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Abstract
This is an essay, the authors attempt to understand how a firm can trigger ethical tensions in different cultural and regulatory.Settings by analyzing and critically evaluating Nike's global labour practices through cultural relativism and the prism of Carroll's CSR pyramid. Based on evidence provided by non-governmental organizations, international organizations, and recent academic research, the discussion suggests that Nike allowed its initial use of cultural relativism to support abusive cultures such as child labour, inhumane working hours, and low pay. Through the use of the CSR framework, various changes occurred in performance in terms of positive economic outcomes and high levels of legal and moral failures, but later performance was partially improved. The final point of the essay is the recommendation to increase due diligence, supply chain transparency and worker empowerment to ensure responsible global operations.
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[bookmark: _Toc215682256]1.1 Globalization and Ethical Contradictions
Globalization has accelerated the rate of interdependence among markets, cultures, and labour systems, but the assumption of increasing homogeneity remains deceptive. (Bohm et al, 2022) argues that this makes the global and local worlds ethically more complex, as interrelated crises test the simplistic concept of convergence. Although the emergence of global consumer culture has been proposed by Levitt as a well-known framework, the latest academic research emphasizes that deep cultural and institutional differences still exist (Kutaula et al., 2024). With the increase in multinational corporate activity, they face "major ethical challenges" that exist in the power dynamics and conflicting interpretations of responsibility (Jain et al, 2022). Therefore, Donaldson's proposed global ethical framework remains realistic: companies should support fundamental human values, respect local cultures, and understand that ethical decisions depend on the environment.
[bookmark: _Toc215682257]1.2 Why there are ethical issues in global business
An ethical conflict is a situation that can arise when a company believes that a practice that has been successful in its home country will also be effective abroad without modification. Differences in cross-cultural norms, law enforcement, and institutional expectations have led to the development of different interpretations of ethical behaviour (Ermasova, 2021; Suriyachcharige, 2025). Global labour outsourcing has exacerbated these tensions by shifting production to regions characterized by a weak controlled, underpaid and vulnerable migrant workforce (Lazarova et al, 2023; Moriarty, 2021). These architectural inequalities are the cause of repetitive dilemmas like theft of wages, unfavorable working conditions, and coercive labour.
[bookmark: _Toc215682258]1.3 Introduction to the Nike Case Study
This tension is reflected in Nike's supply chain. While Nike's CSR efforts are strong (Nike, 2023), recent investigations report serious violations of labour rights. More than 1,284 Cambodians and 3,000 Thais are still unable to receive their $2.2 million unpaid wages (BHRRC, 2024). Human Rights Watch revealed Nike's effectiveness in compensating for damages related to unauthorized subcontracting, while the Clean Clothing Campaign (2023) revealed intimidation, illegal dismissals and ongoing rights violations - a response to the previous sweatshop scandal (Kashyap, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc215682259]1.4 Objectives and Structures
This article assesses Nike's activities from the perspective of cultural relativism, Drawing on Kishore Mahbubani’s arguments about cultural pluralism and the limits of Western universalism and Carroll's CSR pyramid and claims that global companies should strike a crucial balance between universal human rights and cultural sensitivity and strong accountability throughout the supply chain.

[bookmark: _Toc215682260]2 Case study context
[bookmark: _Toc215682261]2.1 Global Outsourcing and Nike's Business model
Nike manufactures designs based on a high level of global outsourcing, as its main production centers are located in Pakistan, Vietnam, Indonesia and Cambodia (Nike, 2023). Nike is involved in a "buyer-driven" supply chain that involves issues such as flexibility, rapid response, and low production unit costs by retaining design and brand operations in the United States and outsourcing production operations to independent-owned factories (Caro et al, 2021). However, this structure creates different levels of subcontracting, often unauthorized, and visibility and control become less effective (Cao, 2023). Surveys of the apparel supply chain have shown that pressures related to globalization, such as low-cost competition and unstable consumer demand, encourage suppliers to informally subcontract work to meet deadlines (Bhandari et al, 2022). This type of arrangement typically occurs in places with low labour standards, weak inspection capabilities and high levels of economic instability. From Kishore Mahbubani's perspective, these issues reflect deeper global tensions: while Western companies advocate universal moral norms, many developing countries prioritize economic survival and job creation. Mahbubani (2020) argues that global governance often reflects Western expectations, which may not fully accommodate cultural diversity or different stages of economic development. In the case of Nike, supplier countries may accept lower wages or weaker enforcement because the jobs generated by global outsourcing are seen as economically essential.
[bookmark: _Toc215682262]2.2 Critical ethical issues
Over the past three decades, research has reported that factories associated with Nike have frequently violated ethical norms. In Pakistan, The New York Times has exposed widespread child labour in football-sewing factories that supply major brands such as Nike, where children as young as 10 years old sew footballs at the minimum wage. Despite the reforms, subsequent assessments by the ILO showed that informal sewing centers remained vulnerable to child labour due to poverty and inadequate regulation (ILO, 2023). In Indonesia, The Guardian featured 17-hour shifts, forced overtime and abuse at Nike supplier factories where workers described the workplace as sweatshops and were paid less than their living wage (Kashyap, 2023). The same accusations resurfaced during the COVID-19 pandemic as more than 4,000 Cambodian and Thai workers found themselves owed $2.2 million in wages (BHRRC, 2024) following the closure of factories linked to Nike's supply chain. 
Nike later admitted to wage theft, intimidation and underpayment, which was confirmed by the Workers' Rights Alliance (2023). Part of the reason for the persistence of these Labour abuses is structural constraints in host countries: widespread poverty, a large immigrant workforce, an anti-union culture, and mostly unenforced laws on paper (Kumarage, 2024). Political factors such as the government's reliance on foreign investment have reduced the incentive to punish non-compliant suppliers.
[bookmark: _Toc215682263]2.3 Why is this case important for cross-cultural business ethics
The Nike case reveals the inherent contradiction between universal human rights demands and the socio-economic realities of developing economies. Western stakeholders demand compliance with labour standards, while suppliers in Pakistan, Indonesia, Vietnam and Cambodia face poverty, informal labour markets and underfunded regulatory systems. This conflict raises an ethical question as to whether multinational companies should adapt to local norms - when in Rome - or, despite having local capabilities, adhere to universal values (Ermasova, 2021). The continued use of child labour, unpaid wages and poor working conditions depict the inherent risks of using the concept of cultural relativism in global supply chains and how challenging it is to strike a balance between cultural sensitivity and non-negotiable human rights.

[bookmark: _Toc215682264]3. Theoretical framework
[bookmark: _Toc215682265]3.1 Cultural relativism
Cultural relativism refers to the belief that moral standards are relative and do not cross cultures (Ozturk, 2023). It questions the premise of the existence of unified cultural, historical, and socio-economic ethical norms rather than viewing practice in their respective cultural, historical, and socio-economic contexts. Moral judgments are always constructed within a specific cultural framework of comprehensibility, so what is considered morally unacceptable in one culture may be regarded as necessary from an economic perspective or as normal in another. This view is useful in global supply chains and can explain why companies often excuse bad practices such as excessive overtime and child labour as local norms, poverty conditions or lax regulatory systems.

[bookmark: _Toc215682266]4 The Application of Cultural Relativism in Nike
[bookmark: _Toc215682267]4.1 Nike's early Defense
One of Nike's initial responses to sweatshops was based on cultural relativism, as working conditions in sweatshops were seen as local standards rather than corporate responsibility. As described in "The Nike Saga", Nike leaders argued that child sewing in Pakistan and excessive working hours in Southeast Asia were long-standing socio-economic customs rather than corporate misconduct (Collier, 2022). The initial pattern of Nike's crisis communication as defined by this defense is consistent, denying and evading - the response exacerbates the reputational consequences. Nike's same framework reflects a broader global supply chain relationship, where multinational companies blame the local environment (Bhandari et al, 2022; Caro et al, 2021) to perpetuate the rhetoric that Western companies are merely doing what is expected of them in the host country.
[bookmark: _Toc215682268]4.2 Cultural relativism as an ethical defense
According to cultural relativism, moral judgments should be based on local cultural and social standards (Ozturk, 2023). This argument applies to Nike, meaning they cannot be morally criticized in cases where child labour or 17-hour shifts are prevalent locally. However, scholars warn that this argument does not hold water when there is a global power asymmetry. Cross-cultural ethical issues arise when the Global South is affected by structural poverty in favor of powerful Western companies (Ermasova, 2021). It is also worth noting (Jain et al, 2022) that ethical analysis should presuppose liability asymmetry: the more capable an actor is, the greater the responsibility they should bear. In the case of Nike, the appeal of local norms blurs the profitability of global brands using environmental categorization and exploitative relationships with the most vulnerable groups (ILO, 2023; Kumarage, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc215682269]4.3 Why did cultural relativism fail in this case
Cultural relativism doesn't work when local norms violate what Donaldson calls the basic human values of the universal moral minimum. Child labour, forced overtime and abuse violate internationally recognized rights under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and ILO conventions (ILO, 2023). Importantly, in Pakistan, Indonesia or Cambodia, this practice is culturally unacceptable, rather than due to poverty and the weak voice of labor agencies and workers ((Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, 2024; Clean Clothes Campaign, 2023). According to Moriarty (2021), exploitation caused by coercive socio-economic structures cannot be explained by moral relativism. Big companies like Nike have more economic levers that can influence, rather than just respond, local labour practices ((Lazarova et al., 2023; Cao, 2023). It seems that relativism is a moral abandonment rather than a moral understanding.
[bookmark: _Toc215682270]4.4 Ethical Universalism and relativism
Moral imperialism and uncritical relativism are both ethical fallacies and must be set aside and supported by a more balanced ethical approach. Nike must uphold universal human rights and respect cultural diversity. Donaldson's middle way requires consideration of local traditions without violating fundamental human values - precisely the barriers Nike has overcome in unauthorized subcontracting, wage theft, and working with vulnerable workers (WRC, 2023). New business ethics research also highlights this hybrid strategy: multinational companies not only integrate universal equity but also deal with local differences (Bohm et al., 2022; Kutaula et al., 2024). In this sense, cultural relativism does not help justify Nike's past operations; instead, universal rights will have to guide cross-cultural business activities.

[bookmark: _Toc215682271]5 Application the Carroll CSR Pyramid to Nike
[bookmark: _Toc215682272]5.1 Economic Responsibility
The lowest level Carroll considers is economic responsibility, which involves corporate profitability and competitiveness (Talonen et al, 2021). Nike has met this demand by vigorously seeking cheap manufacturing in Pakistan, Vietnam, Indonesia and Cambodia. Nevertheless, this approach has prompted suppliers to cut labour costs, which they often do in the form of excessive overtime, subcontracting and wage suppression (Bhandari et al, 2022). According to Le Monde, Nike grew at an extremely fast pace from the 1980s to the 1990s, relying on hundreds of offshore plants that created cost-minimizing conditions under which exploitation flourished (Collier, 2022). Scholars argue that the pressure of globalized production would force suppliers in emerging markets to violate workers' welfare to satisfy Western buyers (Kutaula et al, 2024; Cao, 2023). Therefore, Nike's economic success is intertwined with a structural push for the exploitation of the labour force.
[bookmark: _Toc215682273]5.2 Legal Liability
Carol's second requirement is that the company abide by the law. However, Nike often works in countries where wage, working hours and safety laws are not enforced (ILO, 2023). The findings of investigations into unpaid labour, forced overtime, physical abuse and other forms of violence at the Indonesian factory violated the laws of the labour host country, and other cases outlining illegal wage theft by employees of Nike suppliers in Cambodia and Thailand included the Centre for Business and Human Rights (2024) and Human Rights Watch (Kashyap, 2023). In addition, large-scale unauthorized subcontracting (Caro et al, 2021) undermined transparency and allowed for illegal activities without Nike's direct control. Although Nike has improved its compliance, as stated in the 2023 fiscal year Impact Report (2023), there are still cases of legal invalidation regarding wage arrears (WRC, 2023), indicating that there are still legal gaps in the supply chain.
[bookmark: _Toc215682274]5.3 Ethical Responsibility
In addition to abiding by the law, business organizations must act in a just, fair and correct manner. This is the point of failure Nike has experienced before. Moral negligence is evident in reports of child labour, harassment and poor working conditions (Collier, 2022). The researchers noted that the ethical responsibility of multinational companies has increased because they have power over suppliers (Jain et al., 2022; Ermasova, 2021). However, Nike initially ignored accusations from non-governmental organizations and the media, which is an example of crisis denial of mismanagement (Jadhav, 2024). Early ethical failures were also reflected in the company's tolerance for unauthorized subcontracting and limited audits (Caro et al, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc215682275]5.4 Philanthropic Responsibility
Only with a global response will it be possible to take on charitable responsibility and make voluntary contributions to society. Under pressure, Nike became a member of FLA, strengthened oversight, and launched education and women's empowerment programs in Asia (Nike, 2023). Critics, however, say the measures may be partly based on public relations rather than transformative (Bohm et al, 2022). Philanthropy fails to compensate for ongoing wage conflicts and poor relief for vulnerable workers (Kashyap, 2023; WRC, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc215682276]5.5 Overall CSR performance
Nike has made significant progress in transparency, auditing and stakeholder engagement. However, structural forces of globalized production, such as speed, cost reduction and competition, still undermine stable ethical performance (Lazarova et al, 2023). Therefore, Nike's CSR history can be defined as paradoxical: on the one hand, the company is progressive in policy, and on the other hand, it is unbalanced in practice and constrained by the same economic model that has contributed to its prosperity.

[bookmark: _Toc215682277]6 Solutions and Best Practices
A multi-level strategy based on transparency, regulatory consistency and worker empowerment is crucial in improving working conditions in Nike's global supply chain. First, the supply chain must be monitored and audited as necessary. Although voluntary codes of conduct are adopted by many companies, they are always not enforced and can easily decouple from practice (Vandenbroucke et al, 2023; Marques et al, 2025). With the help of blockchain tools, the guarantee of traceability will help reduce unauthorized subcontracting, which is one of the fundamental causes of labour abuse.
Secondly, Nike should fully comply with the new human rights due diligence (HRDD) requirements, particularly the mandatory due diligence law to be implemented in the EU in 2025, and hold multinational companies accountable (Nolan, 2022). Legal experts stress that disregarding labour laws in developing countries or directly or indirectly through suppliers would have serious ethical and legal implications (Muchlinski, 2024).
Thirdly, effective oversight of law enforcement in weak countries can be strengthened through cooperation with local non-governmental organizations and labour rights organizations. Although there are limitations, a non-governmental organization certification system has been established to enhance workplace compliance when it is incorporated into community partnerships (Oviedo, 2021).
Finally, worker empowerment, such as unionization, complaint systems, and investments in the community in education, health, and financial security, must be improved in the long term. These approaches help ensure that ethical sourcing codes are implemented locally without undermining fundamental human rights principles (Vandenbroucke et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc215682278]7. Conclusions
Nike's global supply chain explains the tense ethical complexity when multinational companies operate in different cultural, legal and economic Settings. Cultural relativism can be used to explain why the exploitation of labour is normalized, but it cannot be used to justify any abuse of universal human rights. The application of the CSR pyramid provided by Carroll shows that Nike has performed better economically but failed to fulfil its legal and moral responsibilities, which has only been strengthened after the growing public pressure. Recent reforms, such as improved auditing, NGO and community engagement, have shown improvement but remain constrained by structural demands for low-cost production and opaque subcontracting. Finally, sustainable business practices in the world must strike a balance between cultural sensitivity and an uncompromising approach to fundamental human principles.
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