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Abstract

Modern slavery is used to describe forms of coercive labor exploitation that affect

more than 40 million persons globally. Such practices are difficult to identify

given they exist in the informal economy, and involve vulnerable individuals.

Addressing modern slavery by organizations requires awareness of its context

and complexities. While corporations have increasingly sought to manage mod-

ern slavery risk in their supply chains, their understanding of what modern slav-

ery is and what should be managed remains limited. We argue a key problem

with firms’ efforts to manage modern slavery risk is that it is a psychologically

distant concept for them. We apply construal level theory to explore how organi-

zations’ psychological distance from modern slavery risk affects their manage-

ment of risk. We interviewed purchasing executives at 41 global organizations in

Australia, Finland, and the U.S and identified four approaches to managing mod-

ern slavery risk at different levels of psychological distance. We also identified

that conflicts between organizations' approaches to risk and what they identify in

their operating environment, precedes important construal shifts that help to

improve organizational understanding of labor-related risk. We highlight ways

that organizations' understanding of modern slavery risk plays a role in their gov-

ernance of such risk in supply chains.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

“What is the point of these social compliance
audits? It is to protect the company? Or is it
to make sure that we are treating humans
right? I look at it the second way – the first

way might protect the company but not pro-
duce the result. People can falsify and you
are protecting the company – but if you are
focused on the people, you are then really
protecting the company.” – Purchasing Exec-
utive, United States
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Modern slavery is an umbrella term used to capture
multiple forms of exploitation generally at the intersec-
tion of compromised safety and freedom in the context of
labor. It is estimated that over 40 million persons are
exploited through forms of modern slavery globally; how-
ever, the actual number of individuals in forced work is
likely much higher (ILO, 2017; LeBaron, 2019). Corpora-
tions have been reluctant to address risks that serious
labor exploitation might exist in their supply chain by
dismissing it as something that occurs ‘elsewhere’ or as
an inconceivable practice among their suppliers
(LeBaron, 2019; LeBaron, Edwards, Hunt et al., 2021). As
such, governments have historically taken responsibility
for addressing labor-related exploitation using a mix of
criminal or labor-regulation interventions (Milivojevic,
Hedwards & Segrave, 2021). Recent research suggests,
however, that exploitation is embedded in, and encour-
aged by many supply chain practices such as the use of
downward pressure on sourcing costs, or firms turning a
blind eye to sub-contracting and extremely low wages at
suppliers (Hasan, Moore & Handfield, 2020; Anner,
2020). Equally, evidence of serious labor exploitation con-
tinues to be identified in major transnational supply
chains such as forced labor in Costco's prawn supply
chain, and recent incidents involving Boohoo's garment
supply chain (Butler, 2021; BHRRC, 2021).

The response to modern slavery risk in a growing
number of jurisdictions has been to introduce new laws
that encourage greater corporate ownership of the prob-
lem (Stevenson & Cole, 2018; Caruana, Crane, Gold &
LeBaron, 2020; Cousins, Dutordoir, Lawson &
Quariguasi Frota-Neto, 2020; Pinnington, 2021). These
laws have required major firms to report on the extent
that modern slavery risk exists in their supply chains,
and their efforts to reduce risk. While introduction of
such reporting has certainly increased corporate consid-
eration of modern slavery risk, significant challenges
have arisen. For example, whether business understands
what modern slavery is, and its complexities (Crane,
2013; Caruana et al., 2020), or how far they consider
their responsibilities for modern slavery risk to extend
in their supply chains. In addition, a notable gap exists
between what firms claim to ‘know’ about their supply
chains and what actually happens on the ground (New,
2015; ILO, 2019; LeBaron, Lister & Dauvergne, 2017).
Recent surveys, for example, suggest that only 6% of
firms audit their suppliers' labor practices beyond tier
one and that only 10% of Boards appreciate how limited
their monitoring of modern slavery risk actually is
(BHRRC, 2021; Fair Supply, 2021). Firms have also
relied heavily on formal reporting by suppliers to man-
age modern slavery risk which is out of touch with the
ways in which labor exploitation occurs (LeBaron et al.,

2017; Morris, Jenkins & Donaghey, 2020;
Soundararajan, Wilhelm & Crane, 2021).

We argue a root cause for many of these issues with
corporate awareness, is that modern slavery is in many
ways a perceptually ‘far away’ concept for managers
working in Western firms. A relevant lens for under-
standing how distance can affect organizational behavior
is construal level theory. Construal is a mental process
through which events, objects and persons can be repre-
sented such that events can be construed in either stable,
universal and invariant ways (more abstractly), or con-
strued in terms of more specific, and situationally defined
characteristics (more concretely) (Trope & Liberman,
2010). Construal is also influenced by psychological dis-
tance from events, such that events that are further away
(and less well understood) will be represented in more
abstract ways (Liberman & Trope, 2014; Soderberg, Cal-
lahan, Kochersberger, Amit & Ledgerwood, 2014). Psy-
chological distance is of particular relevance to
organizations' governance of modern slavery risk and
supply chains, given the many ways that distance can be
present in related decision making. Supply chains are
increasingly global (spatial distance), when (or if) mod-
ern slavery presents itself is uncertain (temporal dis-
tance), exploited workers experience circumstances that
are unfamiliar to most western managers (social dis-
tance), and managers largely lack experience with exploi-
tation and the systems that encourage it (hypothetical
distance) (Trope, Liberman & Wakslak, 2007; Cantor &
McDonald, 2009). High psychological distance has signif-
icant consequences for decision-making as it can encour-
age individuals to rely more on predictions (rather than
data), be more risk averse, or believe events are less likely
to occur (Soderberg et al., 2014; Liberman & Trope, 2014;
Kirshner, 2021). Firms that are more psychologically dis-
tant from modern slavery risk, for example, may manage
risk in ways that fail to address its complexities. Firms,
however, that are less psychologically distant from mod-
ern slavery risk, should have a more detailed understand-
ing of its drivers and be more effective at reducing its
occurrence.

Our guiding research question is whether (and in
what ways) psychological distance influences organiza-
tional decision-making in relation to modern slavery risk
management (MSRM). By exploring the role of psycho-
logical distance in the management of modern slavery
risk, we expect to better understand its impact on the
effective governance of risk. Using a qualitative, induc-
tive approach we interviewed 42 purchasing executives at
41 global organizations in Australia, Finland, and the
United States. By applying two lenses for our analysis –
construal, and awareness of the characteristics of modern
slavery risk – we identified four organizational

990 SIMPSON ET AL.



approaches to MSRM, from high to low levels of psycho-
logical distance. At higher levels of psychological distance
organizations used more abstraction and perceived mod-
ern slavery mostly as a risk to their business that could
be managed through suppliers' contracts. At lower levels
of psychological distance, however, organizations oper-
ated with more detailed representations of risk and inter-
vened to address risks to workers and their conditions
more directly. In addition, when managers identified
conflicts between their organizations' approach to risk
and the unique challenges of modern slavery risk, they
sought to shift construal in ways that helped to improve
knowledge. This included: (i) a shift to lower construals
to improve information concreteness; or (ii) a shift to
higher construals to better contextualize the organiza-
tion's goals for risk management. In describing these
shifts in construal, we identify a key process through
which managers improve the organization's knowledge
of, and approach to, modern slavery risk. Overall, we find
a relevant relationship between psychological distance
and the ways that organizations seek to manage modern
slavery risk in their supply chains. Our findings also sug-
gest there is significant scope for cognitive interventions
that can reduce the perceptual challenges faced by orga-
nizations when dealing with unfamiliar, supply chain
scale risks. Our findings contribute to growing calls to
improve corporate oversight of labor abuses in supply
chains (Crane, 2013; Caruana et al., 2020; Pinnington,
2021; Villena, Wilhelm & Xiao, 2021).

2 | BACKGROUND AND
RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

Prior corporate efforts to govern labor risks in supply
chains have been limited and largely unsuccessful (Gold,
Trautrims & Trodd, 2015; Yawar & Seuring, 2017; Steven-
son & Cole, 2018; Villena et al., 2021). Although firms
have sought to communicate stricter labor requirements
to their suppliers, these have not elicited much change in
either the practices of suppliers or the extent of labor
exploitation globally (LeBaron et al., 2017; Morris et al.,
2020). Various reasons have been suggested for this with
two main themes being that firms tend to emphasize
institutions rather than the context in which exploitation
occurs (Crane, LeBaron, Allain & Behbahani, 2019; Xiao
et al., 2019), and that firms struggle to implement labor
requirements beyond the first tier (Hajmohammad &
Vachon, 2016; Villena & Gioia, 2018).

Poor awareness in particular, of the context in which
labor exploitation arises and thrives in supply chains is
potentially a key reason behind the failure of firms'
efforts to manage such risks. Firms are often oblivious to

the social and economic structures that encourage labor
exploitation in supply chains or their role in the condi-
tions that encourage risk (Alamgir & Alakavuklar, 2018;
Anner, 2020; Hasan, Moore & Handfield, 2020;
Soundararajan, 2021; LeBaron et al., 2021). This is dem-
onstrated by their reliance on simplistic methods to
assess risk (e.g. supplier self-reporting), or assuming that
suppliers and workers will readily report incidents of
labor abuse. Contextual factors drive and sustain modern
slavery risk: workers' debt or their fear of deportation, are
among the many factors that result in worker silence
(Stevenson, 2021). Other challenges include the reliance
of exploitative employers on wage theft, which motivates
them to use practices designed to avoid detection such as
bribery of auditors (Crane, LeBaron, Phung, Behbahani
& Allain, 2021; LeBaron, 2021). Most firms also fail to
appreciate that exploitation is difficult to ‘find’ given it
exists mostly in the informal economy, and/or impacts
low-skilled or low-valued categories of workers (Belser,
de Cock & Mehran 2007; Segrave, Milivojevic, & Picker-
ing, 2017; LeBaron, 2019). A key challenge then, is how
to improve organizational awareness of the unique char-
acteristics of modern slavery risk and how this translates
into more effective structures for supply chain labor
governance.

2.1 | Modern slavery: Definition and
measurement

New laws in the UK, Australia, the United States, (Califor-
nia and US borders) and the E.U. have required major
firms to disclose the risks of modern slavery, human traf-
ficking, or forced labor in their supply chains (Moore et al.,
2018; Cousins et al., 2020; Pinnington, 2021). While these
laws offer potential benefits they also have notable flaws.
First, they arose from an international legal system that
has an established body of knowledge developed over sev-
eral decades, and they reference practices unfamiliar to
most business systems (Crane, 2013; Berg, 2016; Caruana
et al., 2020). Second, the definition of risk has largely been
left for firms to determine and as such, corporations have
made their own interpretations of what ‘modern slavery
risk’ is, and what to report (Pinnington, 2021). This has
arguably led many firms to underestimate the challenges of
modern slavery assessment and management.

An example of this has been the belief of many firms
(incorrectly) that modern slavery can be quantified using
hard numbers. Accurate global or country estimates of
the numbers of persons involved in modern slavery has
historically been difficult to establish (ILO, 2017; Segrave
et al., 2017; LeBaron, 2019). Estimates that do exist also
vary considerably because the criteria used to determine
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modern slavery can change substantially between data
sources. Some indexes for example, do not include forced
marriage in their modern slavery estimates while others
do (such as the Global Slavery Index) (LeBaron, 2019).
Equally, because modern slavery operates largely in the
hidden economy, affected workers are extremely difficult
to identify. Home-based subcontracting, care labor, or
migrant workers who travel between countries and work
irregularly for example, are largely unmeasurable
because they live and work outside of formal systems.

Furthermore, the use by firms of the term ‘modern
slavery’ presents additional challenges. The term was
introduced to capture several international instruments
at once, that individually address different issues of
exploitation, migration, labor and gender (e.g., the
Palermo Protocol; CEDAW; ICRMW; and other regis-
tered Conventions) (Piper, Segrave & Napier-Moore,
2015; ILO, 2020). As such the term modern slavery is
considered by many to oversimplify the complexities that
inform and drive different types of exploitation (Caruana
et al., 2020; LeBaron, 2021). It is suggested that the term
encourages firms to use simplistic approaches that seek
to manage a non-existent ‘modern slavery’, rather than

addressing the underlying indicators of exploitation more
specifically (Davidson, 2015; Pinnington, 2021). An exam-
ple of this is that very few global firms' labor policies indi-
cate an awareness of the ILO's established indicators for
forced labor (Table 1) (ILO, 2012; ILO 2016). These indi-
cators, however, highlight important complexities that
underlie modern slavery risk, and the conditions that
drive risk – which should be a key aspect of firms' efforts
to mitigate modern slavery risk.

The ILO's forced labor indicators highlight the impor-
tance of context to modern slavery risk, such as different
forms of worker vulnerability, or worker type, demo-
graphic and gender. The descriptions in Table 1 of how
various exploitative practices can manifest may seem rel-
atively minor to firms as they are not necessarily clear
violations. These risks are often cumulative, however,
they can occur concurrently and they often mask other
vulnerabilities of workers. Importantly, they indicate the
conditions that frequently lead to exploitation (rather
than identify it directly) (ILO, 2016; Alamgir &
Alakavuklar, 2018; Electronics Watch, 2019). As we sug-
gest, by paying closer attention to the formative indica-
tors and circumstances of modern slavery risk,

TABLE 1 Potential indicators of forced labor (adapted from ILO, 2012)

Exploitative practices Description

Abuse of vulnerability Being dependent on an employer for work and housing, limited local language proficiency, belonging to
a minority religious or ethnic group, having a disability.

Deception False promises regarding working conditions and wages, type of work, housing and living conditions,
acquisition of regular migration status, job location or the identity of the employer.

Restriction of movement Not free to enter and exit the work premises, subject to restrictions, subject to monitoring and
surveillance.

Isolation Working in remote locations, including without knowledge of exact location, denied/cannot have contact
with the outside world.

Physical and sexual violence All forms of violence that occur in the workplace or outside the workplace enacted by other employees
or the employer.

Intimidation and threats Threats of physical violence, other common threats used against workers including denunciation to the
immigration authorities, loss of wages or access to housing or land, sacking of family members, further
worsening of working conditions or withdrawal of “privileges”.

Retention of identity
documents

Requiring passports to remain with the employer, refusing access on request.

Withholding of wages Regular non-payment or delayed payment of wages.

Debt bondage Requiring recruitment or transport costs or from daily living or emergency expenses, such as medical
costs to be deducted from wages, or paid separately after wages have been paid to avoid evidence of
this occurring. Includes preventing workers from leaving/seeking other work because of debt.

Abusive working and living
conditions

Conditions that are degrading (humiliating or dirty) or hazardous (difficult or dangerous) and in severe
breach of labor law, can extend to substandard living conditions provided/required by employer which
are overcrowded and otherwise unsafe.

Excessive overtime Breaching overtime limits under national law, overtime linked to threats (e.g., of dismissal) or required
to earn minimum wage, includes being on-call at all hours, working without a day off, working on
prescribed rest days.
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organizations can increase their understanding of such
risk and seek to more effectively reduce it. By not engag-
ing at all with the complexity of modern slavery risk,
however, organizations achieve little more than a rhetori-
cal exercise with no influence over the risks that encour-
age exploitation (LeBaron et al., 2021).

2.2 | Construal level theory

Construal level theory provides a framework for studying
information processing by individuals and in organizations,
and its effects on decision-making (Wiesenfeld et al., 2017).
Through construal, decision-makers mentally represent
events, objects or persons at different levels of abstraction
so as to consider various strategic, or operational implica-
tions (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wiesenfeld et al., 2017).
Using more abstract construals allows managers to consider
problems (e.g., events, or risk) in light of central concerns
such as why this is important to the organization. Or, by
using more concrete construals, managers can consider
problems in terms of situational concerns such as how the
organization will implement its requirements. Abstract con-
struals reduce attention to details, and encourage managers
to focus on universal issues such as cost, or resourcing
implications of new requirements for suppliers. Concrete
construals encourage a focus on the details of managing
such requirements such as how risks are measured or the
role of local constraints on risk assessment (Cantor &
McDonald, 2009; Trope & Liberman, 2010; Liberman &
Trope, 2014). The choice of construal level at a particular
point in time can depend on several factors. These include
how much is known about the problem, event, object or
person (Humphreys, Isaac & Jen-Hui Wang, 2020), the
nature of the work being done, for example, whether it is
strategic or more operational (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989),
and an individual's level of seniority (Reyt & Wiesenfeld,
2015; Steinbach, Gamache & Johnson, 2019). For example,
CEOs and Boards tend to apply mostly abstract construals,
and low level employees tend to use mostly concrete con-
struals when at work (Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2015; Carton,
2018). Individuals may also demonstrate chronic construal
where they favor a particular mindset across their social
lives. Situational construals, however, are more likely when
individuals are at work or psychological distance plays a
significant role (Trope and Liberman, 2010; Reyt &
Wiesenfeld, 2015; Steinbach et al., 2019).

2.2.1 | Psychological distance

A central concept in construal research is that as psycho-
logical distance increases, objects, events, persons and

ideas will be represented in more abstract ways and deci-
sion-making will rely more on abstraction (Soderberg
et al., 2014). Psychological distance occurs in four main
ways – in time (events that occur further away in the past
or future); spatial distance (separated by geography);
social distance (persons and cultures that are unfamiliar,
or in-groups and out-groups); and hypothetical distance
(lack of experience or low probability of events) (Trope &
Liberman, 2010; Liberman & Trope, 2014). Where high
psychological distance exists, decision-makers generally
have less awareness of specific aspects or the ‘on-the-gro-
und’ implications of their decisions. They rely on abstrac-
tion to craft basic language, as well as to predict
outcomes by substituting what they know for what they
do not know (Trope et al., 2007; Soderberg et al., 2014;
Kalkstein et al., 2016). Thus high psychological distance
– and the use of abstraction – is closely related to a lack
of knowledge and a lack of experience with new prob-
lems or circumstances (Wood, Noseworthy & Colwell,
2013; Humphreys et al., 2020; Mount, Baer & Lupoli,
2021). Although abstraction provides a mechanism for
representing decisions, it also provides an indicator of the
extent to which an organization understands its strategies
and actions (Carton, 2018; Liberman & Trope, 2014;
Steinbach et al., 2019).

2.2.2 | Cognitive shifts and reducing
psychological distance

Psychological distance is not fixed and it can be reduced
with access to information or construal shifts, both of
which help bring events or persons perceptually ‘closer’
to a decision-maker (Trope & Liberman, 2010). In organi-
zational settings, this has been enacted by leaders using
more meaningful or specific language, by breaking prob-
lems down into smaller units or by emphasizing local
rather than global impacts (Kalkstein et al., 2016; Kraak
& Holmqvist, 2017; Lewis & Clark, 2020).

A primary way that managers can reduce their psy-
chological distance is by improving their knowledge of a
problem's operational and strategic implications
(Steinbach et al., 2019). As managers and organizations
learn, their decision making evolves such that more spe-
cific actions are developed (using a concrete mindset),
and goals can be refined or nested within other goals
(using an abstract mindset) (Liberman and Trope, 2014).
Construal shifts in particular help managers to engage in
exploratory learning that allows them to improve their
knowledge of unfamiliar organizational problems
(Humphreys et al., 2020). Importantly, construal shifts
between abstract and concrete states are often triggered
by a mis-alignment between the organization's approach,
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and the demands of their environment (Carton, 2018;
Steinbach et al., 2019). Managers engage in construal
shifts to:

minimize discrepancies between their cur-
rent construal and the external demands of
their present activity

(Steinbach et al., 2019). In this way, mis-alignment
can act as a driver of more evolutionary construal shifts
that ultimately help the organization to reduce its psy-
chological distance (Wood et al., 2013; Cancino-
Montecinos, Björklund and Lindholm, 2018).

2.3 | Psychological distance: Modern
slavery and supply chains

The role of psychological distance in supply chains – and
particularly how it might influence organizations' gover-
nance of context-driven risks – has received scant prior
attention. As supply chains have become more global
and dispersed, however, the impact of psychological dis-
tance between buyers and their suppliers has grown
increasingly relevant (Wijen, 2014; Villena &
Gioia, 2018).

Several supply chain practices in particular, that are
used by buyers to more efficiently manage their supply
base have arguably decreased their knowledge of sup-
pliers' practices and workers' conditions. First, firms have
sought greater use of globally applicable requirements in
contracts and supplier standards to provide them with
wide-ranging legal protection. This reduces the specificity
of information that organizations can communicate to
suppliers, however, and is less adaptable to different busi-
ness, social or political conditions (Crane et al., 2019;
Morris et al., 2020). Second, firms' efforts to reduce the
cost of monitoring large numbers of suppliers have led to
fewer audits, or audits of only small numbers of ‘key’
suppliers (Hajmohammad & Vachon, 2016; Stevenson &
Cole, 2018). Third, firms have increasingly sought to
assess supplier risk with the use of public and private
databases and artificial intelligence. These methods fre-
quently rely on only the most visible risks such as media
incidents, or audits of facility design only (e.g. lighting
and exits). Some risk databases also provide out-of-date
information, or produce estimates of modern slavery that
have been the subject of considerable criticism (LeBaron,
2019; Hasan et al., 2020). Furthermore, the reliance of
many firms on third party audits or supplier self-
reporting to assess labor risks in particular, has left them
vulnerable to fraudulent auditing or deception by

suppliers (LeBaron et al., 2017; Morris et al., 2020; Judd
& Kuruvilla, 2021).

In addition to these practices, organizations' use of
vague language to define modern slavery risk and its
management – in public statements and internal policies
– significantly limits their capacity to understand risk's
formative indicators. Modern slavery is a superordinate
term for different forms of coercive labor exploitation –
usually forced labor, child labor, trafficking, or forced
marriage. Where firms reference only ‘modern slavery’
in policies and reporting, there is limited scope for
employees to understand or directly assess risk. Refer-
ence to more specific features, however, such as:

transporting, harboring, recruiting, transfer-
ring or receiving persons by means of threat,
force, coercion, abduction or fraud for labor
or services

(IBM, 2020) should encourage greater awareness of
what modern slavery is, by employees and suppliers.

By being more involved in supplier assessments,
breaking information into a greater number of units, and
using language that is more specific to the characteristics
of labor exploitation (Liberman & Trope, 2014; Carton,
2018), organizations are expected to reduce their psycho-
logical distance from the context of modern slavery risk.
This provides organizational employees and potentially
suppliers with increased insight to the complexities of
modern slavery risk, and an improved understanding of
and how to mitigate risk.

3 | STUDY METHODOLOGY

Prior research on construal in organizational settings
has measured cognition mainly from the perspective of
individual decisions makers (managers, or employees),
or between members of an organization (managers and
subordinates) (Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2015; Wiesenfeld
et al., 2017; Lewis & Clark, 2020). If one assumes cogni-
tion is shared, and that managers' decisions are consid-
ered to be the organizations' decisions, then how
organizations process information can be explored with
executives or decisions made by key employees (Carton,
2018; Steinbach et al., 2019; Raffaelli et al., 2019). Deci-
sion-making by managers is an integral part of the orga-
nizations' delivery of its strategies (Steinbach et al.,
2019) and of its operations (Arellano, Meuer, & Netland,
2021), as well as for studying the organizational implica-
tions of construal change (Laureiro-Martinez & Brusoni,
2018; Steinbach et al., 2019). In order to study
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organizational decision-making around MSRM, we
targeted senior supply managers who had direct respon-
sibility for their organizations' modern slavery require-
ments, as part of their supply base management role.
These individuals provided key insight about the organi-
zations' goals, and practical implementation challenges
for MSRM. Similarly to operations managers, supply
managers serve as boundary spanners between top man-
agement, operations, and suppliers (Arellano et al.,
2021). Organization-focused research routinely relies on
the perspective of managers to understand organiza-
tional behavior and it is difficult to study information
processing problems without studying individuals
(Wood et al., 2013).

We used an inductive approach to investigate the
responses of large organizations to modern slavery risk
throughout extended supply networks (Bansal, Smith &
Vaara, 2018; Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Qualitative
research methodologies and inductive theorizing are
especially suitable for complex topics and phenomena
(Barratt, Choi & Li, 2011; Ketokivi & Choi, 2014), such as
modern slavery and other “grand challenges”
(Eisenhardt, Graebner & Sonenschein, 2016). To under-
stand the main phenomenon of interest, we sought per-
spectives from supply chain professionals across a variety
of industries, using a grounded approach to derive our
theoretical contributions from rich empirical data (Cor-
bin & Strauss, 2014; Wu & Pullman, 2015).

Our data collection approach relied on establishing a
chain of evidence and developing a comprehensive port-
folio (Yin, 1994). To develop trustworthiness and estab-
lish validity, we sought to develop systematic
procedures and transparently describe them (Pratt,
Kaplan & Whittington, 2019). Moreover, we triangu-
lated our findings utilizing several sources of informa-
tion (Jick, 1979; Voss, Tsikriktsis & Frohlich, 2002).
Investigators initiated and collected an extensive set of
interviews, as well as archival materials, and observa-
tional field data from three countries: Australia, Fin-
land, and the United States. These countries provided
contrasts in terms of development of modern slavery
legislative approaches and global coverage in terms of
dominant sourcing. Specifically, Australia recently
introduced legislation requiring large firms to report on
modern slavery risks in their supply chains (Modern
Slavery Act 2018). In the United States, California intro-
duced the California Transparency in Supply Chains
Act (2012) to address human trafficking and slavery. In
Finland, no legislation dealing directly with modern
slavery currently exists, but the government is investi-
gating the possibility of national or EU-level legislation
which would mandate human rights due diligence in
firms' supply chains (Finnish Government, 2019).

3.1 | Interview data collection

The main data source for the study were 42 semi-structured
interviews conducted with representatives of 41 organiza-
tions between June 2018 and October 2020. Altogether, 18
interviews were held in Australia, 12 in Finland, and 12 in
the United States. To ensure that we captured a range of
views and perspectives on the problem and possible
responses to it (Gehman et al., 2018), we sampled a variety
of medium to large size organizations by international
standards. Specifically, these organizations each had an
annual turnover of over USD 100 million, and they were
representative of different sectors and industries. Out of the
final sample of 41 organizations, 31 were firms, 3 were gov-
ernment organizations, and 7 were nonprofit organizations.
The 31 firms had between 500 and 215,000 employees. The
majority of them had their global headquarters in our
study countries, while five were foreign-owned subsidi-
aries. 21 of the firms were publicly traded corporations,
seven were privately-owned, and three were cooperatives
(see Table 2). Table 2 summarizes the sampled organiza-
tions, industries, and interviewee roles.

At each organization, we initially approached a senior
director or executive from the procurement/purchasing/
SCM function. All were ultimately either C-suite execu-
tives or at most, very senior purchasing representatives
for their organization (Table 2). Most interviews were
conducted online (on Zoom, Skype, or Teams) or over
the phone. Five of the interviews in Australia and nine in
Finland were conducted in-person. We used an inductive
approach with semi-intervention, allowing respondents
to discuss, share thoughts, and reflect on the inherent
challenges of their task, and to ensure a mutual under-
standing of what modern slavery approximately referred
to. The main interview themes (see Appendix A1)
focused on informants' perceptions of: (i) the tools their
firm used to communicate modern slavery requirements
to suppliers (e.g., contracts, codes of conduct, or stan-
dards); (ii) how they sought to ensure that requirements
were being met by suppliers; and (iii) what they expected
(or knew) their firm's response would be if a modern
slavery violation was detected. We slightly altered the
order of the interview questions and adapted the lan-
guage related to social risks and modern slavery based on
the three study countries (Pratt et al., 2019). For example,
in Finland and the United States, the terms “forced
labor” and “human trafficking” were more commonly
used by the informants than “modern slavery”. The semi-
structured interview approach allowed us to clarify and
react to informants' responses, to pursue new leads in the
data, and to encourage the informants to bring up issues
they considered pertinent (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). As
our data collection and analysis stages progressed, we
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TABLE 2 Summary of interviews and participants

Country
Operating
status Industry Informant role

Interview
length (mins) Interviewers

AU Non-profit Purchasing association CEO 54 2

AU Firm Engineering Chief purchasing officer 51 2

AU Government Communications Head of procurement 54 2

AU Firm Banking Head of policy and governance 59 2

AU Firm Transportation Head of procurement 68 2

AU Non-profit Health Global manager procurement 70 2

AU Firm Food & beverage Head of responsible sourcing 52 2

AU Firm Cleaning Director of purchasing 65 2

AU Firm Services & infrastructure Head of procurement 57 2

AU Firm Communications Supply governance 47 2

AU Firm Mining Global category specialist 52 1

AU Firm Asset management Head of procurement 52 2

AU Firm Food & beverage Purchasing lead & corporate
affairs

56 2

AU Firm Equipment
manufacturing

Purchasing lead, legal &
compliance

71 2

AU Non-profit Healthcare Senior procurement manager 37 1

AU Non-profit Services & infrastructure Senior procurement manager 34 1

AU Firm Services & infrastructure Senior procurement manager 52 1

AU Government Planning Procurement director 51 2

US Non-profit Humanitarian relief Director 36 2

US Government Transportation Director 35 1

US Non-profit Humanitarian relief Director 53 2

US Firm Medical device
manufacturing

Director 44 2

USa Firm Tobacco CPO 75 1

US Firm Food services Global supply chain director 60 1

US Non-profit Trade association Senior VP global supply chain 45 1

US Firm Electronics VP procurement 45 1

US Firm Textile Director 45 1

US Firm Biotechnology CPO 15 1

US Firm Semiconductors &
computing

Project executive 45 1

FI Firm Food & beverage Director, SCM/purchasing 45 1

FI Firm Consumer goods Manager, CSR/sustainability 75 1

FI Firm Food & beverage Director, SCM/purchasing 55 1

FI Firm Heavy industry/
equipment

Director, SCM/purchasing 55 1

FI Firm Forestry Director, SCM/purchasing 60 1

FI Firm Food & beverage Director, SCM/purchasing 45 1

FI Firm Food & beverage Director, SCM/purchasing 50 1

FI Firm Heavy industry/
equipment

Manager, SCM/purchasing 50 1

FI Firm Consumer goods Director, SCM/purchasing 70 1
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especially sought to saturate the main concepts and
themes that had started to emerge from our data and
seemed relevant for our theory (Pratt et al., 2019).

The Australian investigators conducted all the inter-
views in Australia, the Finnish investigator conducted all
interviews in Finland, and the U.S. investigators conducted
all interviews in the United States. To ensure a consistent
interview process between countries and across multiple
investigators, the interviews in Australia were conducted
first with the assistance of a specialist familiar with traffick-
ing and forced labor. Following this one Australian investi-
gator sat in on early interviews in the United States in
order to contextualize the protocol. All investigators then
discussed the protocol and continued with interviews in
the United States and Finland concurrently. The interviews
in Australia and the United States were held in English,
while all the interviews in Finland were conducted in
Finnish, which is the native language of the investigator
and the informants. All of the interviews were transcribed,
and the Finnish tapes were translated into English for anal-
ysis (with the translation checked by the Finnish investiga-
tor). This resulted in 519 pages of single-spaced transcripts.
Analysis of all the interview materials was completed by
three of the investigators using a shared Nvivo project. Ini-
tial coding was completed by one investigator, with further
coding and refining done by the other investigators in
order to confirm that their insights were convergent and
consistent.

3.2 | Archival and field data collection

We also collected archival materials and wrote field notes
(Wu & Pullman, 2015). Moreover, a small number of
informants provided us with additional materials (e.g.,
organizational codes and policy documents), and we col-
lected publicly available documents (e.g., modern slavery
or human rights statements) from organizations' websites
or modern slavery registers. We used these documents to
corroborate statements made during interviews and for
further evidence of general organizational approaches to
modern slavery risk. We also attended 14 industry events

and seminars during the study period in Australia, the
United States, and Finland to gauge industry understand-
ing of modern slavery risk. The topics of these were all
related to issues such as forced labor in supply chains,
modern slavery statements and modern slavery risk and
were held by national purchasing associations, CSR net-
works, a chamber of commerce, and a national construc-
tion association. At most of these events the investigators
engaged in substantial conversation with participants.
During the analysis process, observations obtained from
these events were used to frame and ground our theoreti-
cal approach ‘in context’, as well as corroborate our
interview findings across a global setting (Pratt, 2009;
Corbin & Strauss, 2014).

3.3 | Data analysis and theory building

During the data collection process, we actively analyzed
the incoming data in order to incorporate emerging
insights and refine our procedures for later interviews
(Pratt et al., 2019). Consistent with inductive theory
building approaches (Bansal et al., 2018; Grodal, Anteby,
& Holm, 2020), we developed initial concepts and themes
based upon emergent overarching issues identified across
the extant interviews. A summary of the aspects per-
taining to the trustworthiness and reliability of the study
are provided in the Appendix (Table A1).

During the main analysis stage, we consistently
searched for common themes, contrasting similar and
differing statements by participants (Corbin &
Strauss, 2014). We used a data driven approach to induc-
tively derive common practices that managers' organiza-
tions used to identify and address modern slavery risks
(Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Pratt et al., 2019). Managers'
accounts were then coded according to approximate
levels of construal using words, sentences, or paragraphs,
and as being either abstract or concrete representations
of MSRM activities (after Roberson & Stevens, 2006; Car-
ton, 2018; Wiesenfeld et al., 2017). This follows other
research, such as Carton (2018), for example, who coded
sentences and statements as either:

TABLE 2 (Continued)

Country
Operating
status Industry Informant role

Interview
length (mins) Interviewers

FI Firm Manufacturer Director, CSR/sustainability 55 1

FI Firm Services Director, SCM/purchasing 55 1

FI Firm Consumer goods Director, CSR/sustainability 60 1

Total organizations = 41, total interviews = 42

aTwo interviews for single firm.
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organizational objectives and ultimate aspi-
rations (abstract); or: tasks and activities that
occupied each individual's daily routine

(concrete) (Carton, 2018). We then conducted a further
stage of analysis to assess the framing of context for the
construal. We identified construals that were dis-connected
from modern slavery's context (mechanical) as abstract or
concrete language that lacked human reference points,
were contract-focused, buyer-centric, and focused on
‘reporting’ risk rather than reducing risks to workers. We
identified construals that were connected to modern
slavery's context (meaningful) where they provided more:

contextualized representations focused on
observable features of a target

(Weisenfeld et al., 2017), such as a focus on regional or
local drivers of risk, or reference to humanizing factors such
as the supplier's or worker's circumstances (Carton, 2018;
Soundararajan et al., 2021). Using this approach organiza-
tions could be categorized into one of four groups: (1) de-con-
textualized intention without actions (abstract-contracting);
or (2) de-contextualized intention with actions (concrete-
contracting); (3) contextualized intention without contextual-
ized actions (abstract-conditions); or (4) contextualized
intention with contextualized actions (concrete-conditions).
This provided us with four approaches to MSRM along a
continuum of psychological distance, as described in detail
in Table 3, and summarized as a process model in Figure 1.

In addition, we also identified conflicts articulated by
respondents that suggested mis-alignment between the
intent or actions of the organization's MSRM, and what
managers perceived in their operating environment. This
provided us with markers for construal shift such that
managers appeared to be in the process of shifting con-
strual to resolve poor fit between MSRM and the environ-
ment (Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2015; Steinbach et al., 2019).
As one manager pointed out:

it is important we don't get stuck in concrete
here, so we should get back to our reasons
for doing this

To address concerns that a manager's role or personal
characteristics may have influenced their construal, we
used a sample of managers that were similar in terms of
work domain (purchasing) and level (executive) in the
organization.1 Selecting a sample of decision-makers in
this way has been used in other studies involving con-
strual to minimize bias from individual traits (Laureiro-
Martinez & Brusoni, 2018; Mount et al., 2021). The act of
‘being at work’ also, encourages construal that is:

associated with the role and triggered by psy-
chological engagement with the role, rather
than reflecting … a dispositional orientation
that people apply consistently to every situa-
tion (Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2015)

4 | RESULTS AND FINDINGS

Our main research question addresses the extent to
which organizations' psychological distance from modern
slavery risk affects their understanding of how to manage
risk. Organizations that lack fundamental knowledge or
experience with modern slavery's complexities – that it is
difficult to measure, has different manifestations, and is
driven by supplier and worker vulnerabilities – are pro-
posed to use less effective mechanisms for managing risk.
We also explored the role that purchasing managers play
in identifying improvements in organizations' approaches
to modern slavery risk, especially as their knowledge of
the risk environment improves. Conflicts between what
organizations assume modern slavery risk is, and what
they find in their operating environment, are proposed to
precede key construal shifts that help to increase organi-
zational awareness of the complexities of labor-
related risk.

To ensure we represented construal within a relevant
and consistent work domain we first established common
activities used by organizations to manage risk. These
included violation definition and response, auditing, risk
assessment, supplier compliance, training (of staff and
suppliers), supplier verification, and remediation. To
position organizations' approaches to MSRM along a con-
tinuum of high to low psychological distance, we used
four stages of knowledge/awareness of modern slavery
risk (Humphreys et al., 2020). These stages (groups) were
organized by: (i) dominant construal (abstract or con-
crete), and (ii) the focus of MSRM (focused on supplier
risk: ‘contracts-focus’; or focused on risk to workers:
‘conditions-focus’). We describe these four groups in the
following and provide example quotes from each group
in Appendix B (Table B1). A summary of the practices
used for MSRM by the four groups is provided in Table 3,
and a summary of coding across the sample is provided
in Appendix B (Table B2).

4.1 | Groups 1 and 2, high psychological
distance, contracts-focus

Two groups of organizations indicated least awareness of
modern slavery's complexities, and this was evident
throughout their discussions of MSRM. These groups
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TABLE 3 Organizational stages of MSRM according to dominant construal and focus (contracts or conditions)

Contracts-focus Groups 1 & 2:
Abstract construals have a
contracts-focus & concrete
construals have a contracts-
focus

Transitional-focus Group 3:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus, but concrete
construals still have a
contracts-focus

Conditions-focus Group 4:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus & concrete
construals have a conditions-
focus

Low knowledge
High PD

Moderate knowledge
Moderate PD

High knowledge
Low PD

General Highest psychological distance
(across spatial, social, and
hypothetical levels)

Organization's goals indicate
limited awareness of the
complexities of modern slavery
and are largely liability-focused

Abstract construals focused on
contractual goals for MSRM;
Concrete actions for MSRM are
either not developed or are
highly inflexible and process-
driven; policy language is
vague or basic

Moderate psychological distance
(across mostly social and
hypothetical levels)

Organization's goals demonstrate
some awareness of the
complexities of modern
slavery, but face difficulties
translating this to concrete
actions and different
conditions

Abstract construals demonstrate
awareness that conditions
drive exploitation, but concrete
actions remain inflexible; main
focus of actions remains
contractual

Lowest psychological distance
(some distance at hypothetical
level)

Organization's goals indicate
high awareness of the
complexities of modern
slavery, and concrete actions
have flexibility to on-the-
ground conditions

Abstract construals reflect on the
limitations of a contracts-focus;
Concrete actions are
contextualized and sensitive to
circumstances; focus of actions
is on indicators of practices or
conditions that increase
potential for exploitation

Auditing Audits (if used) offer only an
appearance of monitoring

Limited resources for auditing
and as such are typically
annual or only at pre-
qualification stage

No flexibility in auditing,
procedure-focused and
operating to standard
checklists

Auditing of suppliers is against
3rd party standards

Audits often have multiple foci
(production, environment,
safety, and labor), are
‘performative’, open to
manipulation, and conducted
with no company involvement

Workers' conditions or ‘voice’
are not part of audits

Suppliers self-report

Increased use of audits as an
influencing tool for supplier
improvement

Audits more likely to be run by
the buyer, or with joint buyer-
auditor visits

Audits are more adaptive to
region or supplier features, but
still largely process-focused

Audits still rely on third party
standards, however, buyers
often add additional audit
items

Audits are done on a roster,
usually once per year and only
for strategic or highest risk
suppliers

Audits involve increased use of
region- and industry-specific
protocols as well as local
auditors, or local employees

Workers more likely to be
spoken to during audits

Auditing goes beyond Tier 1

Audits are less formal, and used
instead to assist suppliers or
trouble-shoot problems

Auditing is not scheduled, and is
more responsive to local
conditions or issues that arise

Audit protocols look at local
conditions, auditors have
knowledge of local risk factors
and language

Collaboration with other firms to
jointly audit or monitor
suppliers (e.g., Joint Audit
Cooperatives)

Auditors work with NGOs, and
talk with the community
outside of facilities; and look
for site-specific clues about
workers' conditions

Audits include criteria relevant
to vulnerable groups

Assessment and involvement of
suppliers beyond Tier 1

Information gathering through
other buyers or associations

Compliance Boilerplate clauses in contracts
that shift buyers' responsibility
to suppliers

No local adaptation of
requirements and no auditing
of suppliers other than by

Use of global, national or third
party standards to define
contract clauses and code of
conduct for suppliers

Increased recognition that
compliance is difficult to
ensure, and that requirements

Reliance on global standards that
are better suited to the specific
features of modern slavery (e.
g., BSCI, SEDEX, ILO), and
recognition that local
conditions vary considerably

(Continues)
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Contracts-focus Groups 1 & 2:
Abstract construals have a
contracts-focus & concrete
construals have a contracts-
focus

Transitional-focus Group 3:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus, but concrete
construals still have a
contracts-focus

Conditions-focus Group 4:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus & concrete
construals have a conditions-
focus

Low knowledge
High PD

Moderate knowledge
Moderate PD

High knowledge
Low PD

using SAQs (or perhaps
following a major incident)

Adherence to a limited ‘due
diligence’ approach that is
inflexible to different
circumstances

‘Zero tolerance’ to modern
slavery violations

No experience with serious labor
violations

cannot be met in all regions or
by all suppliers

Increased focus on working with
suppliers who commit
violations rather than zero
tolerance

Recognition that expectations for
supplier compliance should
change by region and that
reliance on ‘western’ rules can
have unintended consequences

Evidence, or indicators of worker
exploitation are addressed with
discussion and collaboration
toward improvement

Risk assessment Risk assessment is focused on
liability and compliance

Risks are assessed against overly
broad indicators (e.g., country-
level risk only)

Suppliers ‘self-report’ risks
Sources of information for risk
assessment are exclusively
from third parties e.g.,
databases

Risk is not measured or managed
beyond Tier 1

Risk assessment is about
influence and informing rather
than liability

Risks are assessed against a
wider range of indicators (e.g.,
country, category, financial,
ownership status, reputation).

More use of contextualized risk
(e.g., inconsistencies, head-
counts, payroll reports,
supplier changes, missing
records, or poor management
at supplier)

Reliance on alternative sources of
information (e.g., regional
surveys, NGO reports, credit
checks)

Risk assessment reaches into
sub-tiers

Risk assessment is focused on
supplier development, and
local and regional risk of
exploitation

Risks are assessed against a wide
range of complex and site-
specific indicators that are
developed in collaboration
with communities and NGOs

Workers' circumstances (e.g.,
access to childcare, transport,
living conditions, income
stability, access to rights-
support organizations) are part
of risk assessments

Extensive, and more accurate
extension of risk assessments
into sub-tiers

Supplier engagement and
tendering

No engagement with suppliers
beyond Tier 1

No awareness of sub-tier
suppliers or sub-contracting

Often use buying agents rather
than working directly with
suppliers

Suppliers are considered 100%
responsible for meeting
modern slavery requirements
and often have to complete
lengthy surveys without
support

Suppliers' different circumstances
are not represented in policies

Engagement with suppliers
beyond Tier 1, working with
Tier 2 suppliers

Use of town halls and
associations to educate
suppliers

Over-reliance, however, on Tier 1
suppliers to work with sub-tier
suppliers

Attempts to reduce risk of
modern slavery by using
suppliers in countries with
stronger rules, or suppliers
with similar policies

Greater reliance on assessing
modern slavery risk during
pre-qualification (but without
later follow-up)

Engagement with suppliers
beyond Tier 1, with sub-tier
suppliers providing direct
information about practices

Working with regional groups to
improve wage and payment
conditions, to obtain
information about regional
risks, and to leverage
governments

Efforts to change supplier
payment practices (e.g.,
payment terms, wage setting,
creating worker funds) that
help stabilize and protect
workers' income

Awareness of local market norms
such as how suppliers recruit
workers and employment
practices
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Contracts-focus Groups 1 & 2:
Abstract construals have a
contracts-focus & concrete
construals have a contracts-
focus

Transitional-focus Group 3:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus, but concrete
construals still have a
contracts-focus

Conditions-focus Group 4:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus & concrete
construals have a conditions-
focus

Low knowledge
High PD

Moderate knowledge
Moderate PD

High knowledge
Low PD

Awareness of buying practices
that increase exploitation

Modern slavery
definition and response

Policies use a vague, all-purpose
definition for modern slavery

Differences between types of
modern slavery not recognized

Little awareness of the drivers of
exploitation, or its indicators

Violation responses are not
specific to modern slavery
types, and lack reference to
workers

No recognition of risks faced by
different groups or from
different factors (e.g., language,
gender, migration, children)

Policies increasingly define forms
of modern slavery e.g., forced
or child labor

Managers have greater
understanding of how workers
can be exploited, and of the
cultural challenges of
responding to violations

Violation response seeks to
‘understand’ situation

More awareness of vulnerabilities
faced by different groups (but
no capacity to tailor a response
accordingly)

More experience with at least
anecdotal evidence of
incidents, but still no direct
experience with exploitation

Responses to violations becoming
more nuanced and sensitive to
suppliers' circumstances

Policies and managers reference
different types of exploitation
(often including forced
marriage)

Awareness of subtleties around
types of exploitation such as
how persons are coerced into
labor, are reflected in policies
and discussion

Managers appreciate the
conditions faced by suppliers
and workers, and workers'
dependence on their employer

Responses to incidents of
exploitation demonstrate a
development focus

High awareness of risks faced
specifically for gender or group
(e.g., women, children,
migrants)

Involvement of ILO guidance
and NGOs in development of
remedies

Workers No recognition of the impact of
exploitation on workers and
language is wholly supplier-
focused

Workers' circumstances or
vulnerability not considered

Workers are not part of any
violation response

No direct experience with
affected workers

Limited awareness of worker
motivations and some victim-
blaming

Increased awareness that
workers depend on their
employers

Workers' socio-economic
circumstances in the supplier's
region are acknowledged (but
not factored into risk
assessment)

Affected workers are recognized
as participants in the supply
chain, but no capacity to assist
them

Use of training to improve
awareness of modern slavery

Increased awareness that
exploitation of workers may
occur at suppliers' suppliers

Workers' living and working
conditions are taken into
consideration as well as
workers' support systems

Regional vulnerabilities are
considered (e.g., extent of
migration, education system,
prevailing wage, or recruitment
across borders)

Affected workers are viewed as
part of the business system

Training recognizes forms of
exploitation, and workers

Workers are part of remediation
processes

Resources are provided for
workers' benefit such as legal
support, or investment in
schools

Regional and community
intervention

No regional or community
intervention

Increased regional or community
intervention such as creating
links to supplier associations or
local NGOs

Regional/community
intervention to influence
conditions

Collaboration with NGOs,
government, buying
associations, trade groups, and

(Continues)
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employed significant abstraction (broad, non-specific) in
policy language, definitions of modern slavery, measure-
ment of risk, and the overall focus of MSRM. These organi-
zations were largely inattentive to specific supplier or
worker circumstances that contribute to risk and rarely
reflected on the motives of suppliers in disclosing risk or
exploitation. They relied heavily on familiar practices of
supply chain risk management such as using clauses in
supplier contracts to limit their liability, and measuring
risk with occasional audits, or public and private databases.
They were generally positive about their capacity to ‘find’
or ‘report’ incidents of modern slavery. Positivity, however,
can indicate high psychological distance as it demonstrates
limited knowledge of complexities (Trope &
Liberman, 2010). As one manager described, modern slav-
ery risk was perceived as identifiable and manageable:

I think it will probably come out in the audit.
I think the more that we do, we'll understand
our supply chain more, because at the
moment I don't think as a supply team, we
probably get out and see our suppliers on the
ground. I think once you understand how they
actually operate, we can see how you can help
make improvements and how the auditing …
what does good look like, from now what's
the current status, what do they want to be. I
think that's the only way to measure it really

These organizations conveyed a sense that MSRM
was perceived as a reporting exercise focused on meeting
stakeholder expectations, and that modern slavery did
not exist in their supply chain.

4.1.1 | Group 1, mostly abstract construals
with a contracts-focus

Psychological distance
Group 1 organizations were either in the early stages of
developing MSRM or had limited scope to manage risk
beyond their first tier suppliers. Their strategies for man-
aging risk were just that – strategic, and aspirational, but
lacking specific practices of risk detection and remedia-
tion. At this early stage, MSRM was assumed to require
only retro-fitting of existing contracts or adding extra
requirements to codes of conduct. These organizations
were often keenly aware of their public reporting obliga-
tions and wanted to avoid bad publicity.

Discussion of MSRM was notably dominated by
abstract construals. Organizations had limited knowledge
of what modern slavery was, and that it involved differ-
ent forms of exploitation. They often mixed less serious
labor abuses with modern slavery, for example by
describing overtime issues as equivalent to modern slav-
ery. Their temporal and hypothetical appreciation of
modern slavery was relegated to a distant future in which

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Contracts-focus Groups 1 & 2:
Abstract construals have a
contracts-focus & concrete
construals have a contracts-
focus

Transitional-focus Group 3:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus, but concrete
construals still have a
contracts-focus

Conditions-focus Group 4:
Abstract construals have a
conditions-focus & concrete
construals have a conditions-
focus

Low knowledge
High PD

Moderate knowledge
Moderate PD

High knowledge
Low PD

communities locally and
regionally for information and
to improve infrastructure

Direct investment in
communities to reduce
exploitation risk

Internal support Board is often disinterested
Resources provided for MSRM
are limited or absent

Board is increasingly interested
but inexperienced with MSRM

Increased resourcing usually
through auditing or more
funding for information
capture

Board is aware and committed to
MSRM

Resources provided for MSRM
allow adaptation to supplier
regions and tailored
monitoring practices

Purchasing has authority to
make decisions when
responding to incidents

Abbreviation: PD, psychological distance.
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they would ‘deal with it if it ever happens’, and that inci-
dents were unlikely. Remediation (if any) was simplistic,
and definitive, for example,

If we ever found it, we would stop doing
business with that supplier right away

Where they had started to consider a framework for
risk, the discussion was focused only on products and/or
suppliers. Their impression of MSRM was that it could be
designed similarly to labor management approaches that
they understood – such as providing a hotline for
exploited workers, or expecting workers to have access to
a HR department. These options reflected a broad lack of
experience with informal labor systems (Crane
et al., 2021). Overall, group 1 demonstrated limited
knowledge of the complexities of modern slavery risk, or
the circumstances in which labor abuses might occur.
They modeled their MSRM on systems used for non-labor
risk, and focused on managing their suppliers through
contracting.

Construal shift
Group 1 organizations that had progressed to some
operationalization of an approach to MSRM, quickly real-
ized they would require more resources. This led often to
challenges and resistance from CEOs and Boards. At this
point, managers found their organizations were either
too aspirational about reducing risk, or not committed to
investing in practices for delivering MSRM. As one man-
ager described:

I write a board paper every quarter, includ-
ing [that] the modern slavery act is coming,
what the plan is. But I think to know what it
means to implement it and the resources it
will take is not yet clear to them. Which is a
challenge in my role. I think a lot of people
in our position have to do a lot of expectation
setting around what is possible, what you
want me to achieve and what is possible with
what I have. There is a disconnect at the
moment

FIGURE 1 Process through which organizations are able to reduce psychological distance from modern slavery risk
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As this quote illustrates, many purchasing managers
held an understanding of modern slavery risk that was
more advanced than their top management team. They
appreciated the operational challenges ahead and were
receptive to a shift toward more concrete ways of think-
ing about MSRM. However, they still faced many internal
organizational barriers. Limited support from their orga-
nizational leadership, limited resources and a stakeholder
focus, tended to restrict managers' approaches to
operationalizing MSRM. As one manager described:

I don't have an answer at this stage which is
what frustrates me the most. What is the level
that I need to ask information on? What level
should I go to? How deep should I go into
this? Because the deeper I go it frustrates me
even more. It should be more clear. I mean, if
the Act is defining that up to what level
should I go into, like two levels, three levels or
four levels, it makes my life easier to deter-
mine that. Currently it is just saying that you
need to do an appropriate assessment of your
supply chain. My supply chain is massive!

4.1.2 | Group 2, more concrete construals
with a contracts-focus

Psychological distance
Group 2 organizations were further along in their jour-
ney of developing MSRM and could articulate more con-
crete representations of MSRM. They described risk
management practices in more detail such as how they
would define and detect risk, their auditing practices,
and where they sourced information on risk. Generally,
however, the focus of MSRM was to minimize the organi-
zations' responsibility for supplier incidents and to mini-
mally (rather than properly) monitor suppliers. Risk was
usually measured on the basis of supplier importance
(highest spend), tiers (to tier 1 only), and the organiza-
tion's core products. Group 2 activities of MSRM were
more concretely represented than group 1, but they still
lacked sensitivity to the characteristics of modern slavery
risk. Detection practices were limited to identifying
exploitation through supplier surveys, third party audits
or expensive databases. While group 2 organizations
could articulate quite complex processes for detecting
and remediating risk, it was just that – a complex process,
that lacked reflection on the environment of risk, or
workers' circumstances. As one manager described:

Manager: So before you put a contract in
place or start a relationship with a supplier,

you apply metrics across legal, health and
safety, and environment, financial risk, and
sustainability, and you apply a certain met-
ric, it is basically a calculator and then it will
tell you what that risk would be. Tier one is
extreme risk or way down, four, which is
low risk.
Interviewer: If you are able to tell me [then],
what platform are you using for this risk
assessment and does modern slavery fit
under one of these categories legal, health
and safety etc
Manager: The risk calculator itself is in
Excel, but what is important is before we put
a contract in place, there are approval docu-
ments that we have to put together. It defines
the risk based on that calculator. The higher
risk the contract, the higher up the food
chain it goes to be approved

Remediation in the event of an incident was still
largely focused on inflexible and contract-focused solu-
tions such as ‘zero tolerance’. Where remedies had been
developed, they were contingent on a supplier's impor-
tance and were intended to avoid supply disruptions.

Group 2 organizations also seemed to expect they
would only need to manage modern slavery risk with
immediate suppliers in their own country. Exploitation of
workers was a distant and vague concept, and their
knowledge of indicators of exploitation was limited. As
one manager described after reading an audit report:

I've seen the report of one audit that was in
[…], and it was by a third party that actually
went to see the process, and interview the
employees… I was really surprised. Some of
the findings were that the contracts were
given in a native language, so they couldn't
read their contracts; there were people queu-
ing outside for work, and there weren't
proper employment contracts; there wasn't
running water all of the time, and people
working over their hours; it wasn't necessar-
ily a breach, I think. I'm not sure what the
outcome was. I thought it was interesting,
because obviously it gives a good perspective
on what you don't necessarily expect to be in
a supply chain

Construal shift
While group 2 organizations had greater knowledge of
practices to use to address risk, they still lacked aware-
ness of how effective these practices were in detecting or
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mitigating modern slavery risk. As managers progressed
their operational understanding of MSRM, however, they
began to appreciate the limitations of asking their sup-
pliers to report risk, or problems with the metrics used
for risk. They identified issues with the quality of infor-
mation received from suppliers (e.g. reporting incidents,
not practices), with audit quality, or with suppliers that
would not disclose information. In addition, using more
complex processes for managing risk – sometimes paying
for more audits – did not seem to resolve problems. As
one manager described:

So far we have been doing it just like has
been recommended, meaning that we have
had audits and acceptance handled by a third
party. These have been the tools we have
used so far. Only this year we have started
questioning whether this is enough, because
it seems like.. Well for example in the spring
there was a case where [watchdog NGO] was
harassing us because our […] is not, not
everything is as it should be there. One of
them was audited by [Audit company 1] and
the other one by [Audit company 2], but
even that wasn't enough. And then we have
arrived into a situation where we have to ask
what is enough, what do we have to do?

A common point of conflict for group 2 were the
trade-offs they had made between goals for efficient risk
detection, and information quality. By sampling only
small numbers of strategic or high-risk suppliers (and
infrequently), they were not realistically able to monitor
labor practices in their supply chain. As they confronted
this challenge, managers were forced to consider how,
and where they were monitoring risk and the sources of
reports and information. This suggested a shift to a
higher level of thinking in order to reconsider the organi-
zation's goals for MSRM.

4.2 | Groups 3 and 4, low psychological
distance, conditions-focus

The remaining organizations – groups 3 and 4 – demon-
strated greater awareness that regional and local condi-
tions would substantially influence risk, and that risk
should be managed by utilizing a wide range of informa-
tion sources. Group 3 organizations differed from group
4, however, as they could only articulate a focus on work-
ing conditions at the goal level (abstract), but not at the
practical level (concrete) for MSRM. Group 4 organiza-
tions provided both abstract and concrete representations

of MSRM that demonstrated greater knowledge of
workers' role in risk detection and management, and
how working conditions can contribute to risk.

4.2.1 | Group 3, abstract construals with a
conditions-focus

Psychological distance
Group 3 organizations provided the most interesting
challenge of all the organizations in our sample. They
were engaged in a transitional phase in which they could
describe a more worker-oriented focus for their MSRM,
but struggled with operationalizing such goals. They
remained caught between old and new practices for
addressing modern slavery risk, and were held back by
strategic inertia to some extent. Earlier investment in less
effective methods for MSRM had left them bound to past
ways especially where the organization had invested sig-
nificant capital in a less effective approach. Group 3 man-
agers addressed this primarily by adding to existing
operational practices, rather than starting anew. They
sought ‘co-existence’ between old and new methods to
manage risk. Although their knowledge of modern slav-
ery risk was more advanced than group 2 organizations,
their practices were still quite similar. A key difference,
however, was an appreciation of the faults of a contract-
focused approach. Managers often raised the practical
limitations of their hybrid approach and highlighted that
significant cultural and procedural shifts were required
internally to move them beyond simple retro-fitting of
old practices. As one manager described:

It is very easy to talk about human rights
and labor standards in these lofty UN styles
[then] you have a conversation with the sales
director and try to explain to them … unless
we can translate it to operational guidelines
and polices … we're barking up the wrong
tree. Using language that people aren't famil-
iar with alienates them and makes them
think you're posing an agenda on them.
When ultimately what we're doing is seeking
to ensure fairness and decency in the
workplace

Construal shifts
Conflicts experienced by group 3 managers were rooted
in difficulties trying to fit universal standards to the com-
plexity of conditions and supplier capabilities in their
supply network. They used work-arounds and hybrid
approaches, such as using global performance standards
as a starting point to work with suppliers rather setting
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unrealistic expectations. Group 3 organizations also used
the most pre-qualification of the four groups perhaps as a
way to focus their resources toward pre-empting risk
(rather than having to fix the system). Managers were,
however, clearly frustrated with the inflexibility of their
organizations' processes for dealing with risk. Supplier-
focused approaches for managing risk forced them again,
into critical trade-offs. These trade-offs, however, pro-
vided them with vivid examples they could then use to
guide the organization's shift to a lower level construal,
from where they could generate more systemic change in
the organization's MSRM practices.

4.2.2 | Group 4, concrete construals with a
conditions-focus

Group 4 organizations demonstrated the most awareness
of modern slavery's complexities. Both their abstract and
concrete representations of MSRM reflected knowledge of
different indicators, and sources of exploitation. Managers
and their organizations were more conscious of the differ-
ent challenges that limited the detection of risk. In addi-
tion, workers' importance to the overall focus of MSRM
was also more apparent. Organizations' goals for MSRM
for example, were described more in terms of achieving
broad social outcomes for workers. Their policies and prac-
tices for risk management also more directly indicated dif-
ferent forms of exploitation (e.g. worker types, or forms of
coercion such as trafficking, debt-bondage, wage-theft,
migration), and sought to detect risk through workers and
their communities (rather than just suppliers). Most man-
agers understood that exploitation was often embedded in
communities, and part of the employer-employee relation-
ship and some had first-hand experience of exploitation, or
remediation. They understood the unique mix of suppliers'
and workers' circumstances, and different conditions in dif-
ferent regions. As one manager described:

To be honest, the question, “What drives it?”
That sounds like a “... I guess our experience
is that what drives slavery for us has been
commodity specific. And so, on one level it is
all the same thing, isn't it? And that is peo-
ple's disrespect for other people. [But] if I
look at Thai fishing, that is a really different
set of drivers to what is happening in cocoa.
There's different drivers in different situa-
tions. Have we set ourselves on the task of
going: “What makes modern slavery as a
whole category of things happen?” No, we
have not. But, that's not our job. Our job is to
address what's happening in our own

business, and so the drivers in [commodity
X] and the drivers in [commodity Y] or what
have you. Addressing those drivers is
important

Practically speaking, group 4 organizations still used
many of the supply chain practices used by other groups to
detect and manage risk. However, these practices were
contextualized to local forces, drew more on local expertise
and informal information sources (workers and communi-
ties), and involved NGOs. They also used audits for the
purposes of seeking indirect information, and conducted
audits where exploitation was suspected (rather than to a
schedule or because of supplier ‘value’). In supplier
regions, organizations sought information from local orga-
nizations (governments, trade or buying groups), as well as
information about workers' circumstances. Organizations
were also more involved in improving suppliers' under-
standing of their expectations for labor conditions. They
often invested in communities, local education systems, or
support systems for workers. Detection practices were also
sensitive to workers' demographic, recruitment practices,
migration patterns, and local living conditions. Critically,
group 4 organizations appreciated that MSRM should be
focused on monitoring the factors that foster and embed
labor abuses (rather than ‘reporting incidents’).

Practices of MSRM for each organizational group are
summarized in Table 3.

5 | DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS,
AND CONCLUSIONS

We explored organizational approaches to MSRM in sup-
ply chains with 41 global organizations in three countries.
Guided by our overarching research question, we explored
the extent to which organizations' psychological distance
from modern slavery risk impacted their appreciation of:
(i) characteristics of the risk environment; and (ii) the rele-
vance of workers and working conditions. We described
four stages of organizational knowledge regarding modern
slavery risk in supply chains, and a process of construal
shift through which organizations could enable a gradual
reduction in psychological distance from risk.

We found that organizations in nascent stages of
understanding modern slavery risk struggled to conceive
why or how modern slavery risk could arise in their oper-
ating environment. They lacked awareness of modern
slavery's complexities, such as that: (i) their suppliers
could be involved in exploitation, or conceal exploitation;
(ii) workers themselves could hide abuses and abuses in
their communities; or (iii) Traditional methods for man-
aging supply risk were not suited to modern slavery risk.
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In particular, their discussions of risk frequently lacked
reference to the role of exploited individuals (e.g.
workers). Organizations relied on abstract representa-
tions of risk, and had limited expectation that they could
control risk or social outcomes. Such organizations pri-
marily perceived risk as similar to other supply risks,
were focused only on transferring their liabilities for risk,
and believed risk could be reported through their sup-
pliers. As such, we propose first that:

P1. Organizations with limited knowledge of
modern slavery risk will develop abstract
representations of MSRM that focus on con-
tracts with suppliers

Those organizations with limited knowledge of mod-
ern slavery risk tended to develop goals for MSRM that
focused on the expectations of regulatory stakeholders, or
identifying risk through their supply relationships. These
goals were then used to frame their shift to a more con-
crete mindset, in order to articulate more operational
aspects of MSRM. While this process helped organiza-
tions to advance their operationalization of risk manage-
ment practices, it restricted those practices and resources,
to suppliers only. Where organizations approached risk
from the outset with a focus on their contracts with sup-
pliers, they also developed similarly focused capabilities
(Carton, 2018; Raffaelli et al., 2019). As such, we further
propose that:

P2. Organizations with abstract representa-
tions of MSRM focused on contracts with
suppliers, will also develop concrete repre-
sentations of MSRM focused on contracts
with suppliers

Those organizations that approached MSRM with a
primary focus on risks to their supply system, inevitably
found they received poor information from what was
often a high-cost system for risk detection. Managers in
these organizations wrestled particularly with the chal-
lenge of having limited resources to assess risk, and being
forced into managing risk through just a small group of
suppliers (usually tier 1). This resulted in costly, supplier-
focused auditing efforts that provided little useful infor-
mation about modern slavery risk or incidents. With
respect to remediation in particular, managers' struggled
to gain disclosure from suppliers. They also found it chal-
lenging to conceive of remediation approaches that incor-
porated affected workers. A key outcome of these
information challenges, however, were that they
highlighted problems with a contract focused approach
to risk. This encouraged organizations to explore broader

options for identifying risk, and to identify goals for risk
that went beyond supply issues. As such:

P3. As organizations' knowledge of modern
slavery risk increases, they identify conflicts
between contract focused MSRM and the
characteristics of modern slavery risk, and
seek to develop abstract representations of
MSRM that focus more on workers'
conditions

Many organizations that had achieved more condition
focused goals for MSRM, however, still faced challenges
where they had invested in previous contract focused
MSRM practices. A strategy of co-existing condition
focused goals with contract focused operations for MSRM,
forced them into problematic hybrid approaches to risk.
This involved augmenting existing structures with addi-
tional modules, or requirements, work-arounds, lengthy
pre-qualification activities, and time-consuming processes.
The hybrid approach was arguably the least effective of all
the organizational strategies for managing risk as it
resulted in more complex, more expensive, but still ineffec-
tive practices for addressing risk. Co-existence approaches
seemed to slow rather than improve MSRM. As managers
reflected on the increased bureaucracy of hybrid
approaches, they could identify that an overhaul of the
organizations' operational practices for MSRM was needed.
This ultimately encouraged further construal shift toward
developing and focusing their investments for managing
risk. This led organizations to begin to consider more
responsive systems that targeted indicators of exploitation,
and to seek sources of information more relevant to work-
ing conditions. Thus our final proposition is:

P4. As organizations' knowledge of modern
slavery risk increases, they identify conflicts
between abstract representations of modern
slavery risk focused on workers' conditions
and concrete representations focused on con-
tracts with suppliers, and seek to develop
concrete representations of MSRM that focus
more on workers' conditions

We summarize these approaches and the process
through which organizations adapt their understanding
of modern slavery risk, in Figure 1.

Two key points from our analysis are highlighted. First,
organizations that develop early goals for MSRM focused
on contracts with suppliers, typically then extend this focus
into their operational investments for MSRM. This leads to
fundamental problems being able to adequately detect risk
as well as poor distribution of the organization's effort and
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resources. Second, however, the process through which
organizations evolve their understanding of modern slavery
risk (Figure 1), provides important opportunities for
targeted learning. Several points in this process suggests
phases during which managers may be more receptive to
specific types and forms of information about modern slav-
ery risk. These phases – generally in advance of major
shifts in construal – are ideal for knowledge interventions
that: (i) align with a dominant mindset so as to increase
information processing (e.g. abstract information with
abstract mindset); (ii) help to re-organize the organization's
focus for risk; or (iii) reduce psychological distance with
targeted information about individuals, or implications of
decisions (Roberson et al., 2006; Trope et al., 2007; Raffaeli
et al., 2019).

Poor alignment of construal with the decision envi-
ronment is of growing interest in construal research
because it is often driven by limited knowledge, or strate-
gic inertia (Carton, 2018; Wood et al., 2013; Raffaelli
et al., 2019). Our findings suggest there is significant
scope, however, to develop interventions and guidance
for organizations that: (i) reduce psychological distance
by emphasizing modern slavery's relevant characteristics;
or (ii) align information with an appropriate organiza-
tional mindset to either improve or disrupt how informa-
tion is processed. We discuss these findings further in
terms of contributions to scholarship and practice below.

5.1 | Theoretical contributions

5.1.1 | Modern slavery

Modern slavery's critical challenges lie in its opaqueness
relative to other types of risk, its roots in vulnerable
workers and their communities, and the complex ways in
which it is sustained (ILO, 2020; Crane et al., 2021; Ste-
venson, 2021). A key focus of how we educate organiza-
tions about modern slavery risk should be how risk
intersects with exploited workers. A focus on workers –
their vulnerabilities, rights, and role as a source of infor-
mation – is notably absent from most organizations'
MSRM (and public modern slavery statements). A prime
example of this is that remediation is still mostly defined
as incident reporting, penalties for violations, training of
suppliers post-incident, and in several cases, supplier ter-
mination (Stevenson and Cole, 2018; Benstead, Hendry
and Stevenson, 2020). These practices tend to describe
remediation only as it pertains to relationships with sup-
pliers (Reinecke & Donaghey, 2020). Remediation is
properly defined, however, as efforts to:

attempt to right a wrong, to correct – as far
as possible – an injustice

(IOM, 2018). Workers face significant risk if they are
identified in labor abuses, including income loss, violence,
deportation, and possibly waiting years for criminal pro-
ceedings (ILO, 2016; LeBaron, 2021). This reinforces issues
with organizations seeking to detect and remediate risk
solely through their suppliers (Alamgir and
Alakavuklar, 2018; Morris et al., 2020). Organizations
would benefit significantly from knowledge interventions
that highlight the relevance of workers to MSRM, and
what outcomes for workers should look like (e.g. repara-
tions, rehabilitation, and guarantees that abuses will not be
repeated) (IOM, 2018). In addition, risk detection for most
organizations lacks implications for workers. Workers
should be an essential component of incident detection:
they are a high quality, inexpensive source of information
about exploitation and conditions (Reinecke & Donaghey,
2020; Stevenson, 2021). Their involvement, however,
requires proper development of their role in the risk sys-
tem, and how they are protected so that they may provide
information safely. Organizations have incorporated
‘worker voice’ mechanisms such as hotlines for workers,
or recent worker surveys that use voice-to-text for easier
access to workers. These approaches, however, lack any
support for workers post-reporting. Exploited individuals
are in highly precarious positions in which their freedom,
and security is tied to their employment. This prevents
them from disclosing their situation or the situations of
others (Stevenson, 2021; Crane et al., 2021). As a result,
firms' best and most expensive efforts to detect risk are
being undermined because they are insensitive to workers'
integral role in modern slavery risk.

5.1.2 | Construal level theory

Our findings also highlight processes through which
organizations seek to frame and resolve unfamiliar prob-
lems such as modern slavery risk. This has significant
implications for how organizations understand and
develop labor governance in their supply chains.
Although corporations have become increasingly
involved in supply chain labor governance, the systems
they have used to manage risk, and recent requirements
to report labor risk, are still relatively new (Caruana
et al., 2020). It cannot be assumed that organizations
understand the characteristics of modern slavery risk
from the outset, or that they understand labor exploita-
tion more broadly. Organizations that perpetuate old
mindsets when faced with new problems such as modern
slavery risk can limit their ability to identify innovative,
effective ways to solve problems (Eggers & Kaplan, 2013;
Cubitt, McDonald and Read, 2018). This is relevant to
recent topics in supply chain management that are per-
ceptually ‘distant’ for managers, such as issues of
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diversity, equity and inclusion; exploitation; and climate
change (Villena & Gioia, 2018; Xiao et al., 2019; Esper,
Goldsby and Zinn, 2020).

By exploring the role of psychological distance in sup-
ply chains through the lens of labor governance, we also
highlight a valuable framework – construal level theory –
that is under-utilized in operations and supply chain schol-
arship. Construal level theory can answer questions
around: (i) organizational information processing that
involves perceptual distance (or new knowledge); and (ii)
interventions that can evolve organizational framing and
learning about problems (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Car-
ton, 2018; Reczek, Trudel & White, 2018; Raffaelli
et al., 2019). For example, researchers could explore shifts
in managers' hypothetical or social distance from exploited
workers, when they are provided with scenarios that
involve workers (Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope &
Liberman, 2006; Yudkin, Liberman, Wakslak &
Trope, 2020; Roberson & Stevens, 2006). Construal studies
in organizational settings are scarce (Wiesenfeld
et al., 2017), and the topic is of growing interest to research
on organizational decision-making and how managers
learn (Wiesenfeld et al., 2017; Raffaelli et al., 2019).

Finally, much of the prior work on construal has
involved fixed cognition such as the effects of construal
level alone on decision-making (Steinbach et al., 2019).
More recent work has highlighted the importance of study-
ing processes behind organizations' construal shifts and its
implications for learning and strategic change (Baumann-
Pauly, Wickert, Spence & Scherer, 2013; Wiesenfeld
et al., 2017; Raffaelli et al., 2019). The ability of managers
to challenge their organization's framing of problems in
their capacity as boundary spanners is of increasing inter-
est in a number of disciplines (Steinbach et al., 2019;
Raffaelli et al., 2019). Supply chain managers in particular
play a key boundary spanning role between the organiza-
tion, the supply base and workers and there is significant
scope for further research in this domain. Much is possible
at the experimental level especially in relation to how man-
agers or top management teams represent modern slavery
risk. This could lead to improved organizational perception
of labor risk in supply chains and help to increase the effec-
tiveness of labor governance more broadly.

5.2 | Managerial contributions

Organizations' limited understanding of modern slavery
risk and its implications has been noted by others
(LeBaron et al., 2017; Morris et al., 2020). We found that
several of the organizations in our sample – including
well known, multinational companies – lacked aware-
ness of, or reference to workers and indicators of worker
vulnerability (such as forced labor indicators). We also

found a continuing reliance on systems of governance
that have established flaws such as third party auditing
and supplier self-reporting (LeBaron et al., 2017; LeBaron
et al., 2021). We found organizations contemplating sig-
nificant investments in detection and reporting practices
that would be unlikely to detect any risks to labor. The
cost of poor labor governance in supply chains – however
well intentioned – is that it wastes significant resources
on approaches that elicit little change in the exploitation
of workers globally.

As the ILO (2017) suggests, it is not one approach that
will reduce worker exploitation, but rather a combination
of efforts aimed at reducing the sorts of risks that encour-
age and embed exploitation. For business, this will
require a fundamental change in thinking about how to
frame labor risks, and its implications for several aspects
of their business. For example, shifting away from tradi-
tional mindsets that use product provenance systems or
voluntary supplier disclosures to identify information on
labor risks would be a start (Sodhi and Tang, 2019). Busi-
ness should also consider the type of training they pro-
vide to managers who are responsible for the
organizations' response to modern slavery risk. Instead of
hiring traditional business consultants, firms could con-
sider gaining assistance from labor specialists (e.g., in
human trafficking), or from non-profits. Furthermore,
organizations need improved appreciation of how free-
dom in finding and participating in work influences risk,
as well as how pricing pressures encourage labor exploi-
tation (ILO, 2017; Morris et al., 2020; Hasan et al., 2020).

Our research identifies faults in the way that business
conceives and frames goals for managing modern slavery
risk in supply chains. This finding applies to organiza-
tional learning in other settings, such as for unfamiliar
problems, or in the case of major disruptions (such as
COVID-19). The implications of psychological distance to
supply chain decision-making are significant, and scope
exists to explore other perceptually challenging problems
relevant to labor and social issues in particular.

5.3 | Limitations and further research

More scholarship is needed to identify effective methods for
improving working conditions in supply chains, or at least
improved organizational awareness of its role in exploita-
tion (New, 2015; Caruana et al., 2020; Soundararajan
et al., 2021). Future studies could look to event-based
responses to incidences of labor abuse in supply chains, or
how shared perspectives (e.g., between groups of organiza-
tional members, top management teams, or working with
non-profits) might help to reduce psychological distance.

We raise also the observation that managers' individ-
ual features (traits) can influence construal in certain
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circumstances, such as a managers' personal characteris-
tics (age, or nationality) (Wiesenfeld et al., 2017). Limited
research has explored the impact of managers' traits on
construal and the effects of traits such as age or experi-
ence has been explored mainly in terms of consumer
decision-making (e.g., see Wang and Cole, 2016). While
recent studies have sought to address the role of manage-
rial expertise in construal level (e.g., see Mount
et al., 2021), these found little influence from manager
age, or their organizational tenure. We suggest, however,
that potential effects still exist and that additional fea-
tures of the organizational context – such as resource
availability, culture, or organizational size – could con-
strain managers' efforts to transform organizational
thinking (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013; Wiesenfeld
et al., 2017; Raffaelli et al., 2019). It is difficult to break
down these further effects, however, outside of more con-
trolled environments such as large archival datasets, or
experiments. We suggest that these types of questions can
and should be addressed by further research and that
managers remain a key part of information processing
within organizations.

Overall, there is considerable scope for operations
management research to further explore the underpin-
nings of how firms address complex, distant, and socie-
tally relevant problems facing supply chains (Wood
et al., 2013; Wiesenfeld et al., 2017).
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ENDNOTE
1 Chronic construal is the possibility that an individual applies a
consistent construal in daily decisions. It is less relevant to work
domains which predominantly require situational, context-related
construals (Reyt and Wiesenfeld, 2015). Executive managerial
roles also predominantly apply situational construals when they
are at work. Executives also more readily switch between abstract
and concrete construals (Steinbach et al., 2019; Raffaelli
et al., 2019).
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APPENDIX A.

Joint interview protocol
Interview invitation

You are invited to take part in this study. Please read this
explanatory statement in full before deciding whether or
not to participate in this research. Recent requirements for
identification and management of modern slavery risks
globally, have created new expectations for organizations
in the oversight of labor practices used throughout their

supply chain. We are interested in the perspective of pro-
curement professionals such as yourself, as to the chal-
lenges and/or opportunities arising from these
expectations, and the role you envisage for the procure-
ment function in addressing modern slavery. [Invitations
included details of data protection, privacy, and consent].

Interview themes (not necessarily asked in this order).

• Role as it relates to procurement/supply chain
• Extent of interactions or dealing with suppliers
• Understanding of the term ‘modern slavery/slavery’ or

‘modern slavery/slavery risks’
• The organization's approach to identify and/or manage

modern slavery risk?
• Effectiveness of this in addressing modern slavery risk

in the supply chain?
• The organization's definition of a ‘supplier violation’?

A modern slavery violation?
• Whether violation types are communicated to sup-

pliers/and how?
• How violations are detected/what happens if

detected/why?

TABLE A1 Evidence of research validity

Methodological
validity Evidence

Credibility All sources of information were screened and confirmed by multiple investigators. If any suspicion existed
regarding the information or source, the content was not utilized in our study. More specifically, in terms of
respondents, references, and credentials were checked in advance. Publicly traded companies and non-profit
organizations were easier to screen, as much of the information was readily available online. Most private
firms and government organizations followed similar practices, and respondents' information could be
accessed and checked via organizational websites.

We reviewed each organization's website, and organizational reports where applicable, before the interview.
Moreover, a small number of respondents provided other materials (e.g., organizational codes, policy
documents, modern slavery statements). These documents corroborated information provided to us during
interviews and provided us further evidence of organizational approaches.

Sampling validity The sampling process was based on theoretical reasons, and sought to achieve variation in our data and the
saturation of the constructs that started to emerge (Corbin and Strauss, 2014; Pratt et al., 2019).While we did
reach out to a number of large firms and other organizations, existing relationships and contacts were also
leveraged (where the organizations and informants met our inclusion criteria). Purchasing executives were
targeted for interviews because they are responsible for decisions related to managing the supply base and
operationalizing supplier requirements. They are most likely to be aware of the organization's response to
modern slavery and actual challenges in implementing it.

To increase the breadth and diversity of the sample, we specifically targeted organizations in different industry
sectors (including government organizations and nonprofits). Medium and large sized companies, most of
which were multinationals, were leveraged for the sample given their greater engagement in global supply
chains (and because most had modern slavery reporting obligations).

Saturation To ensure a consistent interview process between countries and across multiple investigators, the interviews in
Australia were conducted first. Afterwards, one of the Australian investigators sat in on some of the U.S.
interviews in order to contextualize the protocol. All investigators then discussed the protocol and continued
with interviews in the United States and Finland concurrently. The data collection and analysis stages
overlapped. We continued conducting interviews and attending field events until we were certain that we had
collected enough data to be able to saturate the concepts and categories that had started to emerge from the
data.

(Continues)
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• Which violations lead a supplier to be penalized, or
contract canceled? Why?

• Is modern slavery considered during the tendering
process?

• In your role, are you able to do anything if an incident
is reported to you?

• What could you/would you do? Why?
• What about non-slavery violations such as excessive

overtime or wage theft?

• Does the organization's response depend on a sup-
plier's characteristics? For example, major supplier,
strong relationship, significant good-will, country of
operation, availability of backup supplier, sub-tier?

• Approaches used to resolve an incident identified at a
supplier?

• Other topics you would like to discuss, or questions.

TABLE A1 (Continued)

Methodological
validity Evidence

The interviews in Australia and the United States were conducted in English, while all the interviews in Finland
were held in Finnish, the native language of the investigator and the informants. All of the interviews were
transcribed, and the Finnish tapes were translated into English for analysis, with the translations verified by
the Finnish investigator who had conducted those interviews. The interview data were triangulated with
observational field data and archival materials, which corroborated the interview findings.

Analysis of all the interview transcripts was completed by three of the investigators using a shared NVivo project.
Initial analysis was completed by one investigator, with further coding and refining done by the other
investigators to confirm that their insights converged and the constructs appeared fully saturated.

Reliability We conducted a small number of interviews several months after the first (and after COVID 19 had arrived) in
order to substantiate current relevance for our findings. This test/re-test approach served to determine if any
differentiations existed between our 2019 and 2020 interviews. We found that while COVID-19 was indeed
mentioned during the interview process, the content and emergent themes remained relatively unchanged.

TABLE B1 Examples of abstract and concrete construal for both contracts and conditions-focus

Illustrative quotes from interviews

Abstract-contracts-
focus

“If something is discovered at the third tier, that's perhaps an exception in our case. And what also influences
that quite a lot is that often, when we move further along the line of tiers, the company size decreases and
our priorities toward those companies decrease. That's why we are trying to focus on taking care of the first
tier and the second tier, because even that takes a huge amount of time. And then we'll see.”

“So we have sent it out [code of conduct] and told them these are the rules that we want to follow and asked
for their commitment. Companies reactions to it vary of course. But that's the foundation. So basically we are
rolling it out with spend and risk analysis as the starting points.”

“We get all of our suppliers to sign a code of conduct and included in that code of conduct is the modern
slavery provisions. The second part is we use [database] to identify higher risk areas. The biggest barrier, we
can ask all the questions in the world, but we are not funded to go and do onsite inspections. The legislation
is fine, [but] to a large extent, it is unenforceable. When I said I have 3000 suppliers, and if each of them has
500 suppliers, that is 1.5 million vendors that I have to get checked. I do not have the capability, the
bandwidth, the money to do that.”

“We originally proposed [to the Board] to adopt the […] Supply Code of Conduct and it was seen as too
rigorous. And I'm not sure if you are familiar with the […] Supply code of conduct, but it is not overly
rigorous. Basically it is a statement saying this is what we expect of our suppliers. We may ask you further
questions about these and request evidence and it kind of leaves the door open for procurement to do
whatever they need to do without enforcing obligations on procurement that might become untenable. So
we thought that was a really good solution, and that got rejected.”

“The general assumption [of the board] is that this cannot possibly affect our supply chain or our suppliers,
this is just an inconvenience for us to have to deal with, just make it go away. I have got no budget to do this
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TABLE B1 (Continued)

Illustrative quotes from interviews

and I have been told I will not be given budget to do this. I now understand my mandate is zero spent, zero
investment, just make it happen.”

“They're [the Board] basically noting that they will be open [to it] when it comes to the reporting period. They
will be asking those organizations, can you share your reports with us? So they have still got to close the
loop, but they are not going to push it any further. I think there are a lot of people are getting confused or
sticking their head in the sand. And that is like, that is ok, I only have a turnover of over 10 million dollars, I
do not have to write about this. Like, yes, but who are your customers? I do not think they are thinking that
way.”

Concrete-contracts-
focus

“There is a clause in our contracts that talks around modern slavery and in the pre-qualification documents
that we have got, we do ask about it. But suppliers aren't evaluated on it. So, a supplier could say, “Yes, I do
that”, and their category manager is not obliged to check.”

“And what we do is we have a buyer's checklist for example that when a buyer, whichever of our product
director goes whenever, be it in Finland or abroad, we always fill this checklist, so we have standard
questions and we utilize those replies when we think about auditing”.

“If you look at the aspects we are considering, these are all coming from the UN Global Compact and other
common principles, are they operating according to laws and instructions, there is a zero tolerance for
corruption and bribery, we do not want to work together with suppliers who engage in that. Forced labor in
all its forms is forbidden, child labor is forbidden, then harassment in any possible forms, based on any
reason is forbidden. Issues related to working hours, not engaging in discrimination, and all these factors
come up in the questionnaire or in that assessment, and then we have an evaluation and computing logics.”

“We require from our partners that they make sure that the same principles are followed in their sub supply
chain. But we do not have the ability to monitor it. So in that sense tier one is the one that we are managing
as well as possible, and then we are directing demands through our partner network. Officially, it goes
something like this, “takes responsibility for operations of their sub suppliers just like of their own
operations”. That is said in the contract. But talking about the real world, we do not have the capability to
monitor anyone besides the tier one suppliers.”

“We require compliance from Finnish actors as we do from Argentinian or South African or French actors,
and we require the same compliance from everyone. The auditing measures are risk-based, so where we
invest our time and efforts.”

Abstract-
conditions-focus

“Since there is no direct cause and effect, that means it remains more on the level of testing things and
discussions and so on. We have been discussing for a few years about what is the wage level in a certain
country, that a family should have. But again that is not uncomplicated. I'm not of the opinion that someone
introduces some law somewhere and says that this is how it is done, because it is not simple.”

“For us, NGOs with strong contacts and sister organizations in the countries of origin are very important.
Because it does not make any difference to shout from here. That does not bring any additional value. You
need to go there with local people who are familiar with the local conditions and can put things into
perspective and have knowledge about the issue.”

“What we are interested [in] is this kind of community involvement. And that is voluntary for companies.
India is a good example of this. It is an accepted way of working, that since the government, they do not
have safety nets and so forth, many companies have taken on the role of this kind of a community
involvement helper.”

“When we look at working hours: in some countries there is strict legislation when it comes to working hours
but it is not monitored even by authorities. And then we are the bad guys who come and say that this is
what your legislation says and this is our requirement. We can do our part in pushing things into a certain
direction. But this discussion [is] about cultures, cultural issues, in order to make sure those changes would
happen in the right way.”

“And so that unfortunately would mean that we would have to cease all operations, we would have to conduct
an investigation. And some may say that is a good thing because they are just stopping those types of
practices. But where the people that were working for 10 dollars, minus two dollars a day down, now they
are out eight bucks a day that they really could have used”

Concrete-
conditions-focus

“Early on, we were reporting things like, “This is how many [local businesses] we trained this year.” And,
“This is how many schools we have built, and here's our target.” And those things are things that we are
doing but, it does not tell you anything about child labor. And so, while we continue to measure activity, we
can start to measure outcome. And so, outcomes has meant that we have started to report on things like,

(Continues)
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TABLE B1 (Continued)

Illustrative quotes from interviews

“We've done farmer training. What is the impact that has had on farm productivity?” [or] “How many
children is that actually sticking with?” How many are still out of child labor 12 months later?”

“The auditor may see a discrepancy in the payroll records and there might be things told to them in the
interview process, things that they were concerned about and could not put their finger on. [They] might say
that they have a concern, something illegal happening in the factory, and then we send one of our own
people in. In one situation an auditor talked to discrete vendors on the outside of the building – selling food
or treats – and factory workers drop by on their way home. The good auditors will talk to the street vendors
and try to get an understanding of the reputation of the factory.”

“If we take Bangladesh, our clothing experts have more than 10 years of experience with the buying houses
there, they know the people. I can call them if I want to know the specific situation. In my view this is the
best way to get a grasp on the situation.”

“I think it comes through the NGOs. That's the way it is heard. And they point things out, and I think it is
pretty good that they point out risk countries and things that are going on. Now that we have increased
procurement in Turkey, our supplier, he is the chairman of […] and participates in […], and he has given us a
lot of information about Syrian refugees in Turkey, and since they did not have this immigration situation
before, how Turkey has dealt with that and we have got a good idea about that.”

“The US State Department puts out a report – on trafficking humans – and they put it out annually. If you read
Jordan's report, a paragraph says they estimate that as much as 48% of the foreign workers are subject to
debt bondage, and it is very hard to figure out if that is going on. They import the labor, and someone from
China sets up a factory, and they will recruit in Cambodia and Vietnam – workers will sign a 2 year contract
to work in Jordan and [they] take their passports, put them in dorms, and they work 7 days a week. People
do not know what they are signing [and] the payroll records look like they are in order – but they are in debt
bondage.”

“In China – after every Chinese New Year – the manufacturers were surprised by how many or how few
people returned to work. Most of the time the people on the manufacturing floor are from the countryside
and come in to make money for two or three or 4 years and then go back home, and [then] do not show up
after Chinese New Year. When that happened and we had production requirements that had to be met, they
would force their labor! If we told them it is your problem, we knew that forced labor would be the result. It
was a serious concern that we had to jump in to make sure that laws were not broken and people were not
abused.”

“If you think about for example […] production in Africa or in Thailand, those are family businesses we are
talking about. And if it is a family business, perhaps their idea of child labor differs from the western idea,
because those children are, it is their livelihood. Of course they still need to receive education. It is a pretty
complex question, because the local circumstances and ways of working can be, so even though we mean
well, it does not necessarily fit right away or it is difficult to get people to accept it in the target country.”

TABLE B2 Summary of coding results for construal and construal focus by country and company status (AU, FI, US)

Abstract-contracts Concrete-contracts Abstract-conditions Concrete-conditions

Australia 4 4 7 2

Finland 2 3 2 5

U.S. 1 3 5 3

7 10 14 10

Industries Mining; heavy industry;
food & beverage; power
service & infrastructure;
communications;
government

Asset management;
healthcare NGO;
communications;
forestry; heavy industry;
water service and
infrastructure; medical
devices; biotechnology

Government; banking;
consumer goods; food &
beverages; cleaning;
groceries; digital services;
transport; project
management; tobacco;
humanitarian relief;
electronics

Food & beverage;
manufacturing;
consumer goods;
healthcare NGO;
humanitarian relief; food
services; electronics

Company
status

Public (3); private (2);
government (2)

Public (6); non-profit (2);
private (2)

Government (1); public (6);
private (5); non-profit (2)

Private (2); public (6); non-
profit (2)
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