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Abstract

This thesis aims to qualitatively research the framing of multinational enterprise Nestlé
SA, which operates in the food sector and is one of the world’s largest food producers operating
globally. This sector is well-known to have a high risk of labor exploitation. In this research,
the focus has been on publications from Nestl¢, the media, NGOs, and other actors related to
modern slavery. The framing theory has been used to look into the accountability of Nestlé
being created by those actors. Through a thematic analysis of the publications, themes have
been derived and conclusions have been drawn. The most important themes were the problem
of modern slavery, transparency, accountability, lawsuits, the role of governments, institutional
complexity, Nestlé’s own view, and Nestl¢ being criticized or praised by others. Nestl¢ is not
the only one being held accountable for harm being caused through its business operations.
However, they are seen as the main actor to blame for the problem of modern slavery within
their supply chains since they create the demand, have a lot of power, and are not always doing
enough to combat it. Institutional voids are being seen as the main cause of the problems, and
partnerships are necessary in order to solve the problem entirely. This thesis contributes to
understanding the framing in terms of accountability of large multinational organizations in the
context of modern slavery, and if similar case studies would take place in the future, more

generalizing conclusions could be drawn.
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1. Introduction

Slavery is a phenomenon that has existed for many generations. Even though slavery
itself is prohibited worldwide by legislation from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
from the United Nations(UN, 1948), it has not been ended yet and is still a large problem. The
exposure of Western societies to slavery has been minimized in the last couple of decades, but
today’s society is still (unknowingly) actively contributing to modern slavery, both inside and
outside of Europe. An estimation by The International Labour Organization(2017) shows that
currently, approximately 40 million people are experiencing modern slavery in some kind of
way, of which 25 million are through forced labor. According to the International Labour
Organization (2017), modern slavery is used as an overarching term for many forms of slavery
like forced labor, slavery-like practices, and human trafficking and is captured in different laws
and regulations, depending on the country. Slavery is often a hidden crime, and therefore it is

hard to monitor and capture the phenomenon (New, 2015).

This master’s thesis, “Fulfilling consumer needs, but at what cost? A case study on the
framing of Nestlé”, has researched the public opinion concerning modern-day slavery
qualitatively, to look into the accountability of multinational enterprise Nestlé using the

Framing Theory.

What we do know is that the sector where Nestlé operates, the food sector, is one
wherein modern slavery is still a large problem. It is often criticized for countless immoral
practices, which are happening everywhere, particularly the agricultural- and fishing sectors are
risky ones (International Labour Organization, 2017). However, there is a positive trend
noticeable, that is to say, many companies are working on addressing the risk of problems like
slavery to an increasing extent. What is striking is that those actions mainly seem to be driven
by pressures from stakeholders like the media, instead of proactively dealing with it or due to
law enforcement (Mehra & Shay, 2016). With the world becoming gradually interconnected
through global supply chains and economies overlapping increasingly, companies are also
progressively addressed to tackle modern slavery (Mende & Drubel, 2020). This phenomenon
has not been researched many times, and that is why the framing of a multinational by its

stakeholders offers an interesting research topic.

To be able to conduct a complete and rich analysis on this subject and ultimately be able
to answer the research question, a case study has been conducted. In this case study, the focus

has been on the multinational enterprise Nestlé, because Nestl¢ is a very influential organization



with a large supply chain operating in the food sector. Because of the many media publications
and their publications about slavery, it offered an interesting case that granted a better

understanding of the way enterprises, and especially Nestl¢ are being framed.

Nestl¢ started in 1866 as a small, condensed milk-producing company based in Vevey,
Switzerland. Over the years the company grew by expanding its product portfolio, opening up
factories and foreign subsidiaries on different continents, and therefore started operating on a
global scale. They have merged with- and acquired many companies which have led to the scale
they have reached today and them owning more than 2000 brands (Nestl¢, n.d.-d).
Organizations like Nestlé use multiple suppliers to be able to produce their products which
results in large, globally integrated complex supply chains. The risk of companies not knowing
where their products come from is that the likelihood of modern slavery occurring without
companies trying to tackle it increases. Nestlé has a global environmental and social impact,

which results in them attracting a lot of attention from the media, NGOs, and other actors.

Nestlé seems to be aware that slavery is happening everywhere in the sector and even
guaranteed that they would do something about the child slavery happening in the cocoa
farming sector more than 20 years ago with the Harking-Engel protocol. However, this pledge
was voluntary and the problem remained the same as the problem still exists (The Guardian,
2015a; Fair world project, 2020; The London Free Press, 2022). Promises like the Harking-
Engel protocol and the lawsuits that have been filed against Nestl¢ are often being put in the
spotlight by the media. The framing theory is an interesting theory for this master's thesis since
the media can decide themselves what to highlight in a certain event, and shape the opinion (or
frame) of many (potential) consumers this way (Carroll & McCombs, 2003). Organizations
like Nestl¢ cannot entirely influence what is being covered by the media about their business
operations, whilst the media can influence the public opinion through their agenda setting. That
is why publications are extremely important for organizations like Nestlé, and by getting a

better understanding of this framing by the media

The research question that has been dealt with during this master’s thesis is: “How is

the accountability of Nestlé in the context of modern slavery being framed by the media?”.

To get a better understanding of the public opinion, the master thesis has been focused
on framing by the media and NGOs in terms of accountability and the view of Nestlé on their
role. The problem that has been explained already shows a part of the relevance of the analysis

that has been conducted in this thesis. This research provides new insights into the role that



businesses play in modern-day slavery, by showing how a case of modern slavery is being
framed by the media. The results from this research can also lead to other cases being researched
for different globally operating firms or could be used to implement different Corporate Social
Responsibility strategies. The research method that has been used during this master’s thesis is

a thematic analysis, to look for patterns in the large dataset.

Modern slavery from a management perspective is a field of research that offers a lot of
opportunity for research since it is relatively underdeveloped. This master’s thesis contributes
to the scientific literature by giving insights into how the media, NGOs, and others frame a case
of modern slavery, where currently exists a research gap. The case study shows how Nestl¢’s
management practices are being perceived and highlighted. It shows how Nestl¢ deals with
slavery happening in the supply chain, and if they make a difference in tackling the problem if
they perceive suppliers as important for their business operations. The thesis reveals if and how
combatting modern slavery is becoming gradually important for Nestlé¢, and what happens if
you do not act upon accusations being made in the food sector in a way that is perceived as the
right one by the public. Like Lauwo and Otusanya (2014) have said, developing countries’
institutions seem to be too weak to hold organizations accountable, this thesis shows how actors
like the media potentially fill in this gap. We found what companies like Nestlé, which are
operating in different institutional environments, are doing to adjust their business to those
sometimes conflicting pressures, and whether this is the right way to handle this from the

stakeholders’ perspective.

The thesis is divided into six chapters, starting with the introduction. In the next
chapter, the literature review, scientific research has been consulted to form a give an overview
of the already existing literature. The methodology explains the methods that have been used
to analyse the data and gives a justification for the chosen method. In the fourth chapter, the
main results from the data have been summarized concerning the research question, followed
by the discussion. In the discussion, the conclusion, implication, limitations, and suggestions

for further research can be found.



2. Literature review

As mentioned before, this master thesis researches what way the media frames a case of
modern-day slavery. In this chapter of the master's thesis, the focus is on providing background
knowledge of the already existing literature with an emphasis on modern-day slavery and
accountability being created by the media. The concept of modern-day slavery has been divided
into smaller subtopics that have large common ground with modern-day slavery or are

constructs of the phenomena.

2.1 Modern-day slavery in business

The phenomenon that forms the central focal point of the writing of this master's thesis,
modern-day slavery from a management perspective, is a relatively pioneered field of research.
Caruana et al (2021) state that modern slavery is not yet looked into often enough from this
point of view and is relatively underdeveloped. There already exists a larger body of literature
on this phenomenon from other research perspectives, for instance from a sociological
perspective where researchers for example analyse the impact of modern slavery on society
(Fernandez & Avila & Bautista et al., 2020). Yet, there is still a gap noticeable in the field of
management studies, where the link between management practices and their effect on the
development and the retention of modern-day slavery is underdeveloped. Management
practices seem to be of great influence on the slavery being sustained, which means that in order
for the problem to be combatted the management practices have to change. Even though this
field of study is still underdeveloped, there is a shift noticeable, the influence of business and
management on modern-day slavery is slowly becoming more and more important in research.

(Caruana et al, 2021)

The concept of slavery is often seen as something of the past, but unfortunately, this is
not the case. It is universally agreed upon that slavery should not be part of today's society, and
so there have been implemented many legislations trying to tackle this problem, but without
complete success. It remains profitable to businesses, and there is a lack of attention to it in the
day-to-day business practices among many firms worldwide. (Crane, 2013) Crane also
identifies multiple factors that offer environments in which modern slavery is likelier to occur,
such as socioeconomically disadvantaged populations due to poverty, low employment, and

low education.



Slavery is sometimes seen as something that is profitable to organizations, whilst it is in
fact a crime (Stringer & Michailova, 2019). In the article written by New (2015), about modern
slavery and the supply chain, he states that the more important a supplier is for a company
because of the product they deliver, the more likely it is that they are seen as an important link
in the supply chain and thus as part of the value chain. The risk of suppliers not being seen as
important enough for the process is that the risk of them being part of the production process,
but not being monitored, increases. Even though internationally operating (large) companies
are often connected with suppliers that make use of slavery-like practices, managers and
researchers so far have not yet given it the attention other parts of the organization receive (Gold

et. al, 2015) .

In academic literature, the topic of modern-day slavery is often linked to Corporate
Social Responsibility practices. The Netherlands Enterprise Agency (2020) defines Corporate
Social Responsibility as "taking responsibility for the impact of your business operation on
people, the environment and society. With CSR, you address or prevent poor working
conditions, environmental pollution, and poverty.". With this comes that when you as a
company are being linked to modern slavery by framing, you are being perceived as not

responsibly doing business.

2.2 Accountability

An increasing globally connected market brings many advantages for organizations, but
what it also brings is an increase in the need to tackle modern slavery. This is where

accountability becomes a subject of matter.

Mehra and Shay(2016) mention that steps to tackle modern slavery by companies often
are caused by pressures from stakeholders. They create a certain type of accountability from a
moral perspective, whereas there is a lack of accountability in the field of law enforcement
globally. According to Lauwo and Otusanya (2014) the power of developing countries
governments to put laws into practice that hold corporates accountable to ensure the wellbeing
of workers remains weak. This means that the pressure to behave a certain way should either
come from somewhere else, or the institutions have to change drastically if the corporations are

being held accountable(Marano & Kostava, 2016).



Mende & Drubel (2020) write that there is often a connection between the accountability
that is being placed on a certain entity and the expected ability of the entity to bear this
responsibility. In other words, they are being held accountable based on certain expectations or
events that have been created or have happened in the past but not necessarily by governments.
According to Diab and Metwally (2022), it is hard to decide which parties are to hold
responsible for possible harm being caused to workers in case of institutional voids or different
institutional perspectives. When multiple actors are lacking in terms of modern slavery, or the

prevention of it, there are many voids to be filled and problems to be solved.

The United Kingdom put a law into practice in 2015, which is called the "UK Modern
Slavery Act". One of the sections of this law, Section 54, requires large companies operating in
the UK to publish an annual modern slavery statement. This section aims to encourage
transparency and accountability of the supply chains, but there is no legal procedure connected
to this law that forces the companies to implement resolutions for existing problems (Flynn &
Walker, 2019). According to New (2015), this also comes with a new type of issue: businesses
could see those annual statements as a form of brand management, whilst overlooking the real

problem of their supply chains being part of a larger problem, modern slavery.

2.3 Institutions

The relation between institutions and modern slavery is important. According to
Stringer & Michailova (2019): “Modern slavery comes into existence and persists because, by
their very nature, institutions are inherently complex, and by their very existence MNCs are
embedded in multiple institutional environments that are often highly fragmented and
continuously changing.”. This institutional complexity creates opportunities for organizations
to make use of the space where the institutional voids exist, and that is where modern slavery
is being sustained (Stringer & Michailova, 2019). Institutional contexts form the guidelines for
companies for what behaviour is expected from them and what is perceived as legitimate

behaviour in that specific environment (Greenwood et al., 2011).

The research by Moxham and Kauppi (2014) uses Institutional Theory to look into the
influence of institutional actors on organizational behaviour. They research the influence of
those actors on the creation of organizational isomorphism, being that organizations tend to do
similar things or use similar strategies after being exposed to certain institutional pressures. The
success of other companies or uncertainty usually leads to such behaviour by firms, meaning

that companies will take other organizations as an example for future behaviour. Previous
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research on institutional pressures has shown that an organization's attempts to conform to
social norms do not always lead to the efficiencies that are intended. (Miemczyk, 2008) So for
companies to stay or become legitimate, they become isomorphic and use practices that do not
necessarily contribute to efficiency nor renew their business practices to better their supply
chains and solve problems such as modern-day slavery. In the context of this master’s thesis,
this means that norms are potentially being created and sustained which perhaps do not better

the situation, but sustain it.

2.4 Framing

For the writing of this thesis, the "Framing Theory" has been used. Scheufele (1999)
writes that the concept of framing can be experienced as something quite vague, it is often used
to describe different methods that do have common ground but do not have the same way of
thinking. Framing can for instance be seen as a way of agenda-setting, used by institutions to
influence public opinion. What lies at the basis of this theory is that influential forces can
highlight certain events in their statements, and assign meaning to those events. According to
Entman (1993, p. 52), framing is to "select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them
more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem
definition, causal interpretation moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the
item described”. So with a frame, the media can highlight certain events and give organizations
a reputation in the eyes of other actors with single news items, but when this happens on a more

regular basis it can also be perceived as a way of agenda-setting.

According to Carroll & McCombs (2003), agenda setting can be used by the media to
transfer their agenda in a conspicuous way to the public agenda. He states that corporate
reputation can seriously be changed or even damaged by agenda-setting effects and that
businesses are being covered by the mass media at an increasing level, making them more
important than ever. The choice and presentation of news by the media captures the public's
attention and influences their perceptions. According to Waisbord (2011), the media is often
used by other actors to highlight events that have been investigated, for instance by NGOs.
Because of the high level of visibility and attention, the media receives, NGOs produce

information and hope for the media to pick it up.
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3. Methodology

In this chapter of the master’s thesis, the methodology of the case study will be
discussed. The case study itself, the data collection and analysis, the research limitations,

validity and reliability, and the research ethics will be elaborated on.

3.1 Case study

As mentioned earlier, this master’s thesis has been conducted using a case study, which
is a qualitative method to gather information about a specific topic. The case was focused on
the accountability of Nestlé when it comes to modern-day slavery in their supply chain and the
framing by the media. The choice for a case study that was focused on Nestl¢ has been made
because it is not possible to research all multinational enterprises, and Nestl¢ offers a rich case
to study because of the many publications being written about them. In this master's thesis, the
qualitative method has been used to look into the relatively new phenomenon of the
accountability for modern-day slavery being placed at the multinational enterprise Nestl¢, and

the result has been used to make some theoretically generalizing conclusions.

3.2 Data collection

For this master's thesis archived data that is written in the English language has been
used as a data source. The choice for the English language has been made because this is the
main language Nestlé uses to communicate via their publications. During the data collection,
the internet has been searched for publications by the media, NGOs, and Nestlé regarding
modern slavery, corporate accountability, and other related topics. This has been done through
the usage of the Nexis Uni database, which grants access to publications from leading
newspapers, and with the Google search engine. The choice to also include publications that
were not necessarily aimed at Nestl¢, but also written about corporations, in general, has been
made because this way the analysis also shows if there is a difference noticeable between what
is expected of them. To find relevant publications, search terms like “modern slavery Nestlé”,

“accountability Nestl¢”, “lawsuit Nestl¢” and “corporate accountability” have been used.

The first form of publications that have been analysed are media publications. This data
has been used to get an overview of the frame that is being constructed by the media, of the
company Nestlé. The reason why media publications are being used is that they enable the

researcher to gain insight into the frame being formed and therefore into the shaping of the

12



public opinion. The second form of publications related to modern slavery that have been
analysed are publications Nestlé¢ has published themselves. Those publications are a form of
primary data and have been used to get a clear overview of the way Nestl¢ claims to be dealing
with modern slavery, and how they see their accountability for this matter. The publications
and reports from Nestlé can be found online, and have free access for everyone interested. The
third form of data that has been used for this research are publications from NGOs, NPOs, and
other actors that have published about Nestlé as a company. In total 90 publications have been
analysed, the choice for this number has been made because the researcher noticed that there

was a lot of overlap when more publications were included.

3.3 Data analysis

To come to useful findings in those reports and media publications, a thematic analysis
has been performed. In this thematic analysis, the ultimate goal was to look at the frame that is
being created using those media publications and NGO reports. The choice for a thematic
analysis has been made because this allows the researcher to process large quantities of

publications in a rich, valid and reliable manner. (Nowel et al, 2017)

To answer the research question, the research has been conducted in a qualitative,
inductive way. The choice for an inductive research method has been made because in this
research we have been looking for patterns leading to new theories that could contribute to this
relatively underdeveloped field of research. As a tool to analyse the publications, ATLAS.ti
was used to create codes and group them into the themes that are shown in the results. The

relevant findings of the thematic analysis can be consulted in appendix two of this thesis.

3.3 Research Limitations

With this research being qualitative research, come some limitations that could possibly
be of influence on the outcome. An important example of those limitations is that you simply
cannot include all of the media publications that have ever been published in the analysis. There
is a certain scope being used, and with this scope, it is possible that important objects are being

overlooked.

Another limitation of this master's thesis is that the research can be biased because in
this case it is being conducted by only one researcher. Different researchers could potentially

have different interpretations or opinions on what is important, causing this bias. Besides that,
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some of the publications could potentially be written by organisations that are biased, because

of the goal the organisation has.

3.4 Research Ethics

For the writing of this thesis, The Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research (2018) has
been complied with. This has been done to make sure that the result of the research has been
come to in a responsible manner. The researcher has conducted the thesis in an honest,
scrupulous, transparent, independent, and responsible manner (Netherlands Code of Conduct

for Research Integrity, 2018).

Honesty has been reached through writing the thesis based on publications and by trying
to use this data in the way it was meant by the publisher without taking it out of the context.
Scrupulousness was met because of using the right methods, exploring the data thoroughly and
drawing well thought out conclusions. All of the steps within this thesis have been explained,
making it transparent and the research has been carried out independently and in a responsible

manner as well.

There were no participants needed to conduct the research and all of the data is available

through the internet, so no problems with anonymity could potentially have happened.
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4. The Results

This chapter shows the most important findings after analysing the publications. As a
result of the thematic analysis of these media publications, nine themes have been derived that
summarize what is being said by the different actors about Nestl¢ regarding modern slavery.
The themes will be discussed in this chapter of the master’s thesis, which are used as code
groups in ATLAS.ti under which all of the codes are linked. The construction of the code groups
can be found in Appendix 2.

4.1 Rootproblems

In many publications they start with background knowledge about the phenomenon
modern slavery related to the industry or Nestlé as a company or tell a story about the
malpractices happening all over the world. The food sector as a whole is a particular sector
with a high risk since the people working in the producing locations are prone to high risks of
forced labor and companies have just started to be aware of this problem (Cision PR
Newswire, 2016; Food Navigator.com, 2017). According to Cision PR Newswire(2016), this
is because: “Agricultural workers in particular, including migrants and women, are some of
the poorest paid and most exploited workers in the world. Weak labor laws and enforcement
in the sector, together with isolated workplaces where housing tends to be provided by the
employer, aggravates typically poor working conditions leaving workers vulnerable and
dependent on their employers.”. Not all forms of slavery are easy to monitor since some
malpractices happen at sea or within the family context due to the tough situations many
people worldwide live in, like poverty (Greenpeace International, 2016; Thomson Reuters
Foundation, 2020a). Causes of modern slavery vary, and this makes it even harder to tackle
the problem (Food Business News, 2022). When people are poor, the only solution to keep
their business running is using cheap workers, which ultimately leads to slavery or child labor
(Fairtrade International, 2020). As written in The Counter (2021): “Most of the small family
farmers who grow cocoa live in extreme poverty and have long wrestled with exploitation of
their land and labor.”. Communities are facing problems they cannot deal with on their own
due to a lack of financial resources and basic infrastructure (World Business Council for
Sustainable Development, 2022). Besides that, the food needs to be produced in the cheapest
way possible because of the culture that has been created (The Grocer, 2021).
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The sector has only recently started to actively inspect modern slavery risks and try to
end the exploitation, and needs to do more to combat it (Cision PR Newswire, 2016).
Traceability is a big problem, a lot of brand cannot promise that their products are made using
forms of modern slavery (The Washington Post, 2019). The increasing size of the global
supply chains makes this even harder (ABC Premium News, 2018).

Nestlé has used audits to check whether problems within their supply chains were
occuring for a long period of time(The Guardian, 2015a). The problem is not that Nestlé doesn't
invest in trying to do business in a sustainable and ethically responsible way, but that this should
be done more proactively and that they should not be in control of performing audits at their
supplier's farms (Fair world project, 2020). Those audits have proven to be a problem since they
often did not detect child labor within Nestlé’s supply chains, whilst it was occuring (Food
Navigator.com, 2017). Audits in any case are not a good measurement method to search for
malpractices and combat child labor (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2020a; Huffington Post,
2021). They should not be the judges of their own actions, since that has been proven to be
wrongful (Fair World Project, 2020).

In the fishing industry, it is hard to check if the boats comply with the human rights
guidelines or laws that have been specified (The New York Times, 2015a). Labor abuses in the
fishing industry are mainly caused by ships staying in the ocean for an indefinite time, without
the possibility to enforce laws and be regulated (Greenpeace International, 2016). When there
are boats acting as a collector for fish caught by others, it becomes increasingly hard to
reallocate which products come from where, and because of this, it makes it even more difficult

to know if slavery is happening within the supply chain (The New York Times, 2015a).

It is a complex problem which needs a well thought out solution that is aimed at
addressing it bottom-up, where the problems emerge (International Labour Office & Walk Free
Foundation, 2017). Even when a company decides to solve poverty, this comes with additional
challenges like a growing supply which results in a growing use of children for the havesting

process (Food Navigator, 2017; William Reed Ltd., 2019).

The Washington Post (2019) wrote about the cocoa sector: “But in few industries,
experts say, is the evidence of objectionable practices so clear, the industry’s pledges to reform
so ambitious and the breaching of those promises so obvious.”. Many promises are made, all
over the sector, but not many companies did succeed in reaching them. An example of this is

what William Reed Ltd. (2018) wrote: “Nestlé and Cargill, along with most other major cocoa
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companies, recently admitted that they had failed to meet the deadlines they themselves set to
voluntarily stop using child slaves by 2020 in Cote d'lvoire under the 'Harkin-Engels' protocol
(aka the Cocoa Protocol).”. Companies should not have the choice to combat modern slavery,

because this does not work, they should be under pressure to do so (The Guardian, 2015a).

4.2 Transparency

Transparency appeared to be one of the most important things that organizations have
to aspire in order for modern slavery to be ended within the sector. Stakeholders, like investors,
consumers and NGOs, put pressure on firms to conduct business responsibly and ask them to
be transparent (Greenpeace International, 2017b; SWI, 2019; Thomson Reuters Foundation,
2020b; Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2020). When organizations are not being
fully transparent or do not communicate enough about issues concerning human rights,
investors are concerned they are not actively involved with those issues (Chartered Institute of

Procurement & Supply, 2020).

Governments are also taking measures to increase transparency about supply chains
from large companies operating globally. The UK has done this through the introduction of the
“Modern Slavery Act” because they want to have a clear view of where products are made and
want to eradicate modern slavery (The Guardian, 2015¢; Chartered Institute of Procurement &
Supply, 2020). This requires large companies earning more than 36 million on a yearly base to
report on the steps they are taking to eradicate slavery from their supply chains (Chartered
Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2020; ABC Premium News, 2017). With this they are
putting an example for other governments worldwide in putting pressure on making supply
chains more transparent (ABC Premium News, 2017). Amnesty International(2016a) says that:
“Companies should be far more transparent and governments should act in the consumers’

interest by requiring transparency.”.

Nestl¢é has been accused of using fish that came from fishing vessels that used modern-
day slavery. After this came out Nestlé acknowledged that there was a problem because they
did research it (CHTCS, 2016). But not everyone likes this way of working, some claim it is a
trick to appear transparent, rather than really doing something about the issue (Thomson Reuters
Foundation, 2020a). However, even though there is a lot of room for improvement left in
terms of transparency, any improvement is appreciated (CHTCS, 2016). Actively inspecting
the supply chain and sharing the problems is very important for solving them, because if no one

knows about it, nothing will be done (The Grocer, 2021). Verité's Chief Executive, the supply
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transparency specialist that conducted the audit for Nestlé in the fish sector (The Independent,
2016b), has said that being courageous enough as a company to admit your mistakes in terms
of modern slavery will bring you some credit for being brave enough to be linked to such

practices (The Guardian, 2016).

4.3 Accountability being mentioned in publications

As stated by the Fair World Project (2020): “Voluntary corporate initiatives cannot take
the place of actual accountability. Nor does the impact reporting of sustainability programs
count as redress for real harms done.”. Consumers must hold the sector accountable, as they

are the ones causing the problem (Fairtrade International, 2020).

Companies like Nestl¢ are being seen as powerful actors within the food sector that can
trigger real change within the industry (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2017b; Fair Labor
Association, 2019; Amnesty International, n.d.). They should use this power to address
suppliers to improve their operations in terms of modern slavery and hold them accountable
(Greenpeace International, 2017a). With this power comes a great responsibility to have a
positive impact, but unfortunately corporations sometimes do have negative effects on humans
in terms of modern slavery and are not making enough efforts to stop this (Amnesty
International, n.d.). When Nestl¢, as one of the world’s largest food companies, would set a
new norm for labor protection, this could have an enormous impact on the whole industry (The

New York Times, 2015b).

In one of their publications, Greenpeace International has researched “Human Rights
Abuses and Illegal Fishing in Thailand’s Overseas Fishing Industry”. One of the companies
that used the products, but did not operate those fishing vessels themselves, coming from those
ships was Nestlé. According to Greenpeace International (2016), there is a shared responsibility
between all stakeholders to ensure that products are produced sustainably, and this can only be
achieved when everyone works together, this means that the responsibility rests not only with
the producing companies. However, Greenpeace International (2016) says if operators act
carelessly they should be held accountable. Nestlé did stress that after researching the case with
an external auditor through self-policing: “no other company sourcing seafood from Thailand,
the world’s third-largest seafood exporter, could have avoided being exposed to the same risks”
(CHTCS, 2016; CBC, 2015; Business Insider, 2015; The Guardian, 2015b; The Guardian,
2016; Fox News, 2016; Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2016).
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Nespresso, one of Nestlé’s brands, has also been accused of malpractices happening
within their supply chain, the accusation was child labor. With George Clooney being the face
of Nespresso, they received additional publicity with this accusation, and even more when he
addressed Nespresso to improve their efforts. (Channel 4, 2020) After being confronted with
the allegations, Nestl¢ started a research to look into the problem and found child labor on 3
suppliers’ coffee farms (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2020b). The Thomson Reuters
Foundation (2020b) quoted: “You need to have decent wages to farmers and farm workers, and

that is the opposite of what their business model is.”.

When one of Nestlé’s suppliers, a palm oil plantation, was linked to modern slavery,
Nestl¢ was being held accountable and put under pressure to do something as well (Thomson
Reuters Foundation, 2016; Amnesty International, 2016b; Thomson Reuters Foundation,
2017a). Amnesty International(2016a) has published a report concerning this, in this report,
Nestlé is mentioned as one of the companies that use palm oil produced on plantations where
modern slavery occurs. They start the report with the following statement: “Companies should
identify areas where the risks of adverse impacts are most significant in their supply chain and
put in place concrete measures to mitigate these risks and prevent abuses.”. Amnesty
International(2016a, 2016¢) says that they believe MNEs like Unilever and Nestlé often make
use of products like palm oil but are not quite transparent or do not have a clear overview of
where their products come from. Amnesty (2016c¢) states that: “Companies are turning a blind
eye to exploitation of workers in their supply chain. Despite promising customers that there will
be no exploitation in their palm oil supply chains, big brands continue to profit from appalling
abuses.”. This let to multiple letters being sent by Nestlé to Amnesty International, wherein
they explain what measurements they are taking to improve their supply chains, for instance in
terms of transparency, and which programs are aimed at combatting the problem in the palm

oil industry (Nestlé, 2016b; Nestle, 2018a; Nestl¢, 2019a).

The companies are not the only ones that bear the risk of modern slavery, even investors
have to carefully determine where the risks in the sector are (Cision PR Newswire, 2016). With
their investments they fund possible harm that is being caused, meaning they are of great

influence on human rights being violated (Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2020).

Nestl¢ was being monitord by inspectors that saw they were not keeping a close eye on
their supply chains, which resulted in them risking being placed on Brazil’s “Dirty List” for
buying from producers that used modern slavery (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2019).
Stakeholders are addressing companies to clean up their supply chains and eliminate modern
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slavery increasingly (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2022). According to William Reed Ltd.
(2021), “A coalition of global civil societies has renewed its calls for the elimination of child

’

labour in the cocoa industry - in both consuming and producing nations.”.

The Washington Post (2019) quoted: “The companies have always done just enough so
that if there were any media attention, they could say, ‘Hey guys, this is what we re doing,” ”
said Antonie Fountain, managing director of the Voice Network, an umbrella group seeking to
end child labor in the cocoa industry. “It’s always been too little, too late. It still is. We haven’t
eradicated child labor because no one has been forced to,” Fountain added. “What has been
the consequence . . . for not meeting the goals? How many fines did they face? How many prison
sentences? None. There has been zero consequence.”. The appropriate policies often are in
place, but there lies a problem in their implementation of them (The Investor Alliance for
Human rights, 2020). The Guardian (2016) wrote in terms of accountability: “We need to move
into a space where we say, ‘We're all guilty, let’s get past that to a place where we can properly
address the problem’ — and I don’t think were there yet.”. There is not one specific actor that

should be seen as entirely accountable for modern slavery, it is a shared effort to combat it

(Fairtrade International, 2020; U.S. Department of Labor, n.d.; The Washington Post, 2019).

4.4 Lawsuits

Nestlé has been accused of being accountable in numerous lawsuits. In 2005 Nestlé has
been alleged of using cocoa in their products that come from farms where modern slavery
happens, in this lawsuit alleged former child slaves accused them of this serious misconduct
(The Investor Alliance for Human Rights, 2020). The International Labour Rights Forum
wanted to hold supply chains accountable through this lawsuit for the harm that is being caused,
and bring compensation to the ones that suffer (The Independent, 2016a). It was an important
lawsuit because of the hidden message that the plaintiff’s winning this lawsuit would have,
being that companies can be held accountable for abuses happening elsewhere. Earthrights
International (n.d.) commented on the lawsuit that “Corporations argue that they are ‘persons’
when it suits them, like when they want to influence elections, or avoid obligations to provide
healthcare to women. But when it comes to accountability for severe abuses, they claim that
only actual human beings can be held responsible. Corporations do not get immunity from civil
suits based on a host of other torts, including simple negligence. So why should they be entitled
to immunity for serious human rights violations?”. The fact that Nestlé, among other

organizations, won this case sets a dangerous standard where organizations have freedom to
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gain from human rights abuses (Earthrights International, n.d.; Earthrights International, 2021;
SWI, 2021). When Switzerland held a referendum on how Swiss organisations operating
worldwide should be treated in terms of accountability, this was seen as potential for a huge
game changer (Amnesty International, 2020). However, the referendum did not make any

change because it was rejected (BBC, 2020).

This lawsuit claimed that even though the organizations do not directly own the
plantations where the abuses happen, they are of great influence on what happens because of
the power they have (Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2021; CNBC, 2021). This
lawsuit did not impeach Nestlé and its workers first handed hurting the plaintiffs, but the
organization has so much power that they can be seen as the cause of the malpractices
happening and complicit (Forbes, 2016). The problem is and has been with other companies,
that to hold a company accountable by law, they have to operate the locations themselves
(Forbes, 2016). In this child slavery lawsuit regarding the cocoa industry in the Ivory coast,
"Nestlé" as the entire company has been accused of closing its eyes to slavery to produce their
chocolate products for the lowest price (Forbes, 2016). Nestl¢ has responded to the allegations
but claimed that it could not be held responsible through law enforcement in the United States
for the malpractices happening overseas (Forbes, 2016). In this lawsuit, Nestlé has also been
accused of deceiving consumers through the publication of their standards wherein they forbid

the usage of child labor, whilst it is still occurring in their supply chains (Forbes, 2016).

Similar lawsuits did not yet reach the goal that was intended by the plaintiffs, meaning
companies were not held responsible because the abuses did not happen in the countries they
were sued (The Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2016). They were being accused because they
should have known those abuses were happening withing their supply chains (The Independent,
2021; CNBC, 2021). According to the Fair World Project (2020), “The reality is that Nestle
and Cargill are guilty — and so is their entire business model.”. So even without the lawsuit
being ended, actors see Nestlé as being responsible. Because of the plaintiffs losing this lawsuit
as well and therefore the companies being held accountable, the Center for Constitutional
Rights (2021) said: “Today the Supreme Court continued its recent and worrying trend of
limiting the ability of victims of serious human or civil rights violations to seek justice and
accountability in U.S. courts”. With organizations claiming that they cannot be held
accountable by the U.S. courts because the malpractices happened elsewhere, one can say they
do not perceive themselves as accountable at all (Fair World Project, 2020). The Center for

Constitutional Rights(2021) said about this case: “While the Court left the door open for claims
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against U.S corporations participating in and furthering serious human rights violations where
there is sufficient domestic conduct, having spearheaded the development of transnational
Justice, the United States should be joining the growing global trend to make it easier to hold

corporations accountable for serious human rights violations.”.

4.5 The role of governments

In NGO reports and media publications, the companies are not the only ones that are
being held accountable for the harm that is being caused through business operations by
companies like Nestlé. Even with countries having a strong institutional environment, appears
to come leeway for organizations to not be held accountable. Many claim that this was the case
with the cocoa case, where the “Alien Tort Statute” was being used by the accused
organisations to not be held accountable in the courtroom (Fair World Project, 2020; CNBC,
2021; SWI, 2021). In the past other companies have also gotten away in U.S. court with
malpractices happening in foreign locations (Forbes, 2016). But, as ABC Premium News(2018)
quoted: “It shouldn’t be optional to decide whether you follow the law or not”. There should
be penalties integrated within laws to ensure that corporations will comply with rules and
regulations and make clear that gaining from modern slavery will not be accepted (Amnesty
International, 2016a; Green peace International, 2016; ABC Premium News, 2018; William
Reed Ltd, 2018; The Sydney Morning Herald, 2018). Regulations and laws will only be
effective if corporations are being held accountable for their supply chains and the impact of it
on human wellbeing (The Grocer, 2021). The laws, regulations and legal actors worldwide
should see human rights as more important than corporations doing well (Fair World Project,

2020).

It is not realistic to ask producers to pay for systems that can eliminate modern slavery
when they are already struggling to make a living income (Fairtrade International, 2020). But
in contrast to this, the referendum on accountability of Swiss multinationals for slavery
happening elsewhere has been rejected by the government because many found it worrying that
those companies would be responsible for harm caused by others in their supply chains (BBC,
2020). What this does show is that there is a need for laws that put restrictions on the operations
of multinationals in terms of modern slavery, but that there also have to be clear terms and
conditions. When the Australian government wanted to integrate laws putting rules on
corporation’s reporting of modern slavery happening within their supply-chains, a business-

council said these should not be “overly prescriptive” and that it should be clear who was
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required to report and what they had to report on (The Sydney Morning Herald, 2017).
Governments should work together to combat modern slavery and help organizations to
implement the measures (International Labour Office & Walk Free Foundation, 2017; Sydney
Morning Herald, 2017). However, law enforcement alone is not enough if you want to end

slavery (International Labour Office & Walk Free Foundation, 2017).

4.6 Institutional complexity

In order to eliminate modern slavery, the right regulations and laws have to be in place
to able actors being held accountable (Greenpeace International, 2016; Thomson Reuters
Foundation, 2018). When regulations lack in terms of protecting people and communities, there
is a great chance of corporations making use of this (Amnesty International, n.d.). Employers
will be vulnerable when laws are weak or implemented wrongly (Cision PR Newswire, 2016).
Weak institutional contexts, like regions with corrupt governments or laws not being in place,
create fertile ground for modern slavery to happen (International Labour Office & Walk Free
Foundation, 2017). The regions where Nestlé gets many of its resources from do often have
weak formal institutions, which create leeway for organizations to hide behind the government
(Amnesty International, n.d.). An example of this is Thailand, where weak institutions create a
lack of control and therefore opportunities for modern slavery to happen (Sustainable Brands,

2015; Greenpeace International, 2016).

Even though many countries have laws in place that prohibit slavery and international
laws being in place as well, not many companies are being prosecuted (Amnesty International,
n.d.). Recently governments have started to adopt more and more laws and regulations to make
sure that corporations that operate or have a headquarter within their countries, respect human
rights (Amnesty International, 2020). According to The Grocer (2021): “Governments must do
at least three things. Firstly, enact stronger modern slavery legislation. Secondly, ensure a
properly functioning safety net, to reduce the likelihood of people being exploited as slaves in
their own country. And thirdly, in the UK, face up to the legacy of injustices relating to slavery
in our colonial past.” So there lies a lot of responsibility in the hands of governments
worldwide. There should be collaborations in place between governments of producing and
consuming countries, and throughout the whole sector so that modern slavery is being

combatted (Fairtrade International, 2020).

Governments sometimes fail to implement laws or lack the ability to monitor if actors

are complying to them, with which they fail to protect human beings against modern slavery
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(Amnesty International, 2016a). Sometimes governments even lack the resources to check
whether laws are followed, for instance because there is no money to do so (The New York
Times, 2015a). Other institutional problems, like a lack of education, labour shortages or
institutional agitation, are also situations in which modern slavery is likelier to occur (Fairtrade

International, 2020).

4.7 Nestlé’s own opinion

Nestlé (2021a) says: “We take our responsibility to ensure human rights are respected
and upheld throughout our value chain very seriously”. When confronted with slavery
happening within their supply chain, Nestlé responded: “As we've said consistently, forced
labor and human rights abuses have no place in our supply chain” (The Guardian, 2015b; The
Guardian, 2016, The Independent, 2016b; SWI, 2019; Nestlé, n.d.-b). What is interesting is that
Nestlé's own opinion on their accountability for the modern slavery that is happening within
their supply chain is not always the same. Whilst they admitted to malpractices happening
within their fish supply chain in Thailand, they did fight in court against the cocoa lawsuit (The
Guardian, 2016). However, they do emphasize that: “Nestlé believes that by working together
with suppliers we can make a positive difference to the sourcing of ingredients” (CBC, 2015;
Business Insider, 2015; Fox News, 2016).

In 2015 Nestl¢é has said that they are trying to ensure that forced labor is not occurring
on the ships where they purchase the fish used for their pet food (The New York Times, 2015b).
When battling the lawsuit in the U.S. court, Nestlé said it should be dismissed because they
were not directly found to conduct anything unlawful in Africa due to a lack of proof, nor in
the United States (Forbes, 2016). They said that the problem of child labor that is happening in
foreign locations is not going to be solved through lawsuits in the United States targeted at the
very companies that are making an effort to eliminate it (Forbes, 2016). When they were being
accused of malpractices happening within their coffee supply chain, Nespresso’s CEO stated
that "Nespresso has a zero tolerance of child labor", and when they occasionally find child

labor in their supply chains, they always solve them (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2020a).

Due to new laws in the UK, Nestl¢ started publishing the Modern Slavery and Human
Trafficking reports that can be found on their website. Every report has the same layout, they
start with an introduction to the worldwide problem, followed by their approach to tackling
the issue. In their “Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking Report 2016” Nestlé (2017a) said

that modern slavery should not be happening in any organization's supply chains. According
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to them the vulnerability of people is mainly caused by institutional voids when governments
do not put regulations in place or when there is an absence of enforcement of them. At the
time they thought that they had a clear view of the modern slavery issue and even though they
knew it was existing within their supply chains, they were doing enough to combat it
increasingly. One thing that they saw as necessary to put an end to forced labor from the
supply chains was the partnerships with other relevant operators, where the biggest role
should be fulfilled by governments. There were improvements to be made but they were
getting there through “ensuring we have the appropriate policies, due diligence processes,
and remedial measures in place to address issues such as modern slavery and human
trafficking". They believe that their way of working together with other actors within the
sector and stakeholders like governmental organizations would lead to them taking
accountability and being transparent about their operations. In their “Modern Slavery and
Human Trafficking Report 2017 Nestlé added an explanation of the monitoring of child
labor happening in their supply chains, the 2016 report did not yet explain as extensive this
type of slavery (Nestle, 2018c). In the 2016 report, there was more of a focus on responsible
sourcing where they explained which suppliers were audited and their “39 global corporate
commitments to be achieved by 2020” (Nestl¢, 2017a). In the Modern Slavery and Human
Trafficking Report 2018 (2019b), they gave updates on their sustainability programs for the
different products they use. The emphasis is on collaborations with NGOs, partnerships to
better the labor conditions within their supply chain, and transparency. Again, the goals to be
achieved by 2020 are being mentioned (Nestlé, 2019b). In their report about 2019 the linkage
with the sustainable development is being made where they emphasize the link with their Due
Diligence program and show their “// salient issues”. Besides that they also state that “Our
responsible sourcing strategy is guided by our Responsible Sourcing Standard. We have
identified 15 priority raw materials that present a higher level of environmental and/or
social risk, including modern slavery.” (Nestl¢, 2020). All of the publications show their

progress and what they are planning on improving in the future.

Recently Nestlé (2022) has shared that they are expanding a program aimed at
combatting modern slavery in the cocoa sector. In this publication they mention that they
want to enhance the traceability and transparency which will lead to more accountability

being created within their supply chains (Nestlé, 2022).
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4.8 Nestlé being praised

Nestl¢é is being praised by the CEO of Freedom Fund when they admitted slavery
happening within their supply chains, who said: “if'you 've got one of the biggest brands in the
world proactively coming out and admitting that they have found slavery in their business
operations, then it’s potentially a huge game-changer and could lead to real and sustained
change in how supply chains are managed.” (The Guardian, 2016; CHTCS, 2016). This type
of announcement being made by such a large multinational is perceived as rare and should be
seen as an example for other large companies (CBC, 2015; Business Insider, 2015; The
Guardian, 2015b; Fox News, 2016). Greenpeace International (2016) also agreed that it was a
step in the right direction when Nestl¢ admitted being involved, and praised them for
collaborating in initiatives to combat the problem and said they showed “strong leadership”.
Anti-slavery groups were also happy to see Nestl¢ taking such actions (CBC, 2015; Business
Insider, 2015; The Guardian, 2015b; Fox News, 2016; ABC Premium News). As mentioned
before, Nestlé has researched the malpractices happening within their fish supply chain with
Verité, an external auditing organization. As mentioned by the Chartered Institute of
Procurement & Supply (2016): “The Geneva-based company earned praise from many NGOs
for what was described as an act of “self-policing”.”. Those actions are seen as developments
that should be followed by others in the sector, in tackling slave labor (Food Navigator.com,

2017).

When being assessed against other large globally operating food companies on multiple
facets concerning measures that are being taken to end forced labor, Nestl¢ appeared to be one
of the leading companies. They are already taking important measures to address the problem,
in contrast to other companies that are lacking (Cision PR Newswire, 2016). They are taking
steps in the right direction, but there is much left to be done (Greenpeace International, 2017a).
The Nestlé Cocoa plan has also been praised by multiple NGO’s as a promissing solution for
the child labor problem happening in Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana (William Reed Ltd, 2017). The
Anti-Slavery Organization (2017) wrote: “Whilst corporate responsibility approaches have
their merits, smart regulation, which is supported by many businesses, is part of the mix towards
responsible supply chains. More and more businesses not only recognise, but acknowledge
publicly challenges in supply chains: Nestle, one of the largest global food and drinks
companies publicly admitted that it found forced labour in their supply chains.”
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The biggest share of the criticism against Nestl¢ dates from several years ago, the most
recent media publications are on a more positive note and are being written more optimistic
about Nestlé's potential. Especially their newest initiative to combat slavery on cocoa
plantations through solving poverty is being applauded by the media (The Financial Times,
2022; Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2022). This method to solve poverty is being seen as
likelier to tackle modern slavery rather than countless audits being executed to check whether
international laws are being followed (William Reed Ltd., 2017). Fairtrade thinks Nestl¢
offering financial resources to farmers is a positive development resulting from years of hard

work from several human rights organisations (Confectionary Production, 2022).

4.9 Nestlé being criticised

As mentioned by the Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply (2021): "In 2001,
large chocolate manufacturers and cocoa producers signed the Harkin-Engel Protocol,
promising to voluntarily end the use of enslaved children. However this has failed to happen,
International Rights Advocates said.”. One of the companies that have signed this protocol is
Nestlé, but real improvement remained. Firms like Nestlé should use their resources and power
to stop those practices, as they promised when signing this protocol, rather than investing in
lawsuits. The sector should do more about the problem, since now their interest seems to lie in
public relations instead of coming up with real solutions for the problems (Businesswire, 2020).
2021 should have been a turning point if the Harkin-Engel Protocol would have been followed,
but instead the sector has been noticeably silent as a whole (William Reed Ltd., 2021). As
William Reed Ltd. (2021) quotes: "It is time that the cocoa sector lived up to its promises and
started to deliver on a sector Wide and ambitious plan to tackle child labour and poverty. The

industries collective silence this year is shameful and inappropriate,”.

When Nestlé was being transparent about their research and them opening up about the
slavery happening within their supply chains, not everyone thought it was a move that should
be praised. Some saw it as a tactic to distract the public from the lawsuit about the cocoa
industry, which was happening simultaneously (CHTCS, 2016). In the article by CHTCS
(2016), the following quote from a member of the Unseen UK’s charity was mentioned: “For
me, there is a big issue with one part of Nestlé saying, "OK we have been dragged along with
everyone else to face the issue of slavery in Thailand so let's take the initiative and do something
about it" and at the same time fighting tooth and nail through the courts to avoid charges of

child slavery in its core operations in the Ivory Coast.”. When companies like Nestl¢ are being
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informed about child labor happening within their supply chains, they did almost nothing to
better or end the situation (Forbes, 2016). On top of this, they guaranteed consumers that they
were working on bettering the situation, which was contradicting what was actually happening
(Forbes, 2016). Companies like Nestl¢ benefit from child labour and do too little to combat the

problem of modern slavery entirely (SWI, 2019).

4.10 Problem solution

Many publications from NGOs and the media propose solutions for the problem of
modern slavery happening within Nestlé’s supply chains. Greenpeace International (2016),
believes that the (lack of) regulations that are targeted at combatting and/or preventing modern
slavery from happening should be improved to hold actors accountable, otherwise, nothing will
happen. Governments, both in the regions where the abuses are happening as well as in the
home country, should better their practices with the usage of better laws combined with
sanctions for modern slavery to be combatted because regulations are a powerful
tool(Greenpeace International, 2016). The International Labour Office & Walk Free
Foundation (2017) said: “The establishment of a legal architecture consistent with
international legal standards relating to modern slavery is a critical element of broader
prevention and protection efforts. “. Besides that, audits that check whether rules are being
followed should be implemented and improved, traceability methods have to be used if
organizations want to conduct business in a responsible manner and transparency is vital
(Greenpeace International, 2016). Partnerships are being mentioned frequently as a solution for
modern slavery happening within the supply chain (Greenpeace International, 2016; Chartered
Institute of Procurement & Supply, 2016; The Independent, 2016b; Greenpeace International,
2017b; Fair Labor Association, 2019; Fair Labor Association, 2020; Chartered Institute of
Procurement & Supply, 2021). In a publication by the Chartered Institute of Procurement &
Supply (2021) the following quote by a Nestl¢ spokesperson was shown: “We never engaged
in the egregious child labor alleged in this suit, and we remain unwavering in our dedication
to combating child labor in the cocoa industry and to our ongoing work with partners in
government, NGOs and the industry to tackle this complex, global issue.”. This shows that,
even though they do not believe in the accusations made in the lawsuit, they think it is a serious
issue and their partnerships will help them. There still lies a challenge in translating the
problems that are currently happening in terms of modern slavery into real change for the human

beings that are being abused (The Guardian, 2016).
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5. Discussion

5.1 Conclusion

After analysing all of the publications during this case study, we can finally proceed to
answer the research question: “How is the accountability of Nestlé in the context of modern
slavery being framed by the media?”. The frame that is being created by the media and others
about Multinational Enterprise Nestlé has appeared to be one with many different ways of
thinking. When malpractices like modern-day slavery happen within organizations like Nestl¢,
they are being highlighted by the media and NGOs more frequently than when they are making
an effort in trying to better their practices. It can be seen as good news when the media does not
write anything about a company concerning human rights, forced labor, or similar topics. The
publications that were written on a more critical note were easier to find than publications that

were praising Nestl¢ as a company.

The efforts that are being made by Nestl¢é are, as Mehra & Shay (2016) concluded from
their research, are originally driven by the pressures from stakeholders like the media. Nestlé
has many regulations and programs in place to tackle the problem, but most of them have been

developed after external parties pointed out that there was a problem that should be dealt with.

The main argument from the more positive publications was that it is better to try to do
something about the problem rather than not doing anything at all, but that there is much room
left for improvement. In their publications, several media concerns have published the same
news item that was first published by the CBC (2015). The other articles, from Fox News
(2016), Business Insider (2015), and the Guardian (2015b), are publications from well-
established organizations with a large scope and are able to influence the public opinion
worldwide. This shows that it can be dangerous when malpractices are happening within your

supply chain and it is being picked up by the media.

The sector as a whole is being seen as one where modern slavery is a very large problem
and wherein most companies are not doing enough to combat the problem. Nestlé operates in
an environment that is hard to monitor, wherein people are vulnerable and mistakes are easy to
make. However, the publications do take this into account when they decide to write about it,

since the statements are never being made without first giving context.

What is remarkable after analysing all of the different publications, is that Nestlé

sometimes is being welcomed as a hero that is trying to combat slavery proactively as one of
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the few large companies, whilst a lot of times the opposite is being published. This goes for
both NGOs as media publications. Other parties think that the way Nestlé is constantly
publishing about in what ways they are making an effort could be a tactic, which sometimes

seems to work.

From all the reports and publications that Nestlé has shared with the world can be
derived that they want to show that they are working on the problems that are happening. More
often than not Nestlé does not deny that malpractices are happening within their supply chains,
but according to the media, the problem lies in traceability, transparency, and the constant
change in their willingness to take responsibility. This change can for instance be seen when
they were fighting court for the cacao slavery case, whilst combatting slavery in their fish

supply chain.

Recently Nestlé has become more transparent about their supply chains, but multiple
publications have shown that the trustworthiness of Nestlé is being questioned after they have
failed to meet goals and because of the way they defended themselves against the lawsuits. Also
when you first have to be forced to become more transparent by governments, NGOs and the

media, it brings you in discredit to your stakeholders and your motives are being questioned.

In terms of accountability in general, Nestlé is being held accountable by all of the actors
analysed, but they acknowledge that there is a shared responsibility. Because of their size they
do have a lot of power, and are not using it in the right way. Nestlé mentions that they see
institutional voids as one of the problems leading to slavery being sustained, but are not doing
enough themselves to solve this problem. Furthermore, when they opened up about the slavery
being found in their seafood supply chains, they were hiding behind other companies saying it
is a problem of the sector. This was not being appreciated because whilst being transparent and
taking responsibility, they drag along many other companies because according to them it is an
inevitable problem. However, one thing that it does show is that putting pressure on Nestlé led
to them eventually taking action, which also has been mentioned multiple times and led to even

more pressurc.

In the letters Nestl¢ sent to Amnesty International, the focus was mainly on emphasizing
what they were already doing, whilst there obviously still is a large problem that they should
own up to and deal with. Some publications were very critical, where the main point was that

they are acting as if progress is being made and slavery is being combatted, whilst they are just
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trying to do as little as possible to have a reaction ready in case they are being accused of

something in the future.

An important statement that has been made by Nestl¢ was that laws for being forced to
address modern slavery in their supply chains will lead to higher costs for the consumers. This
statement has been widely reported by the media and shows that Nestlé sees a paradox in
providing value for the customer and doing business in an ethically responsible way, such
statements show that they do not think those two can coexist. Nestlé appears to adapt their
operations to the regions they are working, but if there are few regulations and laws there are a
lot of opportunities to take advantage and get away with it. This could lead to opportunistic
behaviour, where corporations like Nestlé benefit and leave others worse off, like vulnerable
people living in poverty. From the “Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking Reports” that
Nestl¢é has published until 2020 can be concluded that Nestl¢ believes that they are making an
effort in combating modern slavery across their supply chain. In those reports, they admit that,

due to the size of their operations, forms of modern slavery are occurring in their supply chains.

However, these publications and all of the other reports from Nestlé can also be
interpreted as impression management. Some actors seem to agree with this point of view since
most statements by Nestlé are based on an accusation and the focus is most of the time on what
they are doing right instead of admitting their mistakes. There is also a critical note that cannot
be denied when saying Nestlé is pretending to do better than they are doing. Nestlé is often
reassuring their consumers that they are working on the malpractices within their supply chain,
but if they are not doing this on the scale they claim they are doing they will lose no market
share and be able to continue using slavery. Furthermore, when they formulate goals in terms
of modern slavery, they are very overambitious, which leads to the goals often not being

reached. This creates a negative brand image of Nestl¢ among their stakeholders.

However, Nestl¢ does not only receive publicity when their operations are being
perceived as harmful, their new plans to tackle child labor in the cocoa sector have also been
widely reported (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 2022; Food Business News, 2022) as is their

due diligence program.

As New (2015) said, slavery was, and remains often hidden. The complexity of supply
chains and the size of the global market make it hard to monitor, and without independent
research, by external organizations, it often remains hidden. Even when eventually slavery can

be found in an organization's supply chains, it is very hard to hold companies accountable and
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prove that the human suffering is caused by their business operations. Lawsuits did not yet
succeed to hold companies accountable for malpractices happening overseas, and not much has
changed since then. Countries are individually trying to force organisations to be transparent

and solve the problems within their supply chains.

The publications highlighted the complexity of operating in multiple institutional
environments simultaneously. To summarize, the media, NGOs and others’ framing of the
accountability of Nestlé in the context of modern slavery is one with many different points of
view. The problem remains within their supply chains, nobody knows how big it actually is and
the solution doesn’t seem to be there yet. Collaborations have to arise and all stakeholders have
to be willing to aim for the same goal. As The Grocer (2021), aptly concluded: “4 slave-free

food sector will remain a distant dream unless those in positions of influence step up”.

5.2 Implications

After conducting the research and analysing the data it is now possible to compare the
findings with the already existing literature. The research confirms the research from Caruana
et al (2021), because the management practices of Nestlé were of great influence on the
modern slavery being sustained within their supply chains. The results from the thesis are also
in line with the literature written by Crane (2013) since many publications revealed that
problems like poverty, low employment, and low education are some of the main causes of
modern slavery and that it remains a profitable way of conducting business. The most
important suppliers for Nestlé are the ones that are being monitored most often, which is also
what New (2015) said. The research confirms that in the past modern slavery was not given
enough attention by companies like Nestlé, but it is becoming gradually more important and is

receiving more attention, which is in line with what Gold et. al wrote (2015).

The steps that Nestl¢ takes to combat modern slavery have proven to be caused by
stakeholders, which confirms the research from Mehra and Shay (2016). Lauwo and Otusanya
(2014) were right when they said developing countries’ governments have a hard time holding
corporates accountable. Organizations are indeed being held accountable because actors think
they are relatively very powerful compared to the much smaller suppliers where the

malpractices happen, which is in line with what Mende & Drubel (2020) suggested.

Nestl¢ also appeared to not be the only one being held accountable, the institutional

voids were mentioned several times as causes of the problem, with which accountability was
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also placed on governments, which confirms what Diab and Metwally (2022) researched.
Organisations like Nestlé are most definitely using institutional voids as an excuse for modern
slavery being sustained, like Stringer & Michailova(2019) said. Companies are stimulated to

follow each other’s example, which is in line with Miemczyk’s (2008) isomorphism theory.

5.3 Limitations

As with all other researches that have been conducted, this research also has
limitations. With this research being a single case study of Nestlé comes that the results
cannot be entirely generalized to other multinational organizations operating on such a large
scale across the globe. That Nestl¢ has been framed this way will not guarantee that when the
case study would be reproduced for different companies, the research would have the same

result.

Secondly, because many media concerns copy information from each other there was a
lot of overlap between the publications, for instance with the lawsuit about the seafood

industry being mentioned numerous times.

Furthermore, because the results have been analysed by only one researcher with little
experience in performing case studies, it could be that some important information has been

excluded in drawing the conclusions.

5.4 Suggestions for further research

To make the results from this research more generalizable, building upon the research
would make it possible to make more general conclusions about the sector as a whole. This
could lead to new theories being created and stronger conclusions than the current one. This

could for instance be done with an increase of the number of documents being analysed.

Replicating the research in a different context, meaning with a different company as the
focal point or performing the research with a more specific topic regarding modern slavery,
would also make the results more trustworthy and lead to new theories about multinational
enterprises. Another interesting angle of incidence could be to look at causality, so when did
what particular publication lead to the steps Nestlé has taken, to look for different framing

strategies that put the organisations under pressure.
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