of Modern Slavery
[bookmark: _Toc215651775][bookmark: _Toc218357072]2.1 Introduction

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). 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 nineteenth 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 twenty-first 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, 2013a; LeBaron, 2021a). 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: _Toc218357073][bookmark: _Hlk211804693]2.2 Historical Evolution of Slavery and the Emergence of Modern Slavery
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 sixteenth to the nineteenth 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). 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.


[bookmark: _Toc215651780][bookmark: _Toc218357074][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, 2022a). 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: _Toc218357075]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 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, 2023).
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 prevalence. 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 (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018; ILO, Walk Free et al., 2022). 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 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 (Walk Free and Minderoo, 2018; Moussa et al., 2022).  According to the GSI data, the highest prevalence 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, 2023). Furthermore, the GSI report (2023) highlighted the top 10 countries with the highest prevalence 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, 2021b). Consequently, eradicating MS requires systemic transformation—embedding due diligence, transparency, and accountability mechanisms across all tiers of global value chains (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., 2015a; New, 2015a), 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 prevalence and persistence of MS is inseparable from interrogating the economic and institutional logics that sustain it.
[bookmark: _Toc215651782][bookmark: _Toc218357076]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 Foundation, 2018). Some scholars suggest that the prevailing high number of enslaved people can be visible today more than in history (Bales, 2009; Christ et al., 2019a). 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 McKernan, 2011; McPhail and Adams, 2016), as well as fields such as political science (Craig Gary et al., 2019), law (Addo, 2014), and history (Santoro, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc215651783][bookmark: _Toc218357077]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). 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 has merely focused on cultural and legal aspects, rather than the legal ownership
 	In contrast, Christ and Burritt (2021) further clarify MS as a "collection of practices in which equivalent 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 nineteenth 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. The AMS international organisation introduced four features 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). In sum, the multidimensional nature of MS definitions covers key elements: control, involuntary actions, and exploitation. 
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. 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). 
Thus, MS must be understood as a multidimensional construct—one that traverses legal, economic, ethical, and institutional boundaries. 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: _Toc216386018]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


Source: Author's own work
[bookmark: _Toc218357078]2.4 The Corporate Dimension of Modern Slavery
[bookmark: _Toc215651785][bookmark: _Toc218357079]2.4.1 Corporate Modern slavery: Conceptual Foundations
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. 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, 2020a; 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.
[bookmark: _Toc215651786][bookmark: _Toc218357080]2.4.2 Corporate modern slavery – Background
CMS is a global phenomenon that is evident in almost every industry, though on different scales (Walk Free, 2023). 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 Gary 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, 2020a). 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, 2023). 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, 2023). 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.
2.3.1.1 Corporate Modern Slavery Practices:  Forced Labour

Within the landscape of CMS practices, forced labour remains an alarming global issue, perpetuating human rights abuses and exploiting vulnerable individuals b(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 (KnowTheChain, 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, 2023)
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. Examples include labour brokers/sub-agents working with human traffickers or people smugglers, labour providers applying conditions such as recruitment fees, debt bondage, and wage retention, outsourcing work to exploitative subcontractors, colluding with sub-agents to obtain workers through recruitment fees leading to debt bondage, and recruiters paying sub-contractors who exploit workers (Stronger2gether Organisation, 2020). 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, 2020b).
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).
2.3.2.2.Corporate Modern slavery Practices: 
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 provide 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 represents 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.
[image: A graph with a line and a bar chart

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[bookmark: _Toc216215315]Source: (ILO, 2025, p.16)
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)

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., 2020). 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).
2.3.2.3. Corporate Modern Slavery Practices - 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).
i. 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). 
ii. 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).
iii. 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.
iv. 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;
I. Opportunities for Work: Ensuring that everyone who seeks employment can find it, encompassing various forms of economic activity.
II. 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.
III. Productive Work: Work should enable acceptable livelihoods for workers and contribute to sustainable development and economic competitiveness.
IV. 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.
V. 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.
VI. 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: _Toc218357081]2.4.3 Drivers of Corporate Modern Slavery
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.
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. Outsourcing and Supply Chain Fragmentation
The rise of 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. 
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, 2012). 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).
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)
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: _Toc218357082]2.4.4 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, 2021a). 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 (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).] 

Corporate Modern Slavery as an Organisational Practice
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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[bookmark: _Toc216215316]Figure 2:7: The Continuum of Exploitation in Global Supply Chains
Source: Author’s own work
[bookmark: _Toc218357083]2.4.5 Abolition Movements and Global Economic Transition
The abolitionist movements of the late eighteenth and nineteenth 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 bondage, and sharecropping, which replicated many features of chattel slavery under different guises (Christ et al., 2023).
Industrialisation in the nineteenth and early twentieth 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: _Toc218357084]2.4.6 Globalisation, Neoliberalism, and the Reconfiguration of Unfree Labour
The late twentieth and early twenty-first 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 in Global Supply Chains
Source: Author’s own work

[bookmark: _Toc215651789][bookmark: _Toc218357085]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: _Toc218357086]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.
Institutional Milestones
ILO Forced Labour Conventions (No. 29 and No. 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).
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).
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.
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: _Toc218357087]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: _Toc218357088]2.5.3 Modern 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
Source: Author’s own work
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 Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (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: _Toc218357089]2.5.4 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: _Toc218357090]2.6 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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[bookmark: _Toc218357091]Chapter 3 Literature review 
[bookmark: _Toc215651797][bookmark: _Toc218357092]3.1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc158293211]Building upon the conceptual and contextual foundations established in Chapter 2, this chapter extends the literature review by examining the institutional, governance, and corporate dimensions of MS within the global business environment. Whereas the previous chapter explored the global prevalence, historical evolution, and drivers of MS, the present chapter (Part II) focuses on how institutional governance systems, sustainability initiatives, and corporate governance mechanisms influence the persistence, management, and reporting of MS within multinational enterprises and global supply chains.
MS is increasingly recognised as a governance and accountability challenge, rather than merely a human rights or labour issue. Despite the introduction of regulatory frameworks such as the UK MSA (2015), the Australian MSA (2018), and the proposed EU-CSDDD, evidence shows that exploitative practices remain deeply embedded in business operations and transnational supply networks. These persistent issues are sustained by institutional weaknesses, market pressures, and fragmented global governance, which limit the effectiveness of corporate compliance and sustainability commitments.
To analyse these dynamics, this chapter adopts NIT as its guiding theoretical framework. NIT provides an analytical foundation for understanding how organisational behaviour and corporate responses to MS are shaped by institutional pressures—coercive, normative, and mimetic—and how firms pursue legitimacy within the broader institutional environment. Through this perspective, the chapter explores how corporations respond to governance demands and societal expectations, often balancing symbolic compliance with substantive ethical action.
The discussion unfolds through an analysis of key themes: global demand and the structural drivers of CMS; alignment of MS eradication with the UN-SDGs (particularly SDG 8.7); the influence of SGIs and corporate governance mechanisms; and the role of institutional and country-level governance systems in shaping business accountability. Special attention is given to corporate reporting and assurance practices, which represent both progress and continuing gaps in transparency and ethical accountability.
The chapter concludes by identifying critical gaps in existing scholarship, particularly the limited integration between sustainability governance, institutional quality, and CMS outcomes. This synthesis establishes NIT as the central analytical lens guiding the empirical investigation in the following chapter. To achieve these objectives, this chapter is structured around eleven sections. It begins by examining the demand and structural drivers of CMS (Section 3.2) and its alignment with the UN-SDGs, notably Target 8.7 (Section 3.3). The discussion then analyses the impact of sustainability governance initiatives, including CSR, ESG, and SGIs, on corporate strategies and disclosure practices (Section 3.4), followed by an overview of government responses and global governance frameworks (Section 3.5). Subsequent sections address industry-specific vulnerabilities in the  A&TI sector (Section 3.6) and the influence of country-level governance factors, such as legal systems, IEQ, and HDI (Section 3.7). The chapter then explores accounting, legal, and reporting mechanisms (Sections 3.8–3.9), before considering examples of ethical leadership and proactive corporate responses (Section 3.10). Finally, Section 3.11 synthesises the key insights and identifies research gaps, establishing the theoretical and empirical direction for Chapter 4, which presents the study’s methodological framework.
[bookmark: _Toc131356292][bookmark: _Toc139533349][bookmark: _Toc151541454][bookmark: _Toc215651798][bookmark: _Toc218357093]3.2 Modern Slavery and the Role of the UN Sustainable Development Goals
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. 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, 2015). 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).
Mainly, UN-SDG 8 and 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, 2021a). The voluntary and non-binding nature of UN-SDGs implementation allows firms to project legitimacy without substantially reforming supply-chain practices (Gold et al., 2015a; 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, 2021a; Sustainable Stock Exchanges et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc131356295][bookmark: _Toc139533352][bookmark: _Toc151541458][bookmark: _Toc215651799][bookmark: _Toc218357094]3.3 Impact of Country Governance Factors on the Elimination of Corporate Modern Slavery
The issue of MS is a global challenge that requires a multi-faceted approach involving governments, businesses, and civil society (Walk Free, 2023). 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 refers to the extent to which public administration actions, procedures, and output help achieve organisational and public objectives and mission (Kaufmann, 2021; Mastruzzi et al., 2007; 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; Mooneeapen et al., 2022; 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 (Brown, 1996; 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) says 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, 2017). 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:5]. 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).  [5:  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 (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, 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.
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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, 2023). 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.
Political stability 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:6].  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).  [6:  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:7], 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; Global Reporting Initiative (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. [7:  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:8].  [8:   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 (Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and Responsible Labour Initiative (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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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., 2019b; 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 (LeBaron, 2021a; 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 (Michelon et al., 2015; Maher, Neumann and Slot Lykke, 2022).
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:ecent 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 (2022) report, 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 CSR reporting 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 CSR reporting occurs in developed countries.
Sustainability governance initiatives often require companies to report their efforts to combat CMS practices publicly. For instance, the UK's MSS, by disclosing relevant information such as policies, procedures, and progress made, makes organisations more accountable to their stakeholders. 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 both the report writer and the reader or users.
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' corporate social irresponsibility(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.  
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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 W, 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 (van der Laan Smith et al., 2005). 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, 2021b). 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 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. 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, BHR accounting 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., 2020) 
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., 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc139533355][bookmark: _Toc151541461][bookmark: _Toc215651803][bookmark: _Toc218357098]3.5.1 Why is Corporate Modern Slavery a Pressing Issue for Business?
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; LeBaron, 2021a).
 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., 2019b; 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 W, 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).
I. 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, 2023). 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).
II. Economic Impacts: While businesses engaged in CMS practices may generate profits, these practices can harm total economic output and social development (ILO, 2014).
III.  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).
IV. 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).
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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 CSR governance initiatives. Legal and regulatory developments help improve reporting initiatives (Danish Institute for Human Rights, 2022)[footnoteRef:9].  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 MS Act (formerly known as Bill S-211) with new measures to address CMS practices, effective from 24th May 2024 (PWC, 2023). According to the MS  act, 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).  [9:  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:10]. 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:11]. 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.  [10:  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.]  [11:  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, ICT (Information and Communication Technology), 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, an 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:12].  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. [12:  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:13].  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) [13:  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, MS 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.
[bookmark: _Toc151541457][bookmark: _Toc215651810][bookmark: _Toc218357105]3.7 Corporate Modern Slavery Practices in the Apparel and Textile Industrial Context
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 (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, theana Plaza disaster (Alembakis, 2023; Siddiqui et al., 2020; 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, 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 CSR-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: _Toc215651812][bookmark: _Toc218357106]3.8 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:14] (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). [14: 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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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Figure 3.3: Sri Lankan major apparel markets
Source: EDB (2025)
Sri Lanka's strategic location at the crossroads of major shipping routes to South Asia, the Far East, Europe, and America has 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: _Toc172885826][bookmark: _Toc215651813][bookmark: _Toc218357107]3.8.1 Green Manufacturing of Garments
The shift towards green manufacturing in Sri Lanka's apparel industry aligns with global trends towards sustainability and CSR. 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 standards, 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: _Toc172885827][bookmark: _Toc215651814][bookmark: _Toc218357108]3.8.2 Introduction of labour law and industrial relations in Sri Lanka
[bookmark: _Toc172885828]3.8.2.1 Historical context  

The evolution of labour laws in Sri Lanka reflects the country’s transition from colonial influences to 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.
[bookmark: _Toc172885829]3.8.2.2. 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:15], the Wages Board Ordinance of 1941[footnoteRef:16], and the Factories Ordinance of 1950[footnoteRef:17]. Each of these laws is designed to meet the needs of specific sectors and ensure employees' well-being. [15:  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
]  [16:  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
]  [17:  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: _Toc215651815][bookmark: _Toc218357109]3.9 Summary
The literature review highlights the insufficiency of studies that focus on the importance of businesses respecting and promoting better BHR practices, discusses the potential risks and challenges associated with business activities, and explores the role of CSR in eliminating negative impacts on the micro and macro environments. Appendix Table A4 summarises the gap in the prevailing literature. Moreover, these deficiencies have led to this research, which seeks to fill significant gaps by adding to the existing body of knowledge on the motivations behind MS practices. This chapter sought to summarise the literature on CMS practices, define key terms arising from the discussion, and introduce new definitions for CMS practices, which is a dilemma in the prevailing literature.  The emergence of concepts of MS and CMS practices was briefly discussed in a cross-country context. In addition, the literature on the impact of micro- and macro-level characteristics on MS elimination was considered. Therefore, this research provides evidence for evidence-based policies, promotes sustainable business practices, and ultimately contributes to the eradication of MS worldwide. Also, this will shed light on sector-specific challenges and opportunities, ultimately contributing to the refinement of sustainability strategies within different business contexts. With these gaps in mind, the next chapter focuses on the study's theoretical framework.


[bookmark: _Toc215651816][bookmark: _Toc218357110]Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc215651817][bookmark: _Toc218357111]4.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to present the theoretical lens underpinning this study and to position it as the foundation for examining the multi-level governance of MS. In doing so, it establishes that the conceptual tools of NIT provide the most appropriate framework for analysing the institutional, organisational, and worker-level dynamics of MS across global supply chains.
This chapter also situates NIT within broader paradigmatic debates, drawing on Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) framework of sociological paradigms to highlight how differing epistemological and ontological assumptions shape the interpretation of institutional myths. By positioning NIT against these paradigms, the discussion underscores the theoretical pluralism that informs contemporary analyses of institutions, while clarifying the lens through which symbolic compliance and legitimacy are understood. Their classification of organisational analysis into functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist, and radical structuralist paradigms provides a foundation for reflecting on the philosophical assumptions that inform this study. NIT, as applied here, is most closely aligned with the functionalist paradigm, which assumes that organisations respond to external institutional pressures in a rational and structured manner. However, by incorporating insights from critical accounts of institutional decoupling and governance failure, this study also acknowledges elements of the radical structuralist paradigm, particularly in relation to power asymmetries and the structural reproduction of exploitation in global supply chains. Drawing on Burrell and Morgan (1979), this research aims to clarify both the strengths and the limits of NIT in explaining CMS, while recognising the need to connect institutional pressures with workers' lived experiences. 
The selection of NIT as the sole theoretical framework is deliberate and justified on three grounds. First, CMS is fundamentally shaped by institutional environments, where firms are compelled to respond to the formal and informal rules, norms, and expectations imposed by governments, international bodies, investors, and civil society (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Geels, 2020; Markoff-Legrand et al., 2024). NIT, with its emphasis on legitimacy-seeking behaviour and institutional pressures, offers a robust lens for understanding why firms adopt especially SGIs and how these initiatives are often motivated by the pursuit of external legitimacy rather than substantive reform (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Kostova and Roth, 2002). 
 Second, NIT provides conceptual clarity in distinguishing between coercive pressures (e.g., laws such as the UK MSA 2015 or proposed EU CSDDD), normative pressures (e.g., professional standards, industry norms, NGO advocacy), and mimetic pressures (e.g., imitation of peers or industry leaders). These categories are directly applicable to CMS governance, where firms frequently adopt AMS policies, CSR structures, or disclosures in response to these institutional forces (Sayari and Marcum, 2022a; Scott, 2013). Third, NIT sheds light on the phenomenon of institutional decoupling, whereby formal structures and policies exist primarily to satisfy legitimacy requirements but are only weakly connected to actual practices—an issue central to the persistence of exploitation in supply chains (Bromley and Powell, 2012; Ioannou and Serafeim, 2012b; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Within this study, NIT is applied to integrate the three analytical levels. At the macro level, it explains how the quality of institutional environments and development indicators shape coercive and normative pressures for CMS regulation (Helfaya et al., 2025; Landman and Silverman, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). At the meso-level, it provides insight into how MNCs within the Global 500 adopt and disclose SGIs—such as CSR committees, assurance, and performance awards—as responses to institutional pressures (Kolk and Perego, 2010; Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013). At the micro level, it highlights the gap between corporate commitments and worker experiences in the Sri Lankan A&TI, revealing how institutional decoupling manifests in the lived realities of exploitation (Bromley and Powell, 2012; Christ et al., 2019).
This chapter establishes the study’s theoretical foundations by adopting NIT as the framework for examining CMS, outlining its origins and development, and emphasising its focus on legitimacy, institutional pressures, and conformity. The chapter then unpacks the three primary forms of institutional pressure—coercive, normative, and mimetic—and considers how these shape corporate governance practices across industries and geographies. It also discusses the phenomenon of institutional decoupling, a key insight of NIT that helps explain the gap between formal corporate commitments and substantive implementation in tackling CMS. Building on this foundation, the chapter applies NIT to the problem of MS at different levels of analysis: first, at the macro level, to show how state governance quality and regulatory environments create enabling or constraining conditions; and second, at the meso-level, to examine how multinational corporations adopt SGIs in response to institutional pressures. Finally, the chapter integrates these insights into a conceptual model, which situates worker-level experiences of exploitation within a broader institutional context and introduces the study’s central notion of dual reality governance.
[bookmark: _Toc215651818][bookmark: _Toc218357112]4.2 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: _Toc218357113]4.3 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: _Toc218357114]4.3.1 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: _Toc218357115]4.3.2 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, CSR awards, 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 CSR committees, external assurance, and board diversity often 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: _Toc218357116]4.3.3 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 interviews and surveys 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: _Toc215651823][bookmark: _Toc218357117]4.4 Philosophical Underpinnings: The Burrell and Morgan Framework
[bookmark: _Toc215651824][bookmark: _Toc218357118]4.4.1 Introduction to the Framework
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 4.1. 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.
· 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). The focus is on understanding how shared social understandings create a sense of order. Research is qualitative, using methods like ethnography to uncover deep insights into social processes.
· 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.
· 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.
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, 2007). By cross-tabulating these two dimensions, Burrell and Morgan derive four mutually exclusive paradigms for organisational analysis:
[image: A diagram of the theory of a political system

Description automatically generated] 
Figure 4.1: Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory
Source: ​Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 22​ 
[bookmark: _Toc215651825][bookmark: _Toc218357119]4.4.2 Positioning the Four Paradigms
The four paradigms established by Burrell and Morgan (1979) represent fundamentally different ways of viewing the social and organisational world. Positioning research within this schema requires a conscious engagement with its underlying assumptions. The following breakdown details the application of these paradigms to the study.

1. The Functionalist Paradigm (Objective-Regulation):
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 — coercive, normative, and mimetic — 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, corporate sustainability initiatives, and anti-modern-slavery commitments.
2. The Interpretivist Paradigm (Subjective-Regulation):
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).
3. The Radical Humanist Paradigm (Subjective - Radical Change):
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. This infusion of radical structuralist thinking complements NIT’s focus on legitimacy and conformity by foregrounding power asymmetries and the structural reproduction of exploitation.
4. The Radical Structuralist Paradigm (Objective - Radical 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.
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. 
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 to ask why these structures of exploitation persist and whose interests they ultimately serve.
[bookmark: _Toc215651826][bookmark: _Toc218357120]4.5 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.  
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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 interviews and surveys. 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 Neo-Institutional theoretical 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 generalizability 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 4.2). 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 interviews and survey 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.
Neo-institutional theory
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Integral understanding of Modern Slavery


Figure 4.2: Neo-institutional theoretical framework
Source: Author's own work
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The pragmatic approach of this study is operationalised through a dualistic research strategy that consciously engages with different aspects of social reality, as defined by Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) schema. This is not a philosophical inconsistency but a deliberate and justified response to the complex, multi-layered nature of the research problem. The two components of the study are designed to engage with different types of truth claims about CMS, each requiring its own philosophical and methodological approach.
The Macro-Quantitative Component (Functionalist Perspective)
This component addresses the broad patterns of corporate behaviour and institutional pressure. It is predicated on the functionalist assumption that certain aspects of the social world—such as the existence of a sustainability committee, a country’s regulatory quality score, or the publication of an MS statement—can be treated as objective, measurable facts for analysis (Bryman, 2016). The goal here is explanation and prediction; it seeks to identify generalisable patterns, correlations, and causal relationships between institutional pressures (independent variables) and corporate responses (dependent variables).
· Application of NIT: This component applies NIT in a functionalist way. It treats the three isomorphic mechanisms—coercive (e.g., home country governance indices from Kaufmann et al., 2011), mimetic (e.g., industry adoption rates of reporting frameworks), and normative (e.g., board composition)—as measurable external pressures that predict the adoption of specific SGIs. The theory provides a framework for developing testable hypotheses about organisational behaviour across a large sample (the G500), aligning with the positivist epistemology of this paradigm.
· The Micro-Qualitative Component (Interpretivist Perspective)
This component addresses the deep, contextualised human experience within the supply chain. It is predicated on an interpretivist assumption that the “reality” of CMS is not a single objective fact but is subjectively and socially constructed through the meanings that workers, managers, and auditors assign to their experiences (Geertz, 1973). The goal here is understanding (verstehen); it seeks to uncover the nuanced, lived realities of exploitation, the hidden processes of decoupling, and the local rationalities that explain why formal policies fail.
· Application of NIT: This component explores the outcomes of institutional processes from an interpretivist viewpoint. It investigates the concept of decoupling not as a variable to be measured, but as a lived experience and a social process. It asks: How is decoupling enacted in daily life? How do workers interpret the gap between the corporate code of conduct and their reality? What shared understandings and local logics allow this gap to persist? This approach reveals the human consequences of the macro-level patterns identified in the quantitative component, providing the “why” behind the “what” (Guba and Lincoln, 2005).
Synthesis Through Pragmatism
The pragmatic paradigm justifies this dualistic approach by rejecting the notion that these perspectives are mutually exclusive. Instead, it argues that they reveal different and complementary facets of a complex social problem (Creswell and Plano, 2018). The quantitative functionalist analysis identifies what the broad patterns of SGI adoption and how they correlate with institutional factors. The qualitative interpretivist analysis then explores how and why these policies become decoupled from practice in specific contexts, giving voice to the human experience obscured by the macro-level data.
This sequential, explanatory mixed-methods design is therefore not a philosophical compromise but a strategic choice to generate a more complete and rigorous understanding of CMS than either approach could achieve on its own.
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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 theoretical propositions discussed in this chapter are synthesised into an integrated conceptual framework, depicted in Figure 4.3. This model visually represents the core relationships under investigation and illustrates how the mixed-methods research design is deployed to test and explore them.
The framework is built on a foundational input-throughput-output logic, moderated by the central, critical concept of decoupling.
· Inputs: Three Institutional Isomorphisms: The model begins with the exogenous institutional pressures that constitute the macro-environment for MNCs. These are the independent variables that propel organisational response:
· Coercive Isomorphism: Formal pressures from state regulations (e.g., MS  Acts), international bodies (e.g., UN SDGs), and financial markets.
· Mimetic Isomorphism: Pressures arising from uncertainty, leading firms to imitate the structures and policies of perceived industry leaders.
· Normative Isomorphism: Pressures from professionalisation, disseminated by industry associations, consulting firms, and a transnational community of sustainability professionals.
· Throughput: Firm-Level SGIs: This is the mediating variable—the formal organisational response to institutional pressures. It represents the range of structures and policies firms adopt to signal conformity and secure legitimacy. This includes:
· Board-level commitments (e.g., sustainability committees, board diversity).
· Formal policies (e.g., MS Statements, Supplier Codes of Conduct).
· Disclosure and reporting practices (e.g., adherence to GRI, SASB).
· Outputs: The Elimination of CMS Practices: This is the ultimate dependent variable—the intended outcome of implementing SGIs. It represents a significant reduction in exploitative practices (forced labour, child labour, unsafe working conditions, etc.) within the firm’s operations and supply chains.
· The Central Moderating Force: Decoupling: A large, bold arrow represents the powerful moderating effect of decoupling. This arrow does not point directly from Throughput to Output but rather interrupts the pathway, visually signifying that the link between formal policies (SGIs) and substantive outcomes (elimination of CMS) is not guaranteed and is often weak or broken. Decoupling represents the strategic separation of formal structures from internal practices, which is expected to be pervasive.
· The Research Design Mapping: The framework explicitly embeds the mixed-methods structure of the study across macro, meso, and micro levels:
Macro Level and Meso-Level Quantitative Components (Addressing RQ1 and RQ2)  
This phase empirically tests the relationships specified in the conceptual model:
· Institutional Inputs (Coercive, Normative, Mimetic Pressures): Operationalised through national governance indicators (IEQ, IHDI, SDGI) and institutional pressures on firms.
· Throughput Mechanisms (SGIs): Corporate governance mechanisms such as CSR committees, gender-diverse boards, CSR assurance, CSP, and CSR awards.
· Output (CMS Governance Commitment): Measured through the ACMS index.
Through longitudinal analysis of G500 firms, this quantitative phase examines:
· How institutional pressures shape the adoption of SGIs.
· How SGIs influence firms’ formal commitments to eliminating CMS.
Its purpose is to identify generalisable, statistically significant patterns across countries and multinational corporations.



Meso-extension and Micro-Level Qualitative Component (Addressing RQ3 and RQ4)
The qualitative phase investigates the “Black Box of Decoupling” identified in Figure 4.3. While SGIs may appear robust on paper, their translation into practice remains uncertain. This component examines:
· How global and corporate commitments materialise—or fail to materialise—within supplier contexts.
· Why gaps persist between formal governance structures and everyday worker realities.
· How local institutional logics, power asymmetries, and resource constraints shape implementation outcomes.
Focusing on Sri Lanka’s A&TI, this phase provides deep, contextual insight into the processes and lived experiences that weaken—or disrupt—the throughput-to-output link identified quantitatively.
 Integration Across Levels
The conceptual framework positions integration as the point at which macrostructural forces, meso corporate mechanisms, and Micro worker experiences are synthesised to generate meta-inferences about CMS as an institutional governance failure. This integration ensures the research design is not merely multi-level but interconnected, with each stage informing and strengthening the others. Further, this integrated model illustrates the application of NIT to CMS. Institutional Isomorphisms (Inputs) drive the adoption of SGIs (Throughput), which are intended to lead to the Elimination of CMS Practices (Outputs). The central moderating force of decoupling weakens this relationship. The macro-level, quantitative study tests these pathways, while the micro-level, qualitative study investigates the “black box” of decoupling in the Sri Lankan context.
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Figure 4.3: Integrated Conceptual Framework
Source: Author's own work
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This chapter has established the theoretical and philosophical foundations for the thesis. At its core, NIT has been presented as a powerful and necessary framework for understanding the complex corporate response to CMS. NIT moves beyond simplistic narratives of corporate irresponsibility by providing the conceptual machinery—isomorphism, legitimacy, and decoupling—to analyse why MNCs adopt sophisticated Sustainability Governance Initiatives (SGIs) and yet so often fail to eradicate exploitative practices within their supply chains. The theory compellingly explains the “dual realities” of CMS: the macro-level world of policies and disclosures designed for legitimacy, and the micro-level world of lived experience where practice is often decoupled from policy.
Furthermore, engagement with the Burrell and Morgan (1979) framework has clarified the philosophical assumptions underlying social research. This led to the justified adoption of a pragmatic paradigm, which provides the philosophical coherence for a mixed-methods approach. Pragmatism successfully transcends the objective-subjective divide, allowing this study to harness the strengths of both functionalist and interpretivist perspectives to build a comprehensive explanation of a complex problem.
This chapter has developed the theoretical foundations of the study by situating CMS within the core propositions of NIT, emphasising the roles of coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures, as well as the central concepts of legitimacy, symbolic compliance, and institutional decoupling. By articulating the integrated conceptual framework and research logic, the chapter establishes the analytical lens through which CMS is examined across macro, meso, and micro levels. Building on this theoretical grounding, the next chapter (Chapter 5) translates these conceptual insights into a coherent research design and methodological strategy, outlining how the mixed-methods, multi-phase approach operationalises the framework to investigate CMS governance empirically and lived labour realities.
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Chapter 5: Quantitative Approach
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MS remains one of the most pervasive and complex human rights challenges in the 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 continues to persist across both developed and developing economies (Bales, 2009; Crane, 2013; Lebaron, 2018). This persistence indicates that MS cannot be adequately understood as a consequence 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 rule of law, poor regulatory quality, corruption, political instability, and limited voice and accountability—create structural conditions under which exploitative labour practices can flourish (Davis, 2017; Kaufmann et al., 2011; Moussa et al., 2022). Even where formal anti-slavery legislation exists, deficiencies in IEQ often undermine enforcement, resulting in gaps between legal commitments and actual protection for vulnerable populations (Crane et al., 2019; Fudge, 2018). Consequently, MS emerges not merely as a labour issue but as an outcome of broader institutional failures embedded within state governance systems (Albitar et al., 2025).
At the micro 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 (Flynn and Walker, 2021a; LeBaron, 2020; Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
This chapter adopts NIT as the overarching analytical lens to integrate these macro- and micro-level dynamics. 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 MS risks through governance quality, enforcement effectiveness, and accountability structures. At the micro 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, Chapter 5 develops a multi-level hypothesis framework that captures the interdependence between national institutional environments and firm-level governance responses. Part I (Macro level) theorises how IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI shape cross-country variation in MS prevalence, vulnerability, and government mitigation capacity (Houqe and Khan, 2025; Moussa et al., 2022). Part II (Meso-level) extends this analysis by examining how sustainability governance initiatives within firms function as organisational mechanisms through which institutional pressures are enacted, negotiated, or symbolically managed in addressing CMS risks (Ntim and Soobaroyen, 2013; Vidal et al., 2023).
By integrating macro-structural determinants with micro-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 sustainability governance jointly shape the persistence—and potential elimination—of MS.
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[bookmark: _Toc200603857]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 rule of law, 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: Rule of Law (RL), Voice and Accountability (VA), Regulatory Quality (RQ), Government Effectiveness (GE), Control of Corruption (CC), and Political Stability (PS) (See Table 5.1 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 5.1: 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 prevalence, vulnerability, and mitigation capacity, 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). Related work also suggests that government effectiveness—the ability to implement policy, deliver services, and coordinate enforcement—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 corruption control and institutional integrity as critical determinants of MS vulnerability. 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 political stability and accountability mechanisms in shaping a state’s MS response capacity (Albitar et al., 2025; Bales et al., 2009). Countries with higher levels of voice, accountability, 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). 
Addtionally, 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 voice and accountability—correlates with lower MS prevalence. Similarly, Cuesta (2013) and Torgler and Schneider (2009) suggest that political stability and government effectiveness enhance law enforcement and legal compliance, thus lowering opportunities for exploitation. Countries with a stronger rule of law 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, rule of law, 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 regulatory quality and rule of law 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, 2024; 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 anti-slavery 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 rule of law, effective regulation, and corruption control 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, political stability, and voice and accountability—that protect marginalised populations and mitigate structural risk factors that make individuals susceptible to exploitation. Third, IEQ should positively affect government responses to MS risk, 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—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, these 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 5.1 for the summerised these 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 (VALN), and
(c) stronger MS risk Mitigation (MSRM).
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Figure 5.1: Relationship between IEQ and Modern slavery
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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 particular,  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, sustainable development performance is also linked to state response capacity. 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 MS risk mitigation (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 prevalence and vulnerability, as well as stronger state-level mitigation responses, 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 (VALN), and
(c) stronger government responses to mitigate MS risk (MSRM).
[bookmark: _Toc215651838][bookmark: _Toc216557239][bookmark: _Toc218357132]5.4 Inequality-adjusted Human Development and Modern Slavery Risk
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, 2018). 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 (VALN), and
(H3c) stronger government responses to mitigate MS risk (MSRM).
Below figure 5.2 present the research scheme of macro level. 
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Figure 5.2 Research Schema
Source: Author’s own work
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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, 2021b; 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., third-party audits, CSR recognition, CSR reporting). Sections 5.5-5.10 elaborated the six sub-hypotheses (H1a–H1g), 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:
H1: Firms with stronger SGIs exhibit greater compliance with ACMS measures.
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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., 2020; Shaukat et al., 2016). In the context of CMS, CSRST integration is critical because it determines whether firms view AMS 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.
[bookmark: _Toc215651847]H1a: Firms with well-integrated CSR strategies (CSRST) have a positive impact on ACMS practices
[bookmark: _Toc218357135]5.6 Board Gender Diversity and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery 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 environmental, social, and governance (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.
Moreover, recent research suggests that gender-diverse boards exert greater influence over sustainability committees and actively push for external audits and social impact evaluations—governance features closely associated with ACMS commitments (Al-Shaer et al., 2024; Hoang et al., 2023). 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.
H1b: Firms with greater board gender diversity (BGD) demonstrate stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc215651848][bookmark: _Toc216557248][bookmark: _Toc218357136]5.7 CSR Committees and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery Practices
CSRC[footnoteRef:18] 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. [18:  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.
H1c: Firms with a dedicated Corporate Social Responsibility Committee (CSRC) exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc215651849][bookmark: _Toc216557249][bookmark: _Toc218357137]5.8 External CSR Assurance and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery 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 CSR reporting 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, CSR assurance 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.
H1d: Firms that undergo external CSR assurance (CSRA) exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc218357138]5.9 Corporate Social Performance  and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery  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.
H1e: Firms with higher corporate social performance (CSP) have a positive impact on ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc215651850][bookmark: _Toc216557250][bookmark: _Toc218357139]5.10 CSR Awards and Recognition and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery 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 CSR recognition 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. Thus, while CSR awards 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.
H1f: Firms receiving CSR-related awards and recognition exhibit stronger commitments to ACMS practices.
[bookmark: _Toc218357140]5.11: CSR reporting and Anti-Corporate Modern Slavery Practices
CSR reporting 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:
H1g: Firms with higher levels of CSR reporting are positively associated with stronger ACMS commitments.
See Figure 5.3 for the conceptual framework of meso-level analysis.
External Institutional Pressures
- Coercive Pressures 
(e.g., UK Modern Slavery Act, EU Due Diligence Directive, ESG regulations)
- Normative Pressures 
(e.g., stakeholder expectations, industry standards, governance codes)
- Mimetic Pressures 
(e.g., imitation of sustainability leaders, CSR benchmarking)
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(ACMS Performance Index - commitment to addressing modern slavery in operations and supply chains)

Figure 5.3: Conceptual Framework – The Role of SGIs in Eliminating CMS Practices
Source: Author’s own work
5.12 [bookmark: _Toc216557251][bookmark: _Toc218357141]Summary
This chapter has developed a coherent, theoretically grounded, and empirically testable hypothesis framework to examine MS and CMS as outcomes of interacting institutional, developmental, and governance forces operating across macro- and meso-levels. Drawing on NIT, the chapter conceptualised MS not as an isolated labour-market anomaly but as a structural governance problem shaped by the quality of national institutions and the organisational responses of firms embedded within those institutional environments.
	Part I (Macro level) focused on the structural determinants of MS risk at the country level. Three key macro-structural variables—IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI—were introduced as proxies for state capacity, development inclusivity, institutional integrity, and public sector accountability. Drawing on both theoretical arguments and empirical evidence, the chapter demonstrated how these constructs shape cross-national variation in three central dimensions of MS risk: prevalence, vulnerability, and government risk-mitigation capacity. On this basis, a set of macro-level hypotheses proposed that stronger institutional environments, higher sustainable development performance, and more equitable human development are systematically associated with lower MS prevalence and vulnerability as well as stronger government responses.
Part II (Meso level) extended the analysis to the corporate domain by examining how firms respond to institutional pressures through SGIs. SGIs were conceptualised as organisational mechanisms through which coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures are enacted, negotiated, or symbolically managed. Six firm-level hypotheses (H1a–H1f) were developed to assess whether these governance mechanisms contribute to substantive ACMS outcomes or primarily serve legitimacy-seeking and compliance objectives within global institutional fields.
Taken together, Chapter 5 provides an integrated multi-level analytical framework that links national institutional quality and development trajectories with firm-level governance responses to MS risks. By combining macro-structural determinants with meso-level organisational mechanisms, the chapter advances a comprehensive understanding of MS and CMS as institutionally embedded phenomena rather than isolated failures of either states or firms. The hypotheses developed herein establish a robust foundation for the empirical investigation that follows.
The next chapter, Chapter 6, builds directly on this conceptual framework by outlining the research design, including the study’s philosophical positioning, mixed-methods strategy, data sources, analytical techniques, and procedures for testing the hypotheses across macro-, meso-, and micro-levels. In doing so, Chapter 6 demonstrates how the methodological choices flow logically from the theoretical and hypothesis structure developed in this chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc218357142]Chapter 6: Research design
[bookmark: _Toc159763549][bookmark: _Toc215651853][bookmark: _Toc218357143]6.1 Introduction
Building on the theoretical and philosophical foundations outlined in the previous chapter, this methodology chapter sets out the research design adopted to investigate how institutional governance systems, corporate mechanisms, and worker-level dynamics interact to shape CMS within global supply chains. The study’s overarching aim is to examine how coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures influence both the persistence and mitigation of CMS across macro-, meso-, and micro-level contexts. In particular, it explores how macro environment, SGIs, and corporate practices translate—or fail to translate—into substantive action against labour exploitation.
To address these aims, this study adopts a mixed-methods approach that combines large-scale quantitative analysis with qualitative inquiry. The quantitative strand examines macro- and meso-level relationships between institutional governance factors, sustainability indicators, and ACMS responses using secondary global datasets and firm-level data from the G500. This is complemented by the qualitative strand, which draws on interviews, survey questionnaires, document analysis, and case-based insights from Sri Lanka’s A&TI to explore the lived realities of governance gaps, institutional decoupling, and worker experiences. The integration of these two strands allows for both breadth and depth of analysis—quantitative data identify patterns and relationships, while qualitative data provide contextual meaning and explanation. This combination is philosophically grounded in pragmatism, which recognises that understanding CMS requires multiple forms of evidence to bridge structural and experiential realities.
A mixed-methods design is particularly justified for this research, given the complex, multi-level nature of CMS, which a single methodological lens cannot capture. Quantitative methods enable the identification of structural patterns across countries and corporations, while qualitative inquiry reveals how these institutional dynamics manifest in everyday workplace practices. Together, they enable a holistic examination of both the formal and informal mechanisms sustaining MS, addressing both the “what” and “why” of institutional and corporate behaviour.
This chapter outlines the overall research design guiding the study. It begins by establishing the philosophical foundations and the methodological rationale, then introduces the adopted mixed-methods approach. The chapter then explains the explanatory sequential design and its integration logic, followed by a description of the multi-level research context across global, corporate, and local settings. The quantitative and qualitative approaches are presented in turn, detailing how data were collected and analysed at the macro, meso, and micro levels. The chapter concludes by addressing methodological limitations and summarising how the chosen design aligns with the study’s objectives and prepares the foundation for the subsequent empirical analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc215651854][bookmark: _Toc218357144]6.2 Research Philosophy and Paradigm	Comment by Nadeesha Muthuthantrige Alias Polwaththage: MOVE TO THEORITICAL CHAPTER
The methodological choices of this study 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 CMS. 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: _Toc218357145]6.2.1 Ontological Position: Critical Realism
From an ontological standpoint, the study is grounded in critical realism, which posits that social phenomena—such as CMS—exist independently of human perception but are mediated through socially constructed mechanisms and institutional arrangements (Bhaskar, 1978; Archer et al., 2016). This perspective recognises that while MS can be empirically observed through measurable indicators (e.g., prevalence rates, vulnerability rates, government response rates), its underlying causes are embedded in deeper, often invisible, institutional, economic, and political structures.
Critical realism thus provides a philosophical foundation for examining how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures interact to sustain exploitative practices under the guise of compliance (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Muthuthantrige et al., 2026). It also supports inquiry across multiple analytical levels—macro (institutional governance), meso (corporate governance and sustainability systems), and micro (worker realities)—by acknowledging that causal relationships are layered and context-dependent.
[bookmark: _Toc215651856][bookmark: _Toc218357146]6.2.2 Epistemological Position: Pragmatism
Epistemologically, this study adopts a pragmatic paradigm, which values methodological pluralism and focuses on generating solutions to real-world problems (Creswell and Plano, 2018). 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.
Pragmatism 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: _Toc218357147]6.2.3 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 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: _Toc159763550][bookmark: _Toc215651858][bookmark: _Toc218357148]6.3 Different types of mixed methods design
Bryman and Bell (2015)  have presented four basic mixed research designs out of six (Creswell and Plano, 2011). See Figure 6.1 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.
a) Convergent parallel design
Quantitative

Compare and/or merged

Findings


  Qualitative



b) Exploratory sequential designAct as preparation for

Findings

Quantitative
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C) Explanatory sequential designExplained or elaborated by

Findings

Qualitative
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d) Embedded design Quantitative or qualitative
Qualitative or Quantitative
Findings




Figure 6.1 Four basic Mixed Methods Design
Source: Bell et al., 2019, p. 573
[bookmark: _Toc215651859][bookmark: _Toc218357149]6.4 Pros and Cons of Mixed Method
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 6.1.
Table 6.1: 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)


Source: Author’s own works
[bookmark: _Toc215651860][bookmark: _Toc218357150]6.5 Rationale for Multi-phase approach
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 interviews and fieldwork—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.
[bookmark: _Toc215651861][bookmark: _Toc218357151]6.6 Integration Strategy
Integration is a central feature of the explanatory sequential design adopted in this research, ensuring that insights generated at each phase inform and enhance subsequent phases. The integration strategy establishes clear interfaces among macro-level quantitative modelling, meso-level corporate disclosure analysis, and micro-level qualitative fieldwork (Creswell and Plano, 2018). This approach enables the construction of meta-inferences—higher-order interpretations that synthesise patterns across levels, methods, and datasets.
The first point of interface occurs between Phase I (macro-level quantitative analysis) and Phase II (meso-level quantitative and disclosure analysis). Statistical findings on the influence of IEQ, SDGI, and IHDI on national MS outcomes guide the interpretation of firm-level SGI results. These aggregated drivers provide the structural context for understanding why certain G500 firms exhibit strong ACMS commitments, while others lag behind. Patterns, anomalies, or contradictions emerging in quantitative results determine the focal areas for qualitative inquiry, ensuring that subsequent phases are both theory-driven and empirically grounded.
The second major integration interface occurs between Phase II and Phase III. Here, qualitative document analysis is used to interrogate and contextualise the quantitative patterns identified in the G500 panel dataset. Joint displays and comparative matrices juxtapose disclosed ACMS commitments with statistical predictions, highlighting areas of convergence (e.g., firms whose strong SGI scores translate into substantive disclosures) and divergence (e.g., firms with high SGI scores but weak disclosure depth). These mismatches reveal institutional decoupling, symbolic compliance, and legitimacy-seeking behaviours—core concepts within NIT that cannot be captured quantitatively. This comparative synthesis serves as the analytical bridge to the micro-level fieldwork.
The third and final integration point links Phase III qualitative findings with earlier phases. Insights derived from worker interviews, managerial perspectives, and labour rights stakeholders are directly compared with claims made in corporate disclosures. These layers integrate macro-level institutional forces, meso-level governance mechanisms, and micro-level lived experiences into a coherent, multi-scalar explanation of CMS persistence. Through this layered integration strategy, the study moves beyond isolated findings to produce a holistic and theoretically enriched understanding of CMS governance. The resulting meta-inferences extend NIT by demonstrating how coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures interact across institutional levels, revealing both the structural determinants of corporate behaviour and the mechanisms through which institutional decoupling persists in global supply chains.
[bookmark: _Toc215651862][bookmark: _Toc218357152]6.7 Mixed-Method Research Design: Explanatory Sequential Design
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 6.2 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 (Extension): 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 6.2: Three-Phase Explanatory sequential design (with Meso-Level Extension) 

Figure 6.2: Three-Phase Explanatory sequential design (with Meso-Level Extension)
Source: Author’s own work
[bookmark: _Toc159763554][bookmark: _Toc215651863][bookmark: _Toc218357153]6.7.1. 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 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 theories:  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 12 industries in 32 countries, 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 textile and garment industries, exploring stakeholder perceptions through 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 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 quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews or focus groups. A quantitative approach provides statistical rigour and enables the analysis of large datasets to identify trends in CMS practices. Qualitative 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: _Toc218357154]6.7.2 Primary Research Question and analytical alignment
How do institutional governance systems, SGI, corporate disclosures, and local labour realities interact to shape the persistence, governance, and accountability of CMS in global supply chains?
Research Questions and Hypotheses
This study is guided by one overarching research question and four subsidiary 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 6.2 summarises the Research question and hypothesis.
Table 6.2: Sub-Questions and Analytical Alignment
	Level
	Research Question
	Methodological Strand
	Analytical Focus / Expected Contribution

	Macro (Level I)
	RQ 1: 
How do national institutional quality, human development, and sustainability governance indicators influence the prevalence, vulnerability, and government responses to MS?
	Quantitative
(panel data; secondary datasets – WGI, HDI, SDGI, GSI)
	Examines structural governance drivers and coercive institutional pressures shaping national AMS capacity.

	Meso (Level II)
	RQ 2:
To what extent do corporate sustainability governance initiatives (CSR committees, board diversity, assurance mechanisms, CSR awards) enhance anti-modern-slavery (ACMS) commitments among global corporations?
	Quantitative
(G500 panel data- 2010–2023)
	Tests how firm-level governance attributes predict ACMS performance under normative and mimetic pressures.

	Meso Extension
	RQ 3:
Do corporate modern-slavery disclosures among leading apparel and textile MNCs reflect substantive accountability or symbolic compliance?
	Qualitative
(content analysis of disclosures – Nike, Inditex, Dior 2019–2023)
	Explores legitimacy-seeking behaviour and patterns of symbolic compliance within sustainability reporting.

	Micro (Level III)
	RQ 4:
How do workers in Sri Lanka’s A&TI experience and interpret CMS commitments in practice?
	Qualitative 
(52 semi-structured interviews and focus groups)
	Reveals how global governance and corporate norms are enacted, resisted, or decoupled at the ground-level workers.


Source: Author’s Own Work
[bookmark: _Toc215651865][bookmark: _Toc218357155]6.8 Quantitative Approach
The quantitative component of this research comprises two interconnected phases—the macro-level (global governance context) and the meso-level (corporate governance context)—designed to investigate how institutional, governance, and sustainability factors influence the prevalence and mitigation of CMS. 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 prevalence, vulnerability, and state responses (Elamer et al., 2020; Moussa et al., 2022). Using longitudinal global panel data from 2016, 2018, and 2022, 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, 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, while adhering to the scientific principles of positivism.
Table 6.3 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 6.3: 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 modern slavery 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 Hypothesis 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.


[bookmark: _Toc215651866]Source: Author’s own work
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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 AMS. 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 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 6.4.
Table 6.4: Strengths and Limitations of the Disclosure Analysis (Meso-Level Extension)
	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.


Source: Author’s own work
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The Sri Lankan A&TI operates within a specific socio-cultural and economic context. Qualitative methods excel at capturing this contextual richness. By conducting 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 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 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 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 6.3) outlines the qualitative research scope of the study.

Figure 6.3: Research Schema II: Qualitative approach
Source: Author’s own work
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 adding depth and context. The qualitative component of the study can have a profound impact on policies, corporate practices, and international efforts through personal stories and testimonies.
The researcher considered academic expertise and sought feedback and opinions before finalising the questionnaire and 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 academic experts from various universities to gather their input and enrich the questionnaire.
6.8.2.1 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 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). 
[bookmark: _Toc159763562]6.8.2.2 Reason for Selecting Sri Lanka as a Research Context

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 6.5. 
Table 6.5: Rationale for Selecting Sri Lanka’s Textile and Apparel Industry 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.


Source: Author's own work
[bookmark: _Toc159763563]6.8.2.3 Strengths and Limitations of the Questionnaire and Interview Method 
While 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, qualitative 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 6.6.
Table 6.6: Strengths and Limitations of Interviews and Questionnaires - Micro-Level 
	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.


Source: Author’s Own Work
[bookmark: _Toc215651869][bookmark: _Toc218357159] 6.10 Summary
This chapter has outlined the methodological foundations and research design used to investigate CMS across macro-, meso-, and micro-level contexts. Guided by a pragmatic paradigm and supported ontologically by critical realism, the study adopts a three-phase explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. This design enables the research to move logically from broad structural patterns captured through quantitative analysis to a deeper qualitative exploration of organisational practices and worker experiences.
This chapter has outlined the overall research design underpinning the study and justified the adoption of a multi-level, explanatory, sequential mixed-methods approach to investigate CMS across macro, meso, and micro contexts. By integrating quantitative and qualitative strands within a coherent institutional framework, the chapter established the logical sequencing, theoretical alignment, and analytical boundaries of the research. Building on this design rationale, Chapter 7 details the research methodology, specifying the data sources, sampling strategies, variables, analytical techniques, and ethical considerations employed to operationalise the research design across each phase of the study.
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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.
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The selection of the 2016, 2018, and 2022 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, VALN, and MSRM (Walk Free, 2016, 2018, 2023). 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, 2020a; Walk Free, 2023). 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, 2020b; Kent et al., 2021). Thus, the combination of 2016, 2018, and 2022 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 demoestic production (GDP) growth, foreign direct investment (FDI), net migration, 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 2022. 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 7.1: Table Sample details 
	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


Source: Author's own work
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Table 7.2 presents the definitions of the dependent, independent, and control variables of the empirical model used in this study.
Table 7.2: 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
	VALN
	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
	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., Regulatory Quality (RL), GF (Government effectiveness), CC (Control of Corruption), VA (Voice of Accountability), Regulatory Quality (RQ), and Political Stability (PS).
	(Kaufmann, 2022)
	Sustainable Development Goals Index
	SDGI
	Aggregate score reflects a country’s progress toward achieving the United Nations SDGs.
	(United Nations, 2022)
	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, 2025)
	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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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.
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Source: World | The Global Slavery Index (2023)
Figure 7.1: Global Modern Slavery at a glance
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The Prevalence of MS (PREV) 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 VALN 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.
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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 7.2–7.4) provide a visual overview of the MS indicators for 2016, 2018, and 2022. These boxplots illustrate the distributional changes in PREV, VALN, and MSRM, offering insights not only into central tendencies but also into variation and inequality between countries.
Figure 7.2: Modern Slavery Prevalence: The figure shows that PREV has remained persistently high across several countries, with a relatively stable median from 2016 to 2022. 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 7.3: 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 7.4: 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 7.2: Distribution of Modern Slavery Prevalence Scores (PREV) by Year
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[bookmark: _Toc196915014]Figure 7.3: Distribution of Modern Slavery Vulnerability Scores (VALN) by Year
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[bookmark: _Toc196915016]Figure 7.4: Modern slavery risk mitigation (MSRM) by Year
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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 7.3 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).
Table 7:3: Correlation Matrix of the IEQ’s six dimensions
	
	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


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 7.2 *** 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 7.4, 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, rule of law (0.431), regulatory quality (0.423), government effectiveness (0.424), and control of corruption (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.
Table 7:4: PCA (eigenvectors) and diagnostics of the IEQ’s dimensions
	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


Note: All variables are fully defined in Table 7.2.
Figure 7.5 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.
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Figure 7.5: Scree plot of eigenvalues after PCA of the six WGIs
Figure 7.5 displays the boxplot of scores for the first principal component (IEQ) across three time points: 2016, 2018, and 2022. 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. Overall, 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 7.6: IEQ Distribution 
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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 VAL, 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 VALN 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 VALN 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. Foreign direct investment (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. Net migration (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 2022). Each model estimates the effect of a single key independent variable—either IEQ, HDI, or SDGI—on three separate outcome measures: VALN, 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, VALN, 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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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 7.5 below.
Table 7:5: 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


Source (s): Author's own work

Industry composition
The industry classification presented in Table 7.6 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 7.6:  Industry classification based on the CMS risk and Labour and capital Insensitivity
	Economic sector[footnoteRef:19] [19:  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


Source (s): Author's own work
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7.9 Definitions of variables
Table 7.7 presents the definitions of the variables.
Table 7.7: 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.


	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.

	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.

	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:20]) to control for the industry effects [20:  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).

	
	


Source (s): Author's own work

[bookmark: _Toc215651889][bookmark: _Toc216557289][bookmark: _Toc218357179]7.11. Dependent Variable:
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 7.8 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 rights due diligence frameworks (Allain et 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.
[bookmark: _Toc215651890][bookmark: _Toc216557290][bookmark: _Toc218357180]7.12 Independent Variables
SGI index, a composite indicator (CSRST, BGD, CSRC, CSRA, CSP,  CSRAW and CSRREP) 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 7.8 for the detailed definitions of these variables. 
[bookmark: _Toc215651891][bookmark: _Toc216557291][bookmark: _Toc218357181]7.13 Control Variables
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 AMS efforts. Detailed definitions of the control variables are presented in Table 7.8.
[bookmark: _Toc215651892][bookmark: _Toc216557292][bookmark: _Toc218357182]7.14 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: _Toc218357183]Phase 3:  Meso-Level Extension-Disclosure Analysis
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 meso-level extension 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: _Toc218357184]7.15 Case Selection and Justification
The meso-level extension focuses on three leading multinational corporations—Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior—selected through a theoretically informed and context-driven sampling strategy. Table 7.8 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 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 7.8: Justification for sample selection for Meso-Level Disclosure Analysis
Source: Author's own work

[bookmark: _Toc216557295][bookmark: _Toc218357185]7.16 Data Sources for Disclosure Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc216557296][bookmark: _Toc218357186]7.16.1 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: _Toc218357187]7.16.2 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 7.7 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=51):
✓ Published 2019–2023  
✓ Contains explicit labour/human rights content  
✓ Official corporate disclosure or verified third-party report  
EXCLUSION (n=36):
✗ 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 = 26

Identification

Corporate disclosures identified (2019–2023): 
Total documents: n = 87



Screening Criteria

Eligibility




Final documents included in qualitative disclosure analysis:   n = 51
Breakdown:
• Nike = 18
• Inditex = 9
• Christian Dior = 7
External triangulation sources included:
• NGO reports and  Investigative media = 17






Figure 7.7: PRISMA Document Selection Flowchart
Source: Author’s own work
[bookmark: _Toc216557298][bookmark: _Toc218357188]7.17 Analytical Framework for Disclosure Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc216557299][bookmark: _Toc218357189]7.17.1 Analytical Approach: Thematic Analysis

In line with recent literature (Muthuthantrige et al., 6), 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: _Toc218357190]7.17.2 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: _Toc216557301][bookmark: _Toc218357191]Part 4: Micro-Level Qualitative Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc216557302][bookmark: _Toc218357192]7.18 Micro-Level Research Setting and Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc216557303][bookmark: _Toc218357193]7.18.1 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 7.9 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 7.9: Rationale for Selecting Sri Lanka’s A&TI as the Study Context
Source: Export Development Board (EDB) (2025)
[bookmark: _Toc216557304][bookmark: _Toc218357194]7.18.2 Sampling and Data Collection (Interviews and Fieldwork)
7.18.2.1 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.
7.18.2.2 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.
7.18.2.3 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: _Toc218357195]7.19 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 7.10). 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 7.10: 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.
[bookmark: _Toc216557306][bookmark: _Toc218357196]7.20 Qualitative Questionnaire 
[bookmark: _Toc216557307][bookmark: _Toc218357197]7.20.1 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: _Toc218357198]7.20.2 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: _Toc218357199]7.20.3 Sampling and Data Collection (Questionnaire and Fieldwork)
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: _Toc218357200]7.20.4 Questionnaire Administration and Field Procedures

The questionnaire was administered alongside the semi-structured interviews during the micro-level fieldwork 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.
[bookmark: _Toc216557311][bookmark: _Toc218357201]7.21 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: _Toc218357202]7.22 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: _Toc218357203]7.23 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: _Toc218357204]7.24 Methodological Limitations 
Table 7.11 below presents the study's methodological limitations.
Table 7.11: 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 (Meso Extension)
	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 (Micro Phase)
	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 (Macro Level)
	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.


Source: Author's own work
7.25 Chapter Summary
This chapter outlines the complete methodological architecture underpinning the study’s three-phase explanatory-sequential mixed-methods design. The chapter demonstrated how macro- and meso-level quantitative analyses were systematically integrated with meso-extension disclosure analysis and micro-level qualitative inquiry to develop a multi-scalar understanding of CMS governance. The methodological rationale was grounded in critical realism and pragmatism, enabling the combination of numerical patterns with contextual, experiential, and interpretive insights.
At the quantitative stage, macro-level institutional indicators and meso-level SGIs were modelled across 3,825 firm-year observations. The meso-extension phase deepened the analysis through a structured content analysis of five years of disclosures from Nike, Inditex, and Christian Dior, revealing patterns of symbolic and substantive accountability. The micro-level qualitative phase further contextualised these findings through 72 interviews and 105 worker questionnaires, illuminating the lived realities, governance gaps, and systemic vulnerabilities within Sri Lanka’s A&TI.
The chapter also detailed sampling strategies, data collection protocols, coding frameworks, analytical techniques, ethical safeguards, and data-integration procedures. Rigour was reinforced through triangulation, reflexive coding, member checking, robustness tests, and a transparent audit trail. Limitations related to data availability, disclosure bias, access constraints, and cross-level integration were acknowledged, along with mitigation strategies implemented to ensure trustworthiness.
Overall, this methodology provides a robust and coherent foundation for answering the study’s research questions and for generating meta-inferences that connect institutional structures, corporate practices, and worker experiences. The next chapter presents the empirical findings derived from the macro- and meso-level quantitative analyses, followed by integrated insights from disclosure analysis and micro-level qualitative evidence.
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