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Abstract 

This thesis investigates how large UK garment retailers frame their responsibilities 

under the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), examining how corporate narratives evolve 

over time and shape perceptions of accountability. Drawing on framing theory and 

Gioia-style coding, it analyzes fifteen modern slavery statements from ASOS and 

M&S. The findings reveal a shift from abstract moral appeals to more structured, 

strategic narratives. While both companies reported due diligence, audits and training, 

they largely avoided addressing the commercial drivers of exploitation. Over time, 

responsibility became increasingly tied to legal obligations, brand identity and industry 

alignment, rather than structural change. The study is limited by its focus on public 

disclosures and lack of stakeholder perspectives, yet it offers valuable insights for CSR 

managers, regulators and consultants into the performative role of language in modern 

slavery reporting. It contributes original value by tracing how framing strategies are 

recalibrated over time, showing that corporate responsibility is not merely declared, but 

actively constructed through evolving discourse.  

Keywords: Modern slavery, UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), Garment industry, 

Framing theory, Corporate responsibility, Secondary data 
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1. Introduction  

Modern slavery persists in global supply chains (Ishaya et al., 2024), especially in the 

garment industry, where complex production processes heighten worker vulnerability 

(Velluti, 2024). It reflects the illegal depreciation of labor (Crane, 2013) and affects 

49.6 million people worldwide (Global Estimates of Modern Slavery, 2022). Corporate 

strategies focused on cost and profit often intensify exploitation risks (Lake et al., 2016; 

Velluti, 2024), particularly in poorly monitored lower-tier suppliers (Stevenson & Cole, 

2018).  

Concerns over forced labour and human trafficking have prompted regulatory 

responses, most notably the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), which seeks to strengthen 

corporate accountability in supply chains (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; Mantouvalou, 

2018). However, scholars question whether these efforts reflect genuine commitment 

or symbolic compliance (Voss et al., 2019). The Act’s lack of enforceability enables 

minimal reporting without accountability (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017), and even with 

improvements under scrutiny, reporting inconsistencies in tone, depth and frequency 

persist (Voss et al., 2019). Islam and Van Staden (2022) similarly caution that 

transparency may substitute for meaningful action. 

Since its implementation, research has examined how companies respond to the Act 

and wider institutional pressures. Much of this work focuses on symbolic versus 

substantive compliance (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017), institutional drivers (Flynn & 

Walker, 2020) and reporting variation (Voss et al., 2019). While valuable, this literature 

pays limited attention to how firms frame their responsibilities. As Monciardini et al. 

(2021) argue, modern slavery reporting is not simply descriptive but shaped by 

symbolic processes through which companies interpret and perform compliance. 

Studying how they define modern slavery, assign responsibility and justify actions 

helps illuminate how accountability is framed rather than assumed. However, this 

narrative dimension remains underexplored, especially over time. Most existing work 

captures static snapshots (Stevenson & Cole, 2018); what is missing is a view of how 

framing shifts across reporting cycles. This limits understanding of how companies 

recalibrate positions under a regime marked by ambiguity (Meehan & Pinnington, 

2021) and soft enforcement (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017). 
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To address this gap, I examine how leading UK garment retailers have framed their 

responsibilities in response to external scrutiny (Voss et al., 2019), specifically 

analyzing whether and, if so, how the UK Modern Slavery Act (MSA) has influenced 

the way they construct modern slavery narratives in their statements. The research 

question guiding my study is: 

‘’How has the UK Modern Slavery Act influenced the way UK garment retailers 

frame their responsibilities for tackling modern slavery?’’ 

To answer this question, the study draws on framing theory, originally developed by 

Goffman (1974) to explain how actors structure meaning to shape interpretation and 

action. In organizational contexts, framing has been used to explore how actors navigate 

multiple institutional pressures and construct legitimacy across competing logics (Gray 

et al., 2015). In this context, corporate disclosures often rely on three types of framing: 

diagnostic (defining a problem and assigning blame), prognostic (suggesting solutions) 

and motivational (mobilizing action) (Snow & Benford, 1988; Benford & Snow, 2000). 

Modern slavery framings are not static (Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023:53). Companies 

may strategically construct narratives that align with expectations while preserving 

manoeuvrability, often by relying on ambiguity and flexible language (Meehan & 

Pinnington, 2021). 

Empirically, this study conducts a qualitative content analysis of modern slavery 

statements published between 2015 and 2024 by two leading UK garment retailers. The 

analysis focuses on the language and framing strategies these firms use to construct 

their responsibilities, with the aim of identifying shifts in discourse over time. This 

approach enables examination of whether, and if so how, the UK Modern Slavery Act 

has shaped the framing of ethical labour commitments in corporate reporting. 

The research offers both theoretical and practical contributions. Theoretically, it shifts 

focus from whether companies comply with the Act to how they construct and evolve 

responsibility narratives. In doing so, it contributes to scholarship on corporate 

accountability and disclosure-based regulation (Stevenson & Cole, 2018; Flynn & 

Walker, 2020; Monciardini et al., 2021; Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023; Meehan & 

Pinnington, 2021). By applying framing theory, it shows how firms shape disclosures 

not just to signal accountability, but to recalibrate responsibility over time in response 
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to shifting regulatory and reputational pressures. Practically, the analysis sheds light on 

how UK garment retailers communicate evolving understandings of responsibility, 

helping policymakers, advocates and corporate actors assess the credibility of modern 

slavery statements and recognize how language shapes perceptions of ethical 

performance. 

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows: Section 2 outlines the theoretical 

framework, Section 3 details the methodology, Section 4 presents the analysis, Section 

5 discusses findings, conclusions and limitations. 

2. Theoretical background 

This chapter outlines the theoretical foundation of the study, introducing modern 

slavery, the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), corporate responses and the framing 

theory as conceptual lens. 

2.1 Modern slavery and the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015)  

2.1.1 Defining modern slavery 

Modern slavery has many faces (Mende, 2019) and there is no universally agreed-upon 

definition (Voss et al., 2019: 62). In management studies, it is often narrowed to forced 

labour, overlooking broader forms of exploitation such as trafficking and servitude 

(Stevenson & Cole, 2018). Legal scholars tend to focus on the element of control, with 

Allain (2009: 5) defining slavery as ‘’the status or condition of a person over whom any 

or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised’’, echoing the 1926 

Slavery Convention (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, n.d.). In 

practice, however, modern slavery is sustained less by legal ownership than by 

coercion, debt bondage and deception (Bales & Trodd, 2013). 

From a business and supply chain perspective, modern slavery is not seen as an 

exception but as a structural outcome of cost-driven strategies and fragmented supplier 

networks (Gold et al., 2015; New, 2015; Crane et al., 2022). Crane et al. (2022: 264) 

describe it as ‘’one of the most extreme forms of labor abuse in the global economy”, 

while Gold et al. (2015) highlight its presence across all stages of production. New 
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(2015) argues that stronger regulation is insufficient, pointing instead to global 

capitalism as the root cause. 

Legal and policy definitions are often deliberately broad, giving companies leeway in 

how they construct disclosures (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; Voss et al., 2019). As 

Bales and Trodd (2013) note, trafficking should be seen as a process that can lead to 

slavery, not a synonym for it. The UK Modern Slavery Act reflects this ambiguity, 

requiring disclosure without prescribing specific action (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017). 

For this thesis, I adopt a working definition of modern slavery as a continuum of 

extreme labour exploitation, including coercion, forced labour and deceptive 

recruitment across global supply chains. This framing reflects how the issue is 

addressed in UK policy and represented in corporate disclosures, and it forms the 

foundation for the analysis that follows. 

2.1.2 The UK Modern Slavery Act  

The UK Modern Slavery Act (MSA), introduced in 2015, aims to enhance transparency 

and address modern slavery in corporate supply chains (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; 

Mantouvalou, 2018; Islam & van Staden, 2022). Under Section 54, companies with 

annual turnover above £36 million must publish statements outlining their efforts to 

prevent modern slavery (HM Government, 2017; Flynn & Walker, 2020). 

However, critics argue that the Act promotes voluntary responsibility rather than 

binding obligations, as firms face no penalties beyond publishing a statement (LeBaron 

& Rühmkorf, 2017). Self-regulation is seen as inadequate, prompting calls for stronger 

state-led enforcement (Pinheiro et al., 2019). Its failure to address systemic issues such 

as immigration policy and precarious labour conditions further limits its impact (Craig, 

2017; Mantouvalou, 2018). As a result, the absence of enforcement allows firms to 

comply formally without substantive change, undermining the Act’s effectiveness 

(Haynes, 2016; Stevenson & Cole, 2018). 

Studies on corporate disclosures show that although transparency has improved, many 

statements lack depth and function more as compliance checkboxes than genuine 

commitments (Voss et al., 2019; Mai et al., 2023). In the absence of stricter 
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enforcement, companies have limited incentives to strengthen anti-slavery efforts (Voss 

et al., 2019). 

Recent research has begun to explore how disclosures under the MSA shape meaning. 

Gutierrez-Huerter et al. (2023) show that firms often frame modern slavery as a 

management risk, shifting concern from exploitation to reputation. Nersessian and 

Pachamanova (2022) find that many statements rely on vague human rights-based 

language and leadership claims rather than clear commitments.  

While these studies reveal important discursive trends, most literature still focuses on 

compliance or institutional drivers, not how responsibility is framed. Yet framing 

defines how firms interpret problems, propose solutions and justify action. 

Understanding this meaning-making process is essential to explain how companies 

maintain legitimacy amid complex ethical, legal and reputational pressures. 

This study addresses that gap by applying framing theory to examine how modern 

slavery statements construct and justify responsibility over time. It explores how UK 

garment retailers use these disclosures not only to report, but to perform responsibility, 

deciding what to emphasize, how to justify action and where to assign or deflect blame. 

2.2 Literature review: Framing corporate responses to the UK Modern 

Slavery Act 

The UK Modern Slavery Act (2015) requires companies to disclose efforts to prevent 

forced labour in their supply chains, yet responses remain uneven (LeBaron & 

Rühmkorf, 2017; Mantouvalou, 2018; Voss et al., 2019; Islam & van Staden, 2022). 

While some firms have improved transparency, others treat disclosure as symbolic 

rather than substantive (Mantouvalou, 2018). This inconsistency partly stems from the 

Act’s lack of enforcement, which enables firms to comply formally while offering 

vague or minimal reporting (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; Voss et al., 2019). 

Although some firms present modern slavery as a rights-based issue, others frame it in 

managerial terms, linking exploitation to reputational and operational risks rather than 

ethical duty (Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023). Nersessian and Pachamanova (2022) find 

that many modern slavery statements adopt broad human rights language, which often 



9 

 

obscure concrete commitments and make it difficult to assess firms’ actual practices. 

These patterns suggest that companies frequently rely on generalized discourse to signal 

ethical concern without detailing specific actions (Voss et al., 2019; Islam & van 

Staden, 2022). In some cases, companies may even misstate or overstate their 

commitments (Nersessian & Pachamanova, 2022: 21). 

As Tengblad and Ohlsson (2010) argue, corporate narratives shift in response to 

external expectations, shaping how firms present responsibility. This is especially 

relevant in modern slavery disclosures, where companies navigate regulatory 

compliance and reputational risk (Islam & van Staden, 2022; Nersessian & 

Pachamanova, 2022; Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023). Although framing in corporate 

reporting has been explored (Tengblad & Ohlsson, 2010; Reinecke & Ansari, 2016), 

little research has focused specifically on how firms frame responsibility in response to 

modern slavery regulation. Yet such analysis is essential for understanding how legal 

frameworks shape corporate accountability and how the UK Modern Slavery Act 

(2015) influences how firms represent their role in addressing labour exploitation. 

Framing theory offers a valuable lens for exploring this dynamic. Rather than treating 

modern slavery statements as neutral disclosures, scholars increasingly view them as 

constructed narratives through which companies define problems, propose solutions 

and motivate action (Snow & Benford, 1988; Benford & Snow, 2000; Reinecke & 

Ansari, 2016). Prior research shows that firms frame modern slavery in diverse ways: 

as a human rights violation, a moral obligation, a managerial challenge, a social justice 

concern or a decent work issue (Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023). These framings 

influence how firms justify actions, position themselves and communicate 

responsibility to stakeholders (Meehan & Pinnington, 2021), ultimately shaping how 

accountability is constructed for complex social problems (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). 

While this literature provides valuable insights, most studies still focus on compliance 

patterns (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; Stevenson & Cole, 2018; Voss et al., 2019) or 

strategic language use (Meehan & Pinnington, 2021). There remains limited attention 

to how framing strategies evolve within the UK Modern Slavery Act’s regulatory 

environment. Unlike enforcement-based regimes, the Act relies on transparency and 

reputational accountability rather than sanctions (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017). This 

creates space for firms to negotiate legitimacy through narrative, defining what counts 
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as responsibility and which actions are deemed sufficient (Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 

2023). As Monciardini et al. (2021) argue, this discursive work is shaped not only by 

external expectations but also by internal routines, symbolic structures and managerial 

practices that allow firms to frame compliance as ethical while avoiding more 

substantive reform. 

Despite growing interest in corporate narratives, few studies apply framing theory over 

time to trace how companies adjust messaging in response to shifting pressures. In 

particular, Benford and Snow’s (2000) triadic model (diagnostic, prognostic, 

motivational framing) remains underutilized in modern slavery research. This is a 

significant gap, as framing shapes how firms define problems, allocate responsibility, 

propose solutions and explain their role. The UK Modern Slavery Act mandates 

disclosure but offers little prescriptive guidance (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017). As 

Monciardini et al. (2021) observe, this allows firms to perform compliance discursively, 

constructing legitimacy through ethical framing even without substantive action. 

To address this gap, this study applies Benford and Snow’s (2000) framework to 

examine how ASOS and M&S construct their modern slavery statements and reframe 

responsibility over time. In doing so, it builds on prior work on symbolic alignment and 

rhetorical strategy, offering a more nuanced account of how corporate responsibility is 

performed through language within the regulatory context of the UK Modern Slavery 

Act. 

2.3 Framing theory 

Framing, first introduced by Burke (1937) and Bateson (1955/1972), and later 

developed by Goffman (1974), explains how individuals and institutions make 

meaning. Goffman distinguished between frameworks shaped by social norms, 

perceived as natural, and those based on direct experience (Fisher, 1997). The concept 

has since gained traction in management and organizational studies, where frames are 

seen as interpretive schemas (Strang & Meyer, 1993; Kellogg, 2009) or knowledge 

structures (Barsalou & Hale, 1993) that shape corporate and institutional behaviour 

(Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). 
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In organizational contexts, firms employ distinct framing techniques: diagnostic 

framing identifies the problem and attributes responsibility; prognostic framing 

proposes strategies to address it; and motivational framing encourages action through 

moral or emotional appeal (Snow & Benford, 1988; Fisher, 1997). 

I approach framing as a strategic process through which companies craft narratives to 

maintain legitimacy and manage stakeholder expectations (Bach & Blake, 2016; 

Meehan & Pinnington, 2021). At the same time, I acknowledge that framing is not 

always fully deliberate or consistent. In complex settings such as modern slavery 

reporting, firms may blend frames, shift positioning or improvise in response to internal 

dynamics or external scrutiny (Gray et al., 2015). While this study uses diagnostic, 

prognostic and motivational framing as its analytical lens, framing in practice remains 

fluid and ambiguous. 

2.3.1 Theoretical framework: Diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing of 

modern slavery 

This study applies Benford and Snow’s (1988, 2000) triadic model (diagnostic, 

prognostic, motivational framing) to examine whether, and if so how, the UK Modern 

Slavery Act has shaped how ASOS and M&S construct their responsibilities in modern 

slavery statements. 

Diagnostic framing defines a problem and assigns responsibility (Snow & Benford, 

1988; Benford & Snow, 2000). It answers the questions ‘’What is the problem?’’ and 

‘’Who or what is to blame?’’ (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016: 301). Rather than 

acknowledging direct accountability, companies often align with external expectations 

while retaining interpretive flexibility (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). Modern slavery is 

frequently portrayed as an industry-wide issue, linked to governance failures, global 

trade dynamics or complex supply chains, thus diffusing blame and framing the issue 

as a general business risk. 

Prognostic framing answers ‘’What should be done?’’ (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016: 301) 

by outlining strategies to address the problem (Snow & Benford, 1988). Firms may 

emphasize supplier codes, audits, or due diligence mechanisms to project a responsible 

image while keeping actions adaptable (Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). Others stress 



12 

 

collective efforts, such as joining industry coalitions or endorsing regulatory reform, 

thereby dispersing responsibility across networks and institutions. 

Motivational framing provides a ‘’call to arms’’ or rationale for engaging in collective 

action, including the use of appropriate vocabularies of motive. It seeks to move 

audiences ‘’from the balcony to the barricades’’ (Benford & Snow, 2000: 615, 617). In 

modern slavery reporting, companies often invoke ethical values or risk-based 

justifications to cultivate stakeholder legitimacy, while maintaining flexibility 

regarding the scale of their commitments. 

Although these three framings offer a structured lens, they often overlap in practice. As 

Gray et al. (2015) emphasize, organizations rarely adopt a single, consistent frame; 

instead, they blend and shift frames in response to changing internal and external 

pressures. Recognizing this complexity enables a more dynamic understanding of how 

firms construct and adjust responsibility narratives over time. 

This framing framework helps systematically unpack how companies define modern 

slavery, articulate actions and justify responses (Snow & Benford, 1988; Benford & 

Snow, 2000), all core to corporate engagement under disclosure-based regulation. 

While recent studies explore corporate narratives under the MSA (Nersessian & 

Pachamanova, 2022; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2023), they often emphasize rhetorical 

tone or symbolic alignment without applying a structured theory to map framing shifts 

across dimensions. 

Benford and Snow’s model strengthens this study’s contribution. It goes beyond 

surface-level observations, offering a lens to analyze how responsibility is performed 

and reframed over time. It complements existing work, such as Gutierrez-Huerter O et 

al. (2023) on legitimacy-building and Meehan and Pinnington (2021) on strategic 

ambiguity, by providing a framework to trace evolving narratives under the unique 

regulatory conditions of the UK Modern Slavery Act. 

3. Methodology  

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used to address the research 

question: ‘’How has the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015) influenced the way ASOS and 
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M&S frame their responsibilities in their modern slavery statements?”. It details the 

research design, data collection, data analysis and ethical considerations. 

3.1 Research design  

This study examines how ASOS and M&S frame their responsibilities in modern 

slavery statements following the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), using qualitative 

content analysis to interpret patterns in language and meaning (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Bowen, 2006). It follows an abductive logic (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), moving 

between data and theory. Benford and Snow’s (2000) diagnostic, prognostic and 

motivational framings served as sensitizing concepts, offering structure while leaving 

room for emergent themes. The analysis applies the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2013), 

beginning with first-order concepts in company language and progressing toward 

second-order themes and aggregate patterns to trace shifts in framing over time. 

ASOS and M&S were selected through typical case sampling (Patton, 2002), as both 

are large, publicly visible UK retailers under sustained scrutiny (Webb, 2016) and fall 

within the 41 - 50% transparency range in the Fashion Transparency Index (2023), 

suggesting comparable disclosure maturity. This approach narrows variation and 

enables in-depth focus on how responsibility is constructed under shared institutional 

and regulatory conditions (Palinkas et al., 2015). Both companies are legally required 

to report under Section 54 of the Act, as their revenues exceed £36 million (HM 

Government, 2017); eligibility was verified via Dun & Bradstreet (n.d.). 

The unit of analysis includes all the modern slavery statements published by each 

company between 2015 and 2024. These are public-facing documents that reveal how 

companies construct responsibility under disclosure-based regulation.  

3.2 Data collection  

This study analyzes all publicly available modern slavery statements published by 

ASOS and M&S between 2015 and 2024. These disclosures are mandated under 

Section 54 of the UK Modern Slavery Act and must be updated annually within six 

months of each company’s financial year-end (HM Government, 2017). In total, the 
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dataset includes eight statements from M&S and seven from ASOS, covering the full 

set of documents available at the time of data collection. 

Before finalizing the dataset, I reviewed both companies’ annual reports from 2010 to 

2024 to explore how labour rights were framed before and after the Act. However, these 

documents lacked the thematic focus required for framing analysis. Prior to 2015, 

modern slavery was not explicitly mentioned, and even after the Act, references 

remained vague and embedded within broader sustainability narratives. For example, 

ASOS (2012) referred to the ‘’ethical treatment of workers’’ (p. 62), while M&S (2014) 

mentioned ‘’responsible sourcing’’ (p. 7). More recent reports, such as M&S (2022), 

emphasized business transformation, and ASOS (2020) mentioned anti-exploitation 

standards, but without substantive engagement with modern slavery. Overall, annual 

reports either briefly referenced the issue or directed readers to the separate modern 

slavery statements for further information. All annual reports were retrieved from 

AnnualReports.com. 

Given this, I excluded annual reports and focused solely on modern slavery statements, 

which are directly tied to the UK Modern Slavery Act’s disclosure requirements. These 

were accessed via the official Modern slavery statement registry - GOV.UK and 

analyzed in their original form to ensure consistency and accuracy. 

3.3 Data analysis 

To examine how ASOS and M&S framed their responsibilities under the UK Modern 

Slavery Act, I conducted a qualitative content analysis supported by the Gioia method 

(Gioia et al., 2013). This approach enabled a structured yet flexible interpretation of 

language patterns while preserving the companies’ original voices (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005; Gheyle & Jacobs, 2017). 

The analysis followed an abductive logic (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), moving 

iteratively between theory and data. I began with a close reading of all modern slavery 

statements, identifying first-order concepts (recurring phrases or expressions) without 

applying early interpretation. These were then grouped into second-order themes 

reflecting how each company framed responsibility, action and values. Framing theory 

served as a sensitizing lens, with particular attention to diagnostic (problem definition), 

https://www.annualreports.com/
https://modern-slavery-statement-registry.service.gov.uk/
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prognostic (solutions) and motivational (calls to action) framings (Benford & Snow, 

2000). 

Initially, statements were coded using these three framing types as aggregate 

dimensions (see Appendix A), which allowed for early pattern recognition. However, 

the emphasis and tone of each framing type shifted over time. These shifts, such as 

changes in language, strategic priorities and ethical positioning, suggested deeper 

temporal patterns that a static framework could not fully capture. 

To reflect this, I reorganized the structure: the three framing types became second-order 

themes nested within time-based aggregate dimensions, capturing how companies 

adapted their narratives in response to changing expectations. The final aggregate 

dimensions are: 

1. Framing responsibility at a distance (2015 - 2018) 

2. Systemic risk awareness (2019 - 2021) 

3. Ethical and regulatory maturity (2022 - 2024) 

This revised system enabled a dynamic analysis of framing evolution. The full coding 

table, including exact quotations from each statement, is presented in Appendix B. 

Figure 1 below illustrates the final data structure, showing how first-order concepts 

were synthesized into framing types and grouped within the three temporal dimensions. 

A latent content approach guided interpretation (Kleinheksel et al., 2020), focusing on 

the underlying meaning of the texts; what was emphasized, downplayed or strategically 

framed, rather than just surface-level keywords. The goal was not only to analyze what 

was said but how companies positioned themselves ethically over time. 

The coding process was conducted manually through a document-based method 

involving highlighting, note-taking and cross-comparison of excerpts across years. This 

ensured close engagement with the data and transparency in interpretation. By 

combining abductive reasoning, the Gioia method and latent content analysis, the study 

systematically traced how ASOS and M&S constructed and recalibrated their narratives 

of responsibility across nearly a decade of reporting. 
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Figure 1: Data structure 

   

                            1st Order Concepts                                                           2nd Order Themes                    Aggregate Dimensions 

3.4  Research ethics 

This research was conducted with full attention to transparency, accuracy and academic 

integrity. As the study is based entirely on secondary data, publicly available modern 

slavery statements, there are no privacy or confidentiality concerns. Data that does not 

require a username or password is considered public (Myers, 2020). 

To ensure responsible research, I followed APA guidelines, properly cited all sources 

and listed them in the bibliography for transparency. Plagiarism was strictly avoided by 

clearly distinguishing my own interpretations from companies’ original wording and 

from cited academic material (American Psychological Association, 2003). 

Given the interpretive nature of qualitative content analysis, I used a structured coding 

process based on the Gioia method to promote consistency and minimize bias. 

Throughout the process, I remained in regular contact with my thesis supervisor to 

clarify methodological decisions and ensure alignment with academic expectations. 

These measures supported a transparent and responsible analysis of modern slavery 

reporting. 
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4. Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from ASOS and M&S modern slavery statements 

between 2015 and 2024. Drawing on framing theory and the Gioia method, I examine 

how both companies constructed responsibility through diagnostic, prognostic and 

motivational framings. The analysis is organized into three time periods to capture 

shifts in tone, priorities and strategic orientation. 

4.1 Framing responsibility at a distance (2015 - 2018) 

In the initial years of the UK Modern Slavery Act, ASOS and M&S began shaping their 

narratives around responsibility. They described modern slavery as serious and morally 

unacceptable but framed it as driven by external factors (e.g. migration, opaque supply 

chains, legal gaps), rather than by internal business practices. Risk was portrayed as 

difficult to control and motivations emphasized values and reputation over compliance. 

This period laid the foundation for how both firms would continue framing 

accountability. 

Diagnostic framing: Locating risk at a distance   

Between 2015 and 2018, both companies framed modern slavery as a systemic issue 

outside their control. They highlighted structural vulnerabilities such as forced 

migration and supply chain opacity, avoiding direct links to their sourcing or purchasing 

practices. This framing positioned them as observers of risk, rather than contributors. 

Both companies described modern slavery as real and serious but kept their own role 

in it vague. ASOS, for example, highlighted structural worker vulnerabilities as key risk 

factors: 

“There is a risk of modern slavery in any area of our business where there is: 

migrant labour….; high presence of refugees; young workers and risk of child 

labour; contract and agency workers; women workers; outsourced human 

resources function’’ (ASOS, 2015 - 2016, p. 3) 

They acknowledged where risks might emerge, but the framing positioned these 

vulnerabilities as external and pre-existing, as part of the operating environment (‘’any 
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area’’), rather than as conditions potentially shaped or intensified by ASOS’s own 

sourcing decisions and commercial practices. 

ASOS, for instance, noted that refugees without legal employment access are more 

vulnerable, implying that risk stems from their legal status rather than the company’s 

own practices: 

“Refugees may not have access to legal means of employment, therefore 

increasing vulnerability.” (ASOS, 2016 - 2018, p. 5) 

This reflects an awareness of who is at risk, yet the framing redirects responsibility 

toward external systems like immigration laws. What remains unspoken is how ASOS’s 

own hiring practices, subcontracting or reliance on precarious labour may intersect with 

and amplify this vulnerability. 

M&S took a broader view, describing modern slavery as a global and growing issue: 

“Slavery, servitude, forced labour and human trafficking… [are] a global and 

growing issue given the rapid rise in global migration, existing in every region in 

the world and in every type of economy.” (M&S, 2015 - 2016, p. 1) 

While recognizing the issue’s scale, the framing, as ASOS did, deflects specific 

responsibility. By calling modern slavery universal (‘’existing in every region’’, ‘’in 

every type of economy’’), M&S normalizes its presence and presents it as an inevitable 

outcome of globalization. This rhetorical move frames exploitation in abstract terms, 

sidestepping links to garment production or purchasing practices of retailers. 

Later, M&S became slightly more specific. In acknowledging that deep-tier supply 

chain mapping is difficult and limits control, they admitted: 

“As we have gone further down our supply chain, we have also encountered 

challenges... we source through intermediaries and where our purchasing power 

may be small.” (M&S, 2017 - 2018, p. 5) 

Here, they recognized the challenges of tracing activity beyond direct suppliers. Yet, by 

emphasizing intermediaries and limited purchasing power (‘’small’’), the framing 



19 

 

redirects focus from their own governance role to structural limitations. This positions 

M&S as constrained rather than accountable, reinforcing the idea that risk stems from 

systemic opacity rather than from corporate strategy or sourcing choices. 

Prognostic framing: Building solutions through practical tools and partnerships  

Both companies framed their actions through concrete tools and partnerships, yet these 

remained largely reactive and narrow in scope. ASOS focused on isolated interventions, 

while M&S leaned on formal mechanisms without showing practical impact. The 

emphasis lay more on response and infrastructure than on systemic change. 

ASOS gave one of the few examples of direct intervention by removing child workers 

and supporting their education: 

“We found seven Syrian child workers …. We worked with their families to remove 

them from work and place them back in long term education. We have committed 

to providing a local living wage for each child …..”  (ASOS, 2015 - 2016, p. 6) 

This illustrates a reactive, case-by-case approach focused on remediation after 

violations have occurred. While the company demonstrates financial commitment, the 

framing centers on post-hoc resolution rather than addressing the structural or systemic 

factors that allowed child labour to emerge in the first place. 

They also described partnering with Anti-Slavery International to strengthen their 

approach: 

“Conducted assessment of labour practices at Polish fulfilment centre with Anti-

Slavery International and identified areas of concern in relation to labour 

providers’ treatment of agency workers from Ukraine. Developed roadmap and 

worked with ASOS Supply Chain team to support supplier in remediating issues 

identified.” (ASOS, 2016 - 2018, p. 7) 

The partnership is framed as an active intervention, blending third-party expertise with 

internal engagement. By identifying concerns affecting Ukrainian agency workers and 

developing a remediation roadmap, ASOS presents itself as responsive and 

collaborative. Engaging with an external NGO may suggest openness to learning and 



20 

 

co-developing solutions. Yet, the focus remains on a single site (‘’Polish fulfilment 

centre’’), with no indication that the insights translated into broader reforms in 

recruitment or oversight. The initiative appears targeted and time-bound, with limited 

evidence of systemic learning. 

M&S, on the other hand, leaned on staff training in modern slavery with expert input: 

“We have trained our key staff in Modern Slavery and human rights using an 

expert 3rd party consultancy.” (M&S, 2015 - 2016, p. 2) 

The framing signals action and external expertise but omits details on content, duration, 

or follow-up. Without links to behavioural expectations or accountability mechanisms, 

such training risks being symbolic, especially if not embedded in decision-making or 

performance structures. This tendency to highlight formal mechanisms without 

evidencing their effectiveness also surfaced one year later, when the company 

introduced an independent external human rights reporting mechanism: 

“We introduced an independent external facility for employees in UK, 

internationally and supply chain to raise Human rights concerns.” (M&S, 2017 

- 2018, p. 4) 

While framed as a support for worker voice, the effectiveness remains opaque. The 

statement lacks information on accessibility, usage or resolution. By merely noting the 

mechanism’s existence, M&S frames responsibility through infrastructure, not 

outcomes. 

Motivational framing: Justifying action through values and sector positioning  

In the early years, both companies framed modern slavery as ethically intolerable, using 

moral language to signal principled leadership. ASOS cast collaboration as a moral 

imperative, while M&S linked transparency to sector leadership, framing ethics as both 

a value and strategic positioning. 

ASOS started with a strong values-based statement framing modern slavery as morally 

and operationally unacceptable (‘’Modern slavery is fundamentally unacceptable 

within our business and supply chains’’, ASOS, 2015 - 2016, p. 1). This projected a 



21 

 

moral identity, positioning modern slavery as incompatible with the company’s core 

values. While the strong normative language signals ethical commitment, it remains 

disconnected from concrete mechanisms or enforcement. M&S adopted a similar tone, 

declaring a ‘’zero tolerance approach to Modern Slavery of any kind within our 

operations and supply chain’’ (M&S, 2015 - 2016, p. 1). This morally absolute framing 

(‘’zero tolerance’’) signals principled leadership, but the absence of detail on how the 

standard is applied or monitored suggests that its function is more reputational than 

procedural. 

ASOS also framed collaboration as essential to prevent modern slavery, stating: 

“We understand that success in preventing modern slavery is unlikely to be 

achieved by brands working independently.” (ASOS, 2016 - 2018, p. 10) 

I interpreted this as motivational framing because it aligns with Benford and Snow’s 

(2000) concept of a ‘’vocabulary of motive’’ (a way to justify action by appealing to 

shared values rather than outlining specific strategies). The statement does not describe 

a plan but constructs a normative rationale for collective engagement, presenting 

collaboration as necessary rather than optional. In this sense, ASOS is not offering a 

concrete solution (which would fall under prognostic framing), but crafting a moral 

appeal that, in Benford and Snow’s (2000: 615) terms, helps ‘’move people from the 

balcony to the barricades’’. It motivates action by framing collaboration as the ethical 

and practical why, not the how. 

M&S added a strategic angle by aiming for sector leadership through transparency and 

policy: 

“We seek a sector-leading approach to Modern Slavery; with appropriate and 

well-communicated policies … stakeholder dialogue and transparency.” 

(M&S, 2017 - 2018, p. 3) 

By framing itself as pursuing a ‘’sector-leading approach’’, M&S links ethical 

responsibility to strategic identity. This motivational framing supports a differentiation 

strategy, using transparency and stakeholder engagement not just as values but as 

positioning tools. The emphasis lies less on the listed instruments and more on the 

reputational advantage of being seen as an ethical front-runner. 
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Across all three framings, ASOS and M&S treated modern slavery as serious yet 

externally driven, responding through procedural tools and value-based language. Their 

engagement signaled ethical intent but ultimately avoided confronting the underlying 

business models that perpetuate risk. 

4.2 Systemic risk awareness (2019 - 2021) 

During this period, ASOS and M&S framed modern slavery as a more complex, 

evolving challenge. They acknowledged deeper layers of vulnerability (both systemic 

and internal) and introduced more structured actions, partnerships and value-driven 

commitments. While this marked a move away from earlier abstract framings, 

responses still emphasized visibility and shared responsibility over power, 

accountability or structural reform. 

Diagnostic framing: Identifying new layers of vulnerability 

Compared to earlier years, when risk was portrayed as distant and external, the 2019 - 

2021 period showed a partial shift toward more targeted diagnoses. Both companies 

began recognizing specific actors (e.g. labour recruiters) and internal inconsistencies as 

contributors to risk. This reflected deeper awareness, but the framing remained largely 

observational. Recognition increased, yet accountability was still deferred. 

ASOS introduced a more targeted diagnosis by noting that labour recruiters increase 

deception risk for workers (‘’Labour recruiters create an additional layer between 

employers and workers, leaving workers exposed to deceptive or coercive recruitment 

practices’’, ASOS, 2019 - 2020, p. 10). This marks a shift from vague references to 

vulnerable groups toward identifying specific actors that shape risk. Still, the framing 

remains outward-facing. While ASOS highlights how recruiters increase exposure to 

exploitation, it avoids reflecting on how its own sourcing structures might sustain such 

practices. The company demonstrates awareness, but not self-interrogation. The same 

dynamic appears when ASOS observes that contract and temporary workers face 

increased vulnerability to exploitation (‘’Contract, agency and temporary workers... 

may have fewer rights... and are therefore more vulnerable to exploitation’’, ASOS, 

2020 - 2021, p. 27). Though this shows a clearer recognition of who is at risk, 
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vulnerability is framed as an external condition, not as a result of corporate labour 

models. 

In parallel, M&S offered a more introspective angle by acknowledging an inconsistent 

risk approach across business units for high-risk countries (‘’We became aware we had 

an inconsistent approach across the business to tackling High Risk countries……” 

(M&S, 2018 - 2019, p. 4). This marks one of the few instances where the framing begins 

to turn inward. By admitting internal fragmentation, M&S signals a willingness to 

reflect on its own governance gaps. Still, the emphasis remains on improving 

coordination, not on taking accountability for potential consequences, limiting the 

depth of critical self-assessment. 

Finally, M&S responded to the COVID-19 crisis by noting that labour exploitation risks 

had increased across supply chains: 

“We identified an increase in the risk of labour exploitation and modern slavery 

within our supply base.” (M&S, 2020 - 2021, p. 5) 

This framing positions the company as alert to emerging risks but remains observational 

(‘’identified an increase’’) rather than action-oriented. There is no indication that 

sourcing practices were adjusted or that this awareness triggered concrete changes. 

Recognition is evident, but response is vague, suggesting that responsibility was framed 

more as vigilance than as intervention. 

Prognostic framing: From isolated fixes to visibility-focused control 

Compared to the reactive, symbolic interventions of 2015 - 2018 (e.g. ASOS’s case-by-

case remediation of child labour), the 2019 - 2021 period showed a cautious shift toward 

preventive action and controlled visibility. Both companies began naming partners, 

refining supplier oversight, and adopting more structured approaches. However, these 

efforts remained limited in depth and scale. The emphasis stayed on appearing 

responsive and well-positioned, rather than challenging the systems that generate risk. 

ASOS reported that it ‘’partnered with Anti-Slavery International, IndustriALL and 

local NGOs on a programme of work preventing modern slavery in Mauritius’ garment 

industry’’ (ASOS, 2019 - 2020, p. 10). This initiative reflects a shift toward multi-
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stakeholder collaboration to prevent modern slavery, moving beyond audit-based 

oversight to include actors with grounded expertise and worker ties. The framing 

positions collaboration both as a practical tool and a way to diffuse responsibility. By 

naming partners like a global union and local NGOs, ASOS signals external credibility. 

The company presents itself as engaged, yet while ‘’programme of work’’ suggests 

structure, the statement lacks detail on scope, duration, follow-up or power dynamics, 

offering little insight into long-term accountability or impact. 

Alongside its collaborative work in Mauritius, ASOS also introduced screening new 

suppliers for Uyghur forced labour links in response to heightened global scrutiny: 

‘’ [We] Developed a process to sense-check all newly onboarded suppliers and 

tier 1 - 3 factories to ensure no links to the Uyghur region and forced Uyghur 

labour’’. (ASOS, 2020 - 2021, p. 23) 

This reflects a shift from retrospective audits to more proactive due diligence at the 

onboarding stage. However, the term ‘’sense-check’’ signals a soft, possibly informal, 

assessment rather than a robust system. Moreover, the framing lacks clarity on whether 

these checks extend beyond initial onboarding. ASOS acknowledges geopolitical risk 

but avoids interrogating how its own commercial practices might perpetuate hidden 

exploitation further down the chain. 

M&S combined on-site supplier visits with a gradual shift toward supplier self-

reporting. They noted: ‘’M&S team visits to high risk supply chains. E.g. 18/19 visits 

to Thailand, Spain, Turkey, Morocco, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Cambodia and Vietnam’’ 

(M&S, 2018 - 2019, p. 5). Framed this way, the visits appear as targeted attention to 

high-risk areas. However, the absence of detail on what these visits entailed or how 

findings were acted upon leaves their impact unclear, raising the possibility that they 

functioned more as visible engagement than as tools for reform. By 2020, M&S 

announced it had ‘’transitioned our audit programme to encompass a self risk 

assessment questionnaire’’ (M&S, 2020 - 2021, p. 8). This framing shifts responsibility 

onto suppliers to disclose their own risks (‘’self questionnaire’’). While this may be 

practical for covering a large supply chain, it distances the company from independent 

verification. In a context where labour exploitation is often hidden, such a move 

suggests that risk monitoring is becoming more administrative than investigative. 
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Motivational framing: Reaffirming values through ethical commitment 

Compared to earlier bold moral declarations (e.g. ‘’zero tolerance’’) and sector 

positioning, the 2019 - 2021 period adopted a more introspective tone. ASOS began 

linking its values to human rights frameworks and acknowledged that its operations 

might influence risk, while M&S framed partnership and fairness as core principles. 

These framings reinforced each company’s ethical identity but remained largely 

aspirational, stating what they stood for without showing how such principles shaped 

business conduct. 

ASOS framed modern slavery as incompatible with business and human rights, stating: 

“Modern slavery is unacceptable within our business and supply chain, and 

combatting it is an important element of our approach to business and human 

rights.” (ASOS, 2019 - 2020, p. 2).  

This motivational framing links the company’s stance to broader human rights values, 

positioning anti-slavery efforts as integral to its identity. The use of terms like 

‘’unacceptable’’ and ‘’important element’’ suggests that action is not just regulatory, 

but value-driven. Yet the commitment remains abstract. There is no indication of how 

this principle is operationalized in sourcing, oversight or accountability structures. The 

motivation is clear, but its impact on business conduct remains vague. 

Building on this ethical positioning, one year later ASOS also emphasized the need for 

awareness of modern slavery’s evolving risks and corporate impact: 

“We must remain particularly aware of emerging risks and be alert to the dynamic 

nature of both modern slavery and the impacts of our own operations.” (ASOS, 

2020 - 2021, p. 36). 

Here, the motivational framing shifts from fixed principles to vigilance. By describing 

risks as ‘’emerging’’ and ‘’dynamic’’, ASOS presents its stance as responsive and 

attuned to changing conditions. Importantly, it also acknowledges ‘’the impacts of our 

own operations’’, suggesting greater awareness that risk can be internally shaped. Yet 

this framing remains open-ended: the call to be ‘’alert’’ lacks clear links to decision-

making, reform or accountability, making the motivation more reflective than directive. 
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This growing self-awareness at ASOS found a subtle echo in M&S’s motivational 

discourse, where the emphasis shifted from internal reflection to shared responsibility. 

The company affirmed:‘’We recognize the crucial role of partnerships in tackling 

Modern Slavery’’ (M&S, 2018 - 2019, p. 8). Here, the act of recognizing is framed as 

both an ethical stance and a principle guiding engagement. Partnerships are not just 

operational tools but part of M&S’s moral vocabulary, implying that responsibility must 

be collective. Still, while the quote frames collaboration as ‘’crucial’’, it remains vague 

about what these partnerships entail or how responsibility is shared. 

Again, although the reference to ‘’partnerships’’ could suggest a prognostic element, 

the tone and purpose remain motivational. M&S is not outlining a concrete strategy but 

affirming a belief. It frames collaboration as a value the company identifies with. 

This emphasis on values was echoed in M&S’s 2020 - 2021 statement too: ‘’Our 

commitment to our customers and stakeholders is very clear; we will always treat 

people in our business and supply chain fairly’’ (M&S, 2020 - 2021, p. 1). By framing 

fairness as a voluntary ethical stance, the company presents just treatment as a 

principled choice rather than a regulatory requirement. However, under the UK Modern 

Slavery Act, such protections are not optional, raising concerns that the motivational 

framing repositions legal obligations as discretionary values. 

Across all three framings, ASOS and M&S began to acknowledge systemic risks and 

internal responsibility. However, their responses remained surface-level, focusing on 

partnerships, procedures and ethical language rather than structural reform. The 

framing suggested awareness, but not transformation. 

4.3 Ethical and regulatory maturity (2022 - 2024) 

In the most recent period, ASOS and M&S framed modern slavery not only as a 

persistent risk but as a governance responsibility embedded in corporate systems. 

Compared to earlier years, where risk was externalized or noted without follow-up, this 

phase marked a shift toward structured procedures, policy integration and identity-

driven ethics. Both companies emphasized proactive remediation, supplier engagement 

and systemic partnerships, while presenting motivation increasingly through duty, 
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credibility and industry positioning. Even as framing matured, oversight remained 

company-led and transparency outpaced accountability. 

Diagnostic framing: Acknowledging systemic risk and evolving exposure 

From 2015 to 2024, ASOS and M&S shifted from framing modern slavery as a distant, 

external issue to acknowledging it as systemic and evolving. While their diagnoses 

became more detailed and structurally aware, the focus largely remained observational. 

The recognition grew but the responsibility stayed at arm’s length. 

ASOS opened its 2022 - 2023 statement by framing modern slavery not as an isolated 

or sector-specific concern (ASOS, 2015 - 2016; ASOS, 2019 - 2020; M&S, 2020 - 

2021), but as ‘’a complex global issue affecting all regions, sectors, and economies’’ 

(ASOS, 2022 - 2023, p. 2). This marks a shift from earlier framings that emphasized 

risks like ‘’migrant labour’’ or ‘’outsourced HR functions’’ (ASOS, 2015 - 2016) 

toward a growing recognition of modern slavery as a dynamic and systemic issue 

embedded in global economic structures, including those of ASOS itself. While the tone 

remains somewhat observational, the framing begins to acknowledge that structural 

exploitation goes beyond isolated vulnerabilities. A similar narrative had appeared in 

M&S’s 2015 - 2016 statement (‘’global and growing issue’’, M&S, 2015 - 2016, p. 1), 

though it served more to normalize than interrogate the problem. In contrast, ASOS’s 

later framing signals a step toward systemic awareness, albeit still expressed at a 

distance. 

In its 2023 - 24 report, ASOS added a further layer of introspection: “We recognize that 

as both internal and external contexts evolve, our risk exposure changes accordingly.” 

(ASOS, 2023 - 2024, p. 5). While more reflexive than earlier years, the framing remains 

company-centered. It focuses less on evolving worker realities and more on how 

shifting conditions affect ASOS, likely in reputational or legal terms. By recasting 

modern slavery as an enterprise risk, the narrative moves away from human harm and 

toward organizational exposure. The recognition is notable but stops short of framing 

modern slavery as a structural injustice within ASOS’s own value chain. 

In parallel, ASOS and M&S both sharpened their diagnostic framing by differentiating 

risks across sectors and supply regions. ASOS noted that ‘’mapping risk in various 
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GNFR sectors helps us identify those at a heightened risk of modern slavery’’ (ASOS, 

2023–2024, p. 5). This marks a more granular approach, expanding focus beyond 

manufacturing to include often-overlooked areas like packaging and cleaning 

(‘’GNFR’’ - Goods Not For Resale). While the framing broadens the risk lens, it still 

centers on mapping rather than mitigation, with little insight into how findings inform 

decisions. M&S echoed this shift through a slightly evolved risk geography: ‘’UK, 

Spain, Italy, India and Thailand (Food); Bangladesh, India, Turkey, Myanmar, China 

(C&H) identified as highest risk countries’’ (M&S, 2021 - 2022, p. 6). Though similar 

lists appeared in earlier reports, explicitly naming the UK signals a key shift: M&S no 

longer locates risk solely abroad but acknowledges vulnerabilities across both global 

and domestic tiers of its supply chain. 

Finally, both companies linked global crises and displacement to heightened 

vulnerability. In its 2021 - 2022 statement, M&S acknowledged that ‘’crises such as 

these increase the risks of human trafficking and forced, bonded and child labour’’ 

(M&S, 2021 - 2022, p. 2). This was extended in its 2024 report, where M&S observed 

that ‘’migration across borders due to conflict …. is also creating new challenges’’ 

(M&S, 2024, p. 2). By situating modern slavery within broader patterns of instability, 

these statements reflect a more systemic diagnostic framing, one that recognizes risk as 

shaped by conflict, forced migration, and structural inequality. However, the framing 

remains observational. Vulnerability is acknowledged, but only as a backdrop to risk 

and not in relation to the companies’ own practices. Cost pressures, rapid sourcing shifts 

or supplier disengagement are left unaddressed, allowing the firms to recognize 

precarity without reflecting on their possible complicity in deepening it. 

Prognostic framing: Systematizing responses through internal routines and structured 

feedback 

During this period, both companies moved from reactive interventions to embedded 

routines. Audits became part of continuous oversight, remediation followed formal 

policies, and training gained company-wide status. These developments signaled 

stronger internal governance and greater procedural consistency. However, while 

systematization strengthened ethical infrastructure, deeper structural drivers of 

exploitation remained unaddressed. 
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One of the clearest patterns in the 2022 - 2024 period was the renewed emphasis on 

strengthening audit and due diligence systems. ASOS described its audit programme as 

a tool to ‘’identify, assess, and address risks throughout our supply chain, including 

those related to modern slavery’’ (ASOS, 2023–2024, p. 6). This marks a shift from 

earlier years, where audits were framed as one-off checks (e.g., M&S, 2020 - 2021), 

toward more continuous oversight. Audits are now positioned within a broader system 

of ethical risk management, suggesting a more proactive stance. Yet the approach 

remains largely procedural. Persistent issues, such as audit fatigue, underreporting and 

power asymmetries, are not addressed. The move toward integrated due diligence is 

meaningful, but its impact depends on whether it truly engages with the lived realities 

of vulnerable workers and low-tier suppliers. 

ASOS further reinforced this shift by stating it performs ‘’enhanced due diligence 

including reviews of audits [and] corrective action plans’’ (ASOS, 2023 - 2024, p. 6). 

This suggests a more layered process, one that not only identifies issues but monitors 

follow-through. The emphasis on tracking remediation marks a departure from earlier 

years, when disclosure rarely went beyond detection. 

M&S showed a similar trajectory, indicating that audit outcomes were feeding back 

into internal governance. In its 2021 - 2022 report, the company disclosed: ‘’During 

2021/22, ethical audits identified 82 non-compliances […] 44 of those referred to 

improvements in management systems/policies’’ (M&S, 2021 - 2022, p. 6). Like ASOS, 

which framed audits within a broader risk system, M&S moved beyond static 

compliance. Here, audits are positioned not just as oversight tools but as triggers for 

institutional learning, prompting procedural and policy updates in response to recurring 

gaps. This reflects a shift toward more adaptive governance rather than surface-level 

fixes. 

Alongside audits, ASOS positioned the rollout of company-wide modern slavery 

training as a key pillar of its updated strategy. The company reported: 

‘’In May 2023, we rolled out a company-wide compulsory training module on 

Modern Slavery’’ (ASOS, 2022 - 2023, p. 7). 
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The use of ‘’compulsory’’ signals a move from sporadic awareness efforts to a formal, 

system-wide approach. Rather than launching a new initiative, ASOS reinforces its 

ethical stance by embedding training across the organization, doing what it had done 

before, but with more structure and reach. Still, there is no reflection on how the training 

affects decision-making or addresses systemic blind spots in sourcing. The scope has 

expanded, but the depth of transformation remains unclear. 

Both companies formalized their approaches to remediation, shifting from reactive 

fixes to structured, policy-driven responses. ASOS reported uncovering a case of child 

labour in its Chinese supply chain, stating: 

‘’We uncovered one case of child labour in our Chinese supply chain... we 

implemented our established child labour and remediation policy’’ (ASOS, 2022 

- 2023, p. 7). 

The phrase ‘’established policy’’ signals that remediation is now embedded into 

operational routines, no longer triggered solely by external pressure. It reflects a shift 

from isolated interventions (e.g. Uyghur region case, ASOS, 2020 - 2021) toward 

institutionalized responses. Remediation is framed not as an exception, but as part of 

ASOS’s internal risk architecture. This signals a more systematic approach. Still, the 

emphasis lies on managing harm efficiently and not on questioning how such harms 

emerge in the first place. M&S took a similarly procedural approach: 

“We have verified evidence of suppliers putting corrective actions in place or we 

are continuing to work with suppliers to agreed timescales.” (M&S, 2021 - 2022, 

p. 6) 

Rather than framing remediation as grounds for disengagement, M&S presented it as 

part of a longer-term relationship. Responsibility here is shared and time-bound, 

emphasizing collaboration and ongoing improvement. This suggests a move toward 

procedural governance, where addressing harm becomes part of a normalized 

workflow, which is strategic, scheduled and integrated into supplier management, 

rather than disruptive or exceptional.  
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Lastly, M&S expanded its use of worker and colleague feedback as part of ethical 

oversight. The launch of the ‘’Everyone’s Business colleague visit app’’ allowed 

‘’supplier-facing employees to share site observations with the ethical compliance 

team’’ (M&S, 2024, p. 8). This move opened up the process by involving more people 

across the company (‘’colleagues’’, ‘’employees’’) and not just external auditors. It 

marked a step toward broader internal oversight, although the statement does not clarify 

how these observations are followed up or by whom. While the framing promotes 

inclusivity, recognizing employee agency in identifying exploitation, the absence of 

follow-up details leaves the depth of accountability unclear. 

At the same time, the company highlighted that it had heard directly from over 40,000 

workers across 361 UK sites (“361 sites have taken part which means we have been 

able to hear directly from 40,807 workers in our UK supply base’’, M&S, 2024, p. 8), 

framing worker voice as a proactive source of insight rather than merely a grievance 

tool. Together, these developments suggest a shift toward more participatory detection, 

yet one still filtered through company-led processes with limited transparency on 

follow-up or impact. 

Motivational framing: From moral commitment to structural obligation 

During this period, ASOS and M&S shifted from aspirational ethics toward framing 

responsibility as structural and strategic. ASOS described modern slavery action as a 

‘’twofold obligation’’ tied to legal reform, while M&S redefined its ethical identity in 

terms of brand trust. Both now position collaboration as essential to systemic change, 

not just a moral stance. This evolution signals that motivational framing has become 

less about principles and more about embedded, reputationally aligned commitments. 

A notable motivational shift in this period is how ASOS frames due diligence and 

systemic reform not as voluntary efforts but as structural obligations. In stating its 

‘’twofold obligation... to perform thorough due diligence... and to promote industry-

wide transparency and broader systemic reform’’ (ASOS, 2023–2024, p. 2), the 

company adopts a firmer tone than in previous years. The use of ‘’obligation’’ 

repositions responsibility from discretionary to embedded, signalling a shift from 

aspirational ethics to a duty-bound identity. Ethical commitment becomes less about 

signalling values and more about defining ASOS’s role in shaping sectoral norms. 
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This posture was already evident in the 2022 - 2023 report, where ASOS linked its 

evolving due diligence to upcoming EU regulation, noting it had ‘’publicly supported’’ 

the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive prior to its release (‘’Our 

approach to due diligence will continue to evolve in future as we work to meet 

forthcoming legislation, including the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence 

Directive, which ASOS publicly supported prior to its publication’’, ASOS, 2022 - 

2023, p. 5). Rather than merely reacting to external pressures, ASOS positions itself as 

forward-thinking, willing to align with legal change and lead on responsible business. 

Still, while the motivational framing is strong, it remains unclear how deeply this duty 

translates into internal transformation. 

Both companies also reaffirmed collaboration as essential to progress, but now in more 

embedded and strategic terms. In 2018–2019, M&S had framed partnerships as morally 

significant (‘’We recognize the crucial role of partnerships in tackling Modern 

Slavery’’, M&S, 2018 - 2019, p. 8), but this remained a broad ethical stance without 

operational clarity. By contrast, ASOS in 2023 - 2024 described collaboration as a 

mechanism for industry change: “Collaboration is a crucial component of industry 

change hence partnerships are integral to our risk mitigation efforts.” (ASOS, 2023 - 

2024, p. 9). This reflects a motivational shift. ASOS now links its own limitations to 

the need for systemic cooperation, positioning partnerships as tools for transformation, 

not just validation. M&S echoed this by stating it aims to “Identify and use 

opportunities for collaboration to verify and help resolve risk issues.” (M&S, 2024, p. 

16). While the practical steps remain vague, both companies now present collaboration 

as a strategic necessity, tying ethical ambition to structural change. As before, the 

emphasis is on why collaboration matters, not how it is enacted, signaling intent more 

than outlining concrete solutions. 

Finally, the most identity-driven justification came through acting ethically as part of 

company identity. In 2022 - 2023, M&S asserted: “Doing the right thing by the people 

who work with and for M&S is part of our DNA” (M&S, 2022 - 2023, p. 2). This 

metaphor presents ethics as fundamental and non-negotiable, woven into the fabric of 

the organization. However, in its 2024 statement, the framing subtly shifts: “Doing the 

right thing by the people who work with and for M&S is a very important part of what 

makes us such a trusted brand” (M&S, 2024, p. 2). Here, ethics is no longer described 
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as core identity but as a driver of corporate reputation. The move from ‘’DNA’’ to 

‘’trusted brand’’ signals a reorientation from moral conviction to strategic positioning, 

suggesting that ethical language is increasingly used to reinforce public image rather 

than express immutable values. 

From 2022 to 2024, ASOS and M&S framed modern slavery as systemic but still 

largely external. Their responses became more procedural, while ethics shifted from 

aspirational values to obligations tied to law, collaboration and brand identity. 

In sum, over time both companies reframed modern slavery as systemic but responded 

through company-led routines, aligning ethics with regulation rather than transforming 

structures. 

5. Discussion 

This chapter discusses the main findings of the study. It begins by interpreting how 

ASOS and M&S framed their responsibilities over time, then reflects on the study’s 

theoretical contributions. It also outlines practical implications and concludes with a 

critical reflection on limitations and future research directions. 

5.1 Interpretation of the findings 

This thesis examined: ‘‘How has the UK Modern Slavery Act influenced the way UK 

garment retailers frame their responsibilities for tackling modern slavery?’’. Using 

framing theory (Benford & Snow, 2000), the findings show that both ASOS and M&S 

increasingly portrayed themselves as active, ethical actors in their modern slavery 

statements. However, this shift in tone did not reflect a linear or deepening commitment 

to accountability. Rather, their framing evolved in deliberate, often cautious ways, 

adapting to changing expectations without fully confronting their own practices. Early 

statements emphasized values and external risks; later ones appeared more confident 

and structured, but still reinforced a narrative centered on effort and awareness rather 

than addressing the commercial and structural roots of exploitation. 

As this progression unfolded, ASOS and M&S’s diagnostic framing shifted from vague 

externalization to more specific, yet still cautious, narratives. Early reports stressed 

external risks like global migration or supply chain complexity, casting the companies 
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as observers rather than contributors. This supports findings by Gutierrez-Huerter et al. 

(2023), who show that firms often use cautious language to acknowledge modern 

slavery while downplaying their own role. Later statements named actors like labour 

recruiters and acknowledged internal inconsistencies but stopped short of linking risk 

to commercial drivers. In recent years, both firms expanded their lens to less visible 

risks (e.g. GNFR supply chains, domestic operations), indicating broader awareness, 

but still focused on exposure mapping, not structural accountability. These patterns 

exemplify strategic ambiguity (Meehan & Pinnington, 2021): a language of concern 

that avoids addressing the deeper conditions enabling harm. 

As their internal responses matured, ASOS and M&S moved from isolated 

interventions to institutionalized governance routines. Audits, training and grievance 

mechanisms (initially stand-alone) were scaled into company-wide systems. Yet these 

developments remained procedural. The statements focused on structure and control, 

not disruption. Both firms framed action as improved oversight, avoiding the 

commercial pressures that fuel risk. This reflects Monciardini et al.’s (2021) notion of 

dynamic symbolic compliance: firms adjust internal processes to meet regulatory 

demands without challenging power structures. Similarly, Gutierrez-Huerter et al. 

(2023) show how companies adopt standardized tools to signal engagement while 

maintaining flexibility. Even as language became more confident, the framing stayed 

managerial and inward-looking. As Voss et al. (2019) observe, disclosure often 

legitimizes rather than reforms. The absence of any challenge to buyer-driven models 

echoes Crane et al. (2022) and New’s (2015) argument that modern slavery is 

embedded in global value chains. ASOS and M&S framed themselves as managing 

harm, not transforming the conditions that produce it. 

Over time, both companies shifted from projecting moral leadership to framing 

responsibility as part of who they are, a ‘’trusted brand’’, a company with a ‘’twofold 

obligation’’. Early motivational framings used strong ethical language to signal 

commitment but remained broad and detached from action. Later, responsibility 

became more structured yet also more strategic-tied to regulation, brand value and legal 

positioning. This reflects what Gutierrez-Huerter et al. (2023) describe as a form of 

moral reframing, where organizations invoke evolving normative schemes to justify 

their stance and shape legitimacy. Motivational framing became more embedded in 
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identity, but also more carefully managed. As Monciardini et al. (2021) and Meehan 

and Pinnington (2021) argue, the MSA’s flexible design enables firms to appear 

responsive while retaining discursive control. The repeated use of vague moral terms 

(fairness, transparency, leadership) mirrors the pattern Nersessian and Pachamanova 

(2022) identify, where ethical discourse shapes perceptions more than structures. 

Taken together, the findings show that framing under the MSA is not a passive 

reflection of responsibility but a way of actively constructing it. ASOS and M&S did 

not merely comply with legal requirements; they reinterpreted and reframed them over 

time, shaping how responsibility should be understood. Across diagnostic, prognostic, 

and motivational framings, both firms crafted narratives that distanced risk, tied action 

to procedural control and expressed values aligned with brand identity. These findings 

reinforce concerns that the MSA’s flexible design enables companies to appear 

responsive without altering core practices (Monciardini et al., 2021; Meehan & 

Pinnington, 2021). Even as disclosures became more confident and reflective, the 

boundaries of accountability remained intact. As Gray et al. (2015) argue, frames are 

sustained through repeated use and interaction, gradually becoming institutionalized 

interpretations that shape how responsibility is understood within a given field. 

5.2 Theoretical contributions 

This thesis contributes to literature on corporate responses to human rights regulation 

by analyzing how firms frame responsibility under the UK Modern Slavery Act. While 

prior studies examined modern slavery statements at a single point in time (e.g., Voss 

et al., 2019; Stevenson & Cole, 2018), this research traces how ASOS and M&S 

reformulated their narratives over nearly a decade. Drawing on framing theory, it shows 

that responsibility is not simply communicated but actively constructed, through 

evolving diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framings. In doing so, it extends 

existing work on symbolic alignment and the ethical construction of legitimacy 

(Gutierrez-Huerter et al., 2023), the managerialization of compliance (Monciardini et 

al., 2021) and strategic ambiguity (Meehan & Pinnington, 2021), by revealing how 

firms recalibrate responsibility claims in response to shifting institutional expectations. 

Building on this foundation, the thesis offers a framing-based, company-specific 

perspective that complements and sharpens existing accounts. While studies like Voss 
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et al. (2019) and Gutierrez-Huerter et al. (2023) have mapped sector-level disclosure 

patterns or moral discourse trends, this research traces how ASOS and M&S reshaped 

their narratives of responsibility across three distinct time periods. It complements 

Monciardini et al. (2021), who focused on the symbolic construction of compliance 

over two years, by showing not just that framings evolve, but how their tone, function 

and emphasis shift over time. Although this thesis does not assess compliance levels, it 

similarly shows how companies construct responsibility through narrative. Just as 

Monciardini et al. (2021) describe legal ideals being reframed via managerial logics 

and symbolic structures, this study finds that ASOS and M&S blended ethical, 

procedural and strategic framings to shape the image they wished to project. Multiple 

framings often coexisted within a single statement, but their prominence shifted across 

phases, reflecting how firms recalibrate language under regulatory and reputational 

pressure. This extends Monciardini et al.’s (2021) two-year snapshot (2016 - 2018) by 

tracing nearly a decade of narrative change. Adopting a framing-based lens, this thesis 

shows why studying how framing changes over time matters: not just to understand 

what companies say, but to uncover how responsibility is negotiated, redefined and 

performed. 

This narrative flexibility is especially visible in the motivational framings. These 

findings resonate with Meehan and Pinnington’s (2021) concept of strategic ambiguity. 

While ASOS and M&S did not always use vague language, their motivational framings 

often relied on aspirational terms (leadership, purpose, regulatory alignment) without 

firm timelines or commitments. This reflects a broader pattern of sounding forward-

looking while retaining flexibility. It supports Meehan and Pinnington’s (2021) view 

that firms use techniques like defensive reassurance and scope reduction to appear 

proactive while limiting urgency or scale. In this way, the thesis contributes to growing 

research that sees modern slavery reporting not merely as compliance, but as a tool for 

managing expectations and preserving legitimacy through the language of ethics. 

Finally, the analysis echoes Islam and van Staden’s (2022) concerns about the limits of 

transparency as a route to accountability. Although ASOS and M&S added details to 

their statements over time, they largely avoided naming commercial drivers such as 

cost pressure or sourcing practices. This supports the view that more disclosure does 

not equal deeper responsibility. As Islam and van Staden (2022) argue, even 
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transparency can be shaped by business interests, curbing its transformative power. The 

motivational framings in this thesis reflect that tension: forward-looking language 

builds an ethical image while sidestepping structural causes of exploitation. 

Together, these insights highlight the need to examine not just what companies say, but 

how their language evolves, and what this reveals about power, image and the shifting 

meaning of corporate responsibility over time. 

5.3 Practical implications 

There is no silver bullet for eradicating modern slavery and the problem is not going to 

be addressed quickly (Stevenson & Cole, 2018: 94). This thesis offers several relevant 

insights for actors working in or around corporate responses to modern slavery, 

especially those involved in drafting, reviewing or regulating modern slavery 

statements. 

For CSR and sustainability managers in UK garment firms, this thesis highlights the 

need to align narrative framing with meaningful action. ASOS and M&S moved from 

generic, risk-averse language to more structured disclosures, including grievance 

mechanisms, training and targeted due diligence. The evolution of their framing shows 

that credibility depends not just on listing activities, but on clearly communicating risks, 

shifting priorities and the limits of responsibility. Managers might approach modern 

slavery statements not as static compliance reports, but as strategic tools to show how 

firms are learning, adapting and redefining responsibility, by reflecting real practices, 

clarifying progress and demonstrating where accountability is genuinely taken, not just 

claimed. 

Policymakers and regulators, especially those shaping corporate transparency laws, 

may also draw insights from this study. The findings suggest that corporate framing is 

shaped by the regulatory cues they receive. When modern slavery is framed as distant 

or technical, responses often remain procedural. In contrast, framings that highlight 

systemic risk and internal accountability may encourage deeper engagement. This 

supports Stevenson and Cole’s (2018) view that legislation alone is insufficient; 

stronger signals through enforcement and support are needed. They highlight ongoing 

gaps in board-level accountability and uneven disclosure. Regulators might therefore 
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reinforce board sign-off requirements and develop clearer, globally aligned standards 

that specify not just what companies report, but how reporting should reflect deeper 

responsibility structures. 

Consultants and industry platforms supporting corporate due diligence may also find 

these insights relevant. This thesis shows that disclosure is not just about listing actions 

but framing responsibility in ways that evolve and shape stakeholder expectations. As 

Monciardini et al. (2019) observe, under the UK Modern Slavery Act, companies are 

required to report on due diligence processes, yet they are not obliged to actually 

undertake them. This regulatory gap leaves room for firms to present polished 

narratives without committing to substantive action. In a similar way, Meehan and 

Pinnington (2021) show how firms strategically deploy framing ambiguity in 

transparency supply chain statements to delay responses, deflect accountability and 

sidestep collaborative responsibility. Consultants can help firms go beyond these 

techniques by ensuring that disclosures are specific, risk-attuned and reflect real 

institutional change, avoiding vague or overly polished claims and strengthening the 

credibility of corporate narratives. 

Finally, while this study does not assess the real-world impact of modern slavery 

statements, it reveals a clear shift in how companies construct and present their role. In 

recent years, both ASOS and M&S have adopted more concrete language, emphasizing 

worker feedback tools, long-term goals and cross-sector collaboration. This suggests 

that framing is not just descriptive but performative: it shapes how responsibility is 

understood and enacted. As Benford and Snow (2000) argue, frames are both products 

and producers of action, legitimizing certain responses while sidelining others. The 

statements analyzed here thus illustrate how companies use framing not only to narrate 

responsibility, but to guide future responses and embed ethical positioning into strategy. 

5.4 Research limitations and future directions 

This study explored how ASOS and M&S framed their responsibilities under the UK 

Modern Slavery Act. While the findings offer important insights into the evolution of 

corporate framing strategies, several limitations warrant critical reflection. 
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First, this study focused solely on what ASOS and M&S chose to disclose in their 

modern slavery statements. While consistent with the interpretive aim of analyzing 

external narratives, this limits visibility into the internal dynamics shaping such 

disclosures. It remains unknown whether the observed framings reflect ethical 

commitment, strategic branding or stakeholder pressure. As Stevenson and Cole (2018: 

95) observe, statements reveal only what companies ‘’wish to tell us’’, leaving broader 

supply network perspectives unaccounted for. Future research could incorporate 

interviews with CSR managers, consultants or communication staff to examine how 

framing decisions are negotiated internally. This would complement findings by 

Monciardini et al. (2021), who link framing to internal logics, and Meehan and 

Pinnington (2021), who show how firms manage ambiguity to balance ethical and 

reputational demands. 

A second limitation lies in the study’s national scope (Stevenson & Cole, 2018). While 

focusing on the UK Modern Slavery Act allows for depth and contextual clarity, it 

excludes how companies respond to other regulatory environments. Disclosure-based 

frameworks like the California Transparency in Supply Chains Act (2010), the U.S. 

Dodd-Frank Act, the French Duty of Vigilance Law (2017), the Netherlands Child 

Labour Due Diligence Act (2017) and the Australian Modern Slavery Act (2018) also 

aim to shape corporate behaviour (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; Islam & van Staden, 

2021). Comparative studies could explore whether firms frame responsibility 

differently depending on legal design, enforcement or cultural context. They could also 

assess whether the UK Act’s flexibility, allowing ASOS and M&S to define their own 

boundaries, is unique or reflects a broader trend in global human rights governance. 

Third, the analysis focused on two large, high-profile UK garment retailers widely 

regarded as progressive reporters. This enabled a detailed examination of framing 

across multiple reporting cycles, especially under reputational scrutiny, but it limits the 

generalizability of the findings. As Voss et al. (2019) argue, public exposure heavily 

influences how companies approach modern slavery reporting. Firms with lower 

visibility or operating in less regulated sectors may frame responsibility very 

differently. Future research could compare companies across industries and sizes to 

examine how sectoral risks, stakeholder environments and legitimacy pressures shape 

framing. Expanding beyond apparel, into sectors like agriculture, electronics or 
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logistics, could deepen our understanding of the institutional and commercial forces 

shaping disclosure. 

These limitations also suggest meaningful directions for further research. First, 

combining statement analysis with interviews, internal documents or board-level 

disclosures could clarify the internal drivers behind framing, showing how competing 

pressures shape what gets disclosed (Monciardini et al., 2021; Meehan & Pinnington, 

2021). Second, integrating external perspectives, such as NGOs, trade unions or 

workers, could expose the gap between communicated responsibility and lived 

experience. As Stevenson and Cole (2018) note, engaging non-traditional actors may 

uncover shared capabilities or frictions within supply chains. Third, applying framing 

analysis across jurisdictions could reveal whether narrative strategies converge globally 

or vary by legal, cultural or political context. Finally, future research could draw on 

other theories, such as stakeholder or institutional theory, to explore framing not only 

as discourse but as part of broader power dynamics and legitimacy struggles in global 

supply chains. Taken together, these avenues could enrich our understanding of framing 

as an evolving process through which modern slavery is represented and negotiated in 

corporate narratives. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A  

Initial coding structure (framing types as aggregate dimensions) 

A.1 ASOS MSS (2015 - 2024) 

A.1.1: 2015 – 2016 
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              1st Order Concepts                                     2nd Order Themes                        Aggregate Dimension
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A.1.2: 2016 – 2018 

 

            1st Order Concepts                                       2nd Order Themes                      Aggregate Dimension 
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A.1.3: 2018 – 2019 
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                1st Order Concepts                                                2nd Order Themes                       Aggregate Dimension 

 

 

A.1.4: 2019 – 2020 
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                1st Order Concepts                                                2nd Order Themes                       Aggregate Dimension 
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A.1.5: 2020 – 2021 
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                1st Order Concepts                                                2nd Order Themes                       Aggregate Dimension 

 

 

 

A.1.6: 2022 – 2023 
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                   1st Order Concepts                                           2nd Order Themes                       Aggregate Dimension 
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A.1.7: 2023 – 2024 
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                   1st Order Concepts                                         2nd Order Themes                       Aggregate Dimension 

 

A.2 M&S MSS (2015 - 2024) 

A.2.1: 2015 - 2016 
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                   1st Order Concepts                                      2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.2: 2017 

 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                      2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.3: 2017-2018 
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                   1st Order Concepts                                    2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.4: 2018-2019 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                 2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.5: 2020-2021 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                           2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.6: 2021-2022 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                           2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.7: 2022-2023 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                           2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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A.2.8: 2024 

 

 

 

                   1st Order Concepts                                           2nd Order Themes                         Aggregate Dimension 
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Appendix B 

Gioia coding tables with company, year and page references 

Coding table – ASOS & M&S (2015 - 2018) 

Company Year Page Original quotation 1st order 

concept 

2nd order 

theme 

(frame) 

Aggregate 

dimension 

(period) 

ASOS 2015-

2016 

p.3 ‘’There is a risk of 

modern slavery in 

any area... where 

there is: migrant 

labour...outsourced 

human resources 

function.’’ 

Migrant 

labour and 

outsourcing 

increase 

modern 

slavery risk 

Diagnostic 

framing 

 

2015 - 

2018 

 

ASOS 2016-

2018 

p.5 ‘’Refugees may not 

have access to legal 

means of 

employment, 

therefore increasing 

vulnerability.’’ 

Lack of legal 

employment 

access makes 

refugees more 

vulnerable 

M&S 2015-

2016 

p.1 ‘’We know that 

slavery, servitude, 

forced labour and 

human trafficking 

(Modern Slavery) is 

a global and 

growing issue given 

the rapid rise in 

global migration, 

existing in every 

region in the world 

and in every type of 

economy.’’ 

Modern 

slavery is a 

global and 

growing issue 

M&S 2017-

2018 

p.5 ‘’As we have gone 

further down our 

supply chain, we 

have also 

encountered 

challenges. This has 

included the time it 

takes to map supply 

chains several tiers 

down […] and 

where our 

purchasing power 

may be small.’’ 

Deep-tier 

supply chain 

mapping is 

difficult and 

limits control 

ASOS 2015-

2016 

p.6 ‘’We found seven 

Syrian child 

workers... removed 

them from work and 

placed them back in 

education.’’ 

Removed 

child workers 

and supported 

their 

education 

Prognostic 

framing 

ASOS 201-

2018 

p.7 ‘’Conducted 

assessment of 

labour practices at 

Polish fulfilment 

centre with Anti-

Slavery 

Partnered with 

Anti-Slavery 

International 

to assess and 

remedy labour 

practices 
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International and 

identified areas ….. 

in remediating 

issues identified.’’ 

M&S 2015-

2016 

p.2 ‘’We have trained 

our key staff in 

Modern Slavery and 

human rights using 

an expert 3rd party 

consultancy.’’ 

Staff trained 

in modern 

slavery with 

expert input 

M&S 2017-

2018 

p.4 ‘’We introduced an 

independent 

external facility for 

employees in UK, 

internationally and 

supply chain to raise 

Human rights 

concerns.’’ 

Introduced 

independent 

external 

human rights 

reporting 

mechanism 

ASOS 2015-

2016 

p.1 ‘’Modern slavery is 

fundamentally 

unacceptable within 

our business and 

supply chains.’’ 

Modern 

slavery is 

unacceptable 

to ASOS 

Motivational 

framing 

 

ASOS 2016-

2018 

p.10 ‘’We understand 

that success in 

preventing modern 

slavery is unlikely 

to be achieved by 

brands working 

independently.’’ 

Collaboration 

is essential to 

prevent 

modern 

slavery 

M&S 2015-

2016 

p.1 ‘’M&S has a zero 

tolerance approach 

to Modern Slavery 

of any kind within 

our operations and 

supply chain.’’ 

Zero tolerance 

stance on 

modern 

slavery 

M&S 2017-

2018 

p.3 ‘’We seek a sector-

leading approach to 

Modern Slavery; 

with appropriate and 

well-communicated 

policies […] 

stakeholder 

dialogue and 

transparency.’’ 

Aiming for 

sector 

leadership 

through 

transparency 

and policy 

 

Coding table – ASOS & M&S (2019 - 2021) 

Company Year Page Original 

quotation 

1st order concept 2nd order 

theme 

(frame) 

Aggregate 

dimension 

(period) 

ASOS 2019-

2020 

p.10 ‘’Labour 

recruiters 

create an 

additional layer 

between 

employers and 

workers, 

leaving 

Labour recruiters 

increase deception 

risk for workers 

Diagnostic 

framing 

 

2019 - 

2021 
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workers 

exposed to 

deceptive or 

coercive 

recruitment 

practices.’’ 

ASOS 2020-

2021 

p.27 ‘’Contract, 

agency and 

temporary 

workers... may 

have fewer 

rights... and are 

therefore more 

vulnerable to 

exploitation.’’ 

Contract and 

temporary workers 

face increased 

vulnerability to 

exploitation 

M&S 2018-

2019 

p.4 ‘’During 2018, 

we became 

aware we had 

an inconsistent 

approach 

across the 

business to 

tackling High 

Risk countries 

and ensuring 

effective 

mitigations are 

in place’’ 

Inconsistent risk 

approach across 

business units for 

high-risk countries 

M&S 2020-

2021 

p.5 ‘’We identified 

an increase in 

the risk of 

labour 

exploitation 

and modern 

slavery within 

our supply 

base.’’ 

COVID-19 

increased labour 

exploitation risk in 

supply chains 

ASOS 2019-

2020 

p.10 ‘’Partnered 

with Anti-

Slavery 

International, 

IndustriALL 

and local 

NGOs on a 

programme of 

work 

preventing 

modern slavery 

in Mauritius’ 

garment 

industry.’’ 

Multi-stakeholder 

collaboration to 

prevent modern 

slavery in Mauritius 

Prognostic 

framing 

 

ASOS 2020-

2021 

p.23 ‘’Developed a 

process to 

sense-check all 

newly 

onboarded 

suppliers and 

tier 1–3 

factories to 

ensure no links 

Screened new 

suppliers for 

Uyghur forced 

labour links 
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to the Uyghur 

region and 

forced Uyghur 

labour.’’ 

M&S 2018-

2019 

p.5 ‘’M&S team 

visits to high 

risk supply 

chains. E.g. 

18/19 visits to 

Thailand, 

Spain, Turkey, 

Morocco, 

Myanmar, 

Bangladesh, 

Cambodia and 

Vietnam.’’ 

Site visits to high-

risk countries for 

direct oversight 

M&S 2020-

2021 

p.8 ‘’We 

transitioned our 

audit 

programme to 

encompass a 

‘self’ risk 

assessment 

questionnaire.’’ 

Transitioned audit 

programme to 

include self-

assessment risk 

questionnaires 

ASOS 2019-

2020 

p.2 ‘’Modern 

slavery is 

unacceptable 

within our 

business and 

supply chain, 

and combatting 

it is an 

important 

element of our 

approach to 

business and 

human rights.’’ 

Modern slavery is 

incompatible with 

business and human 

rights 

Motivational 

framing 

 

ASOS 2020-

2021 

p.36 ‘’We must 

remain 

particularly 

aware of 

emerging risks 

and be alert to 

the dynamic 

nature of both 

modern slavery 

and the impacts 

of our own 

operations.’’ 

Awareness of 

modern slavery’s 

evolving risks and 

corporate impact 

M&S 2018-

2019 

p.8 ‘’We recognise 

the crucial role 

of partnerships 

in tackling 

Modern 

Slavery.’’ 

Acknowledgement 

of partnerships as 

key to tackling 

modern slavery 

M&S 2020-

2021 

p.1 ‘’Our 

commitment to 

our customers 

and 

stakeholders is 

Commitment to 

fairness throughout 

business and supply 

chains 
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very clear; we 

will always 

treat people in 

our business 

and supply 

chain fairly.’’ 

 

Coding table - ASOS & M&S (2022 - 2024)  

Company Year Page Quotation 1st order 

concept 

2nd order 

theme 

(frame) 

Aggregate 

dimension 

(period) 

ASOS 2022-

2023 

p.2 ‘’Modern slavery 

and forced labour 

are complex 

global issues 

affecting all 

regions, sectors, 

and economies.’’ 

Recognizing 

modern slavery 

as a global, 

systemic issue 

Diagnostic 

framing 

 

2022 - 

2024 

 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.5 ‘’We recognise 

that as both 

internal and 

external contexts 

evolve, our risk 

exposure changes 

accordingly.’’ 

Acknowledging 

shifting risk as 

context evolves 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.5 ‘’Mapping risk in 

various GNFR 

sectors helps us 

identify those at a 

heightened risk of 

modern slavery.’’ 

Mapping sector-

specific modern 

slavery risks 

M&S 2024 p.2 ‘’Migration across 

borders due to 

conflict or climate 

change is also 

creating new 

challenges.’’ 

Linking 

migration flows 

to new risks 

M&S 2021-

2022 

p.2 ‘’Crises such as 

these increase the 

risks of human 

trafficking and 

forced, bonded 

and child labour.’’ 

Crises heighten 

modern slavery 

vulnerabilities 

M&S 2021-

2022 

p.6 ‘’UK, Spain, Italy, 

India and Thailand 

(Food); 

Bangladesh, India, 

Flagging 

highest-risk 
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Turkey, Myanmar, 

China (C&H) 

identified as 

highest risk 

countries.’’ 

countries in 

supply chain 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.6 ‘’Our audit 

programme is 

used to identify, 

assess, and 

address risks…. 

related to modern 

slavery.’’ 

Using audits to 

spot and address 

risks 

Prognostic 

framing 

 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.6 ‘’We perform 

enhanced due 

diligence 

including reviews 

of audits, 

corrective action 

plans.’’ 

Conducting 

deeper due 

diligence 

reviews 

ASOS 2022-

2023 

p.7 ‘’In May 2023, we 

rolled out a 

company-wide 

compulsory 

training module 

on Modern 

Slavery.’’ 

Rolling out 

company-wide 

training on 

modern slavery 

ASOS 2022-

2023 

p.7 ‘’We uncovered 

one case of child 

labour in our 

Chinese supply 

chain... we 

implemented our 

established child 

labour and 

remediation 

policy.’’ 

Remediating a 

child labour case 

in China 

M&S 2021-

2022 

p.6 ‘’During 2021/22, 

ethical audits 

identified 82 non-

compliances […] 

44 of those 

referred to 

improvements in 

management 

systems/policies.’’ 

Using audit 

findings to 

improve policies 
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M&S 2024 p.8 ‘’Everyone’s 

Business 

colleague visit app 

to allow all 

supplier-facing 

colleagues to 

share site 

observations with 

the ethical 

compliance 

team.’’ 

Introducing app 

for colleague 

ethical feedback 

M&S 2021-

2022 

p.6 ‘’We have verified 

evidence of 

suppliers putting 

corrective actions 

in place or we are 

continuing to 

work with 

suppliers to agreed 

timescales.’’ 

Monitoring 

corrective 

actions with 

suppliers 

M&S 2024 p.8 ‘’361 sites have 

taken part which 

means we have 

been able to hear 

directly from 

40,807 workers in 

our UK supply 

base.’’ 

Listening 

directly to 

workers at scale 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.2 ‘’As an 

international 

business, we 

acknowledge our 

twofold 

obligation: firstly, 

to perform 

thorough due 

diligence... and 

secondly, to work 

in partnership to 

promote industry-

wide transparency 

and broader 

systemic reform.’’ 

Owning 

responsibility 

for diligence and 

reform 

Motivational 

framing 

 

ASOS 2022-

2023 

p.5 ‘’Our approach to 

due diligence will 

continue to evolve 

in future as we 

work to meet 

forthcoming 

Committing to 

evolving due 

diligence 

practices 
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legislation, 

including the 

Corporate 

Sustainability Due 

Diligence 

Directive, which 

ASOS publicly 

supported prior to 

its publication’’ 

ASOS 2023-

2024 

p.9 ‘’Collaboration is 

a crucial 

component of 

industry change 

hence partnerships 

are integral to our 

risk mitigation 

efforts.’’ 

Framing 

collaboration as 

key to progress 

M&S 2022-

2023 

p.2 ‘’Our commitment 

to our customers 

and stakeholders 

is very clear; we 

will always treat 

people in our 

business and 

supply chain 

fairly.’’ 

Stating 

commitment to 

treating people 

fairly 

M&S 2024 p.16 ‘’Identify and use 

opportunities for 

collaboration to 

verify and help 

resolve risk 

issues.’’ 

Seeking 

collaborative 

ways to address 

risk 

M&S 2022-

2023 

p.2 ‘’Doing the right 

thing by the 

people who work 

with and for M&S 

is part of our 

DNA.’’ 

Acting ethically 

is part of 

company 

identity 

 

 

 

 

 

 


