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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to systematically map and synthesize the evolution of modern slavery research. It 
focuses on identifying dominant theories, high-risk sectors, policy responses and emerging technological 
interventions within global supply chains (GSCs). By integrating bibliometric analysis with the TCCM 
framework, the research seeks to clarify how scholarly discourse has responded to persistent enforcement gaps, 
corporate greenwashing and the structural conditions that sustain modern slavery in private-sector value chains.
Design/methodology/approach – The study conducts a systematic literature review of 539 peer-reviewed 
journal articles published between 2010 and 2025. Bibliometric techniques are employed to identify publication 
trends, influential authors and thematic clusters. The TCCM (Theory, Context, Characteristics, Methodology) 
framework is then applied to qualitatively analyze theoretical foundations, sectoral contexts, methodological 
approaches and policy orientations, enabling a comprehensive and structured synthesis of the modern slavery 
research landscape.
Findings – The findings reveal agriculture, textiles and mining as the most vulnerable sectors due to informal 
labor practices and weak governance. Institutional and Stakeholder Theories dominate the literature, while 
Global Value Chain and Critical Theory expose deeper systemic exploitation. Policy responses rely heavily on 
non-binding CSR mechanisms with limited enforcement. Blockchain and AI show potential for supply-chain 
transparency but remain unevenly adopted. COVID-19 has significantly heightened risks for migrant and gig-
economy workers.
Research limitations/implications – The review is limited by reliance on published academic literature and 
self-reported corporate disclosures, which may understate the true scale of exploitation. Western-centric policy 
perspectives dominate the dataset, constraining global generalizability. Future research should prioritize 
comparative policy studies across jurisdictions, intersectional analyses of worker vulnerability and empirical 
validation of digital traceability tools. These directions are essential to strengthen theory development and 
inform more effective regulatory interventions.
Practical implications – The study underscores the need for mandatory human-rights due diligence legislation 
with robust enforcement mechanisms. Firms should move beyond symbolic compliance toward verifiable 
transparency across supply chains. Cross-sector collaboration among governments, corporations, NGOs and 
technology providers is critical. Scalable deployment of blockchain and AI systems can enhance traceability, but 
only when paired with governance reforms, worker protections and independent auditing mechanisms.
Social implications – Addressing modern slavery in GSCs has significant implications for protecting 
vulnerable populations, particularly migrant, informal and gig workers. Stronger regulation and transparency 
can reduce exploitation, improve labor conditions and promote social justice. The study highlights the social 
costs of weak enforcement and corporate greenwashing, emphasizing the moral and societal urgency of 
dismantling exploitative structures embedded in global production networks.
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Originality/value – This study offers one of the most comprehensive reviews of modern slavery research to date 
by combining bibliometric analysis with the TCCM framework. It advances literature by integrating theoretical, 
sectoral, technological and policy perspectives over a 15-year period. The research provides a structured agenda 
for scholars and policymakers while critically challenging voluntary CSR approaches, contributing original 
insights into systemic exploitation within GSCs.
Keywords Modern slavery, Global supply chains, TCCM framework, Institutional theory, Ethical sourcing, 
Forced labor
Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
Despite rising awareness of regulatory and governance issues, corporate sustainability pledges 
and international human rights efforts, modern slavery continues to be one of the most 
pervasive ethical and governance issues in global supply chains (GSCs). The International 
Labor Organization (ILO, 2022) reports that 49.7 million people are still living with forms of 
modern slavery, such as forced labor, debt bondage, child labor and human trafficking. Many 
of these cases are in so-called private sector chains, in agriculture, manufacturing, 
construction, mining and domestic work and are substantial in proportion. Ethical sourcing, 
corporate accountability and supply chain governance are increasingly concerns of policy 
makers, companies, civil society and researchers due to the prevalence of labor exploitation 
along production networks spread across the world. Companies are increasingly faced with the 
challenge of identifying and reducing the risk of modern slavery in complex GSCs. Visibility 
and accountability are often diminished along supply chain networks through multi-tiered 
subcontracting, informality, outsourcing and geographically dispersed production systems. 
This is especially evident in developing economies where low levels of labor enforcement, 
institutional fragility and cost competition make workers easily vulnerable. Globalization has 
helped to make them more efficient and facilitated a reduction in production costs, but it has 
also exacerbated governance disparities and created situations where exploitative working 
practices can continue to occur in operations of the supply chain. In response to the public and 
institutional demand for transparency, governments around developed economies have 
enacted regulatory frameworks that call for disclosure of information, including the California 
Transparency in Supply Chains Act, the UK Modern Slavery Act and mandatory due diligence 
programs in Europe and Australia. These measures have spurred businesses to implement 
supplier audits, reporting on transparency, ethical purchasing initiatives and digital traceability 
systems. However, over time, there has been a growing body of research that casts doubt on the 
substantive impact of disclosure-driven governance strategies, given that compliance-based 
reporting is unlikely to be of any benefit to address the more structural causes of labor 
exploitation in global production systems. The current governance structures are thus often 
seen as lacking in effectiveness for remediation and in protecting workers, in favor of 
maintaining a symbolic and reputational legitimacy. The pace of modern slavery scholarship 
over the last decade mirrors the increasing academic attention to ethical governance and labor 
exploitation in GSCs. Disclosure regulation, corporate social responsibility (CSR), ethical 
sourcing, supplier auditing, traceability technologies, labor vulnerability and sector-specific 
governance issues are some areas that have already been explored. Further, in recent years, 
there have been a number of systematic reviews that have helped in the mapping of thematic 
developments and governance mechanisms related to modern slavery in supply chains. 
However, current literature is largely descriptive and fragmented, concentrating mainly on 
disclosure practices or regulatory reactions or sector-specific risks. There has been little focus 
on bringing together competing theories or on the reasons why slavery can still be seen today in 
the face of so much regulation and corporate interest. In response to this, the current study takes 
a theory-integrative viewpoint to explore the study of modern slavery in GSCM. In particular, 
this review draws on the Institutional Theory, Stakeholder Theory, Global Value Chain (GVC) 
Theory and Critical Political Economy (CPE) to establish a multi-level explanatory
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framework of institutional pressures, firm-level governance capabilities, structural 
asymmetries and outcomes of the supply chain. The study aims to go beyond thematic 
categorization and explore the interactions and dynamics between institutional constraints, 
governance practices, technological interventions and global production systems in order to 
better understand how they influence risks and responses to modern slavery within supply 
chains.
The following research questions will be used to guide this study.

RQ1. What is the nature of the publications and content of the research on modern slavery 
in GSCs?

RQ2. What has happened to scholarly knowledge of modern slavery in GSCs in the 
literature?

RQ3. What are the opportunities for future research based on the existing research on 
modern slavery in GSCs?

To address these questions, the study adopts the SPAR-4-SLR approach to conduct a 
systematic review of relevant studies published from 2010 to 2024, with bibliometric analysis 
and the TCCM (Theory–Context–Characteristics–Methodology) framework. The review 
emphasizes the prevailing theories, methods, context and patterns and new research directions, 
and pinpoints major structural and conceptual lacunas in the literature. The four main points of 
contribution to modern slavery and supply chain scholarship this study makes are: Firstly, it 
offers a systematic and replicable synthesis of the contemporary research on modern slavery 
based on the SPAR-4-SLR protocol and TCCM framework. Second, it is an explanatory 
framework that brings together different levels, namely institutional, stakeholder, GVC and 
CPE and is theory-integrative. Third, it uncovers large-scale weaknesses in the current 
literature, such as a focus on disclosure-based governance mechanisms, under-inclusion of 
Global South contexts and under-resourcing of the multi-tiered complexity of supply chains. 
Finally, the research agenda is focused on future research that connects governance 
mechanisms, technological traceability, firm-level capabilities and accountability outcomes in 
GSCs. The rest of the paper discusses the review methodology, bibliometric analysis and 
thematic analysis, conceptual framework, implications and directions for future research.

2. Literature review framework: TCCM (theory, context, characteristics, methodology)
2.1 Prior reviews and research positioning
In recent years, there has been growing academic interest in modern slavery in GSCs in the 
fields of business ethics, sustainability, international business and supply chain management. 
Governance mechanisms and disclosure practices (Han, Jia, Jiang, & Chen, 2024; Caruana, 
Crane, Gold, & LeBaron, 2021), sustainability indicators, labor exploitation and sector-
specific vulnerabilities (Bodendorf, Wonn, Simon, & Franke, 2023) have all been reviewed on 
a systematic basis recently. These studies have helped to shape the landscape of regulatory 
evolution, ethical sourcing models and corporate accountability frameworks. But most of the 
existing review literature, however, is descriptive and governance-focused. Many of the 
existing studies have largely concentrated on thematic categorization, disclosure obligations 
and sustainability reporting, with fewer compared to the volume of studies given to 
incorporating competing theoretical perspectives or to explaining the structural persistence of 
modern slavery in global production systems. Limited discussions on the interaction between 
institutional pressures, firm-level governance capacities, technological mechanisms and GVC 
asymmetries and their impact on labor vulnerabilities and remediation outcomes are also 
provided in the existing reviews. This study aims to overcome the above-mentioned 
limitations, viewing it from a theory-integrative and explanatory perspective. In particular, the 
review integrates the Institutional Theory, Stakeholder Theory, GVC Theory and CPE to 
create a multi-level conceptualization of how institutional pressures, governance mechanisms,
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firm capabilities and outcomes of supply chains are interconnected. Besides, the study 
highlights key gaps in the current literature, such as too much focus on disclosure-based 
governance, too little account of contexts in the Global South and too little focus on multi-tier 
supply chains.
Table 1 lists the main differences between the previous systematic reviews and the current 

review.

2.2 TCCM framework
The structure of this study follows that of the TCCM model suggested by Paul and Rosado-
Serrano (2019) for systematically organizing and synthesizing previous literature on modern 
slavery in GSCs. The TCCM framework has been widely used in the systematic review of the 
literature in international business, strategy, sustainability and supply chain management 
research due to its capability of constructing a structured, theory-oriented overview of 
fragmented streams of literature. The four dimensions of current scholarship examined in the 
review are outlined in the framework. The Theory dimension indicates the key and developing 
theories used in contemporary research on modern slavery. The Context dimension explores 
the studies of the industries, sectors and geographical regions that have been studied 
previously. The Characteristics dimension focuses on the key concepts, ideas and decision-
making processes that have been covered in the literature. Lastly, the Methodology dimension 
considers the research designs, analytical methods and empirical approaches used in earlier 
studies. In organizing the literature in this way, the present study breaks the cycle of descriptive 
categorization and makes it easier to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the 
theoretical, contextual and methodological developments in the scholarship on modern 
slavery in supply chains. The stepwise execution of SPAR-4-SLR in alignment with TCCM is 
summarized in Figure 1.

2.3 Review methodology
For methodological rigor, transparency and reproducibility, this study is conducted in line with 
the Scientific Procedures and Rationales for Systematic Literature Reviews (SPAR-4-SLR) 
protocol proposed by Paul, Lim, O’Cass, Hao, and Bresciani (2021). The SPAR-4-SLR 
framework is a structure for the identification, organization and evaluation of literature in 
systematic review studies. Scopus was chosen as the literature search platform because it 
provides a wide coverage of peer-reviewed publications on business, management, 
sustainability and supply chain research. The following terms were used to generate 
relevant studies published between 2010 and 2024: Boolean combinations of modern slavery-
related keywords (modern slavery, forced labor, human trafficking and child labor) and supply 
chain-related terms (GSC, value chain, outsourcing, procurement). The first search yielded 
539 documents. After the removal of non-English publications and non-peer-reviewed types

Table 1. Comparison of prior reviews on modern slavery in supply chains

Study Focus Method Contribution Limitation

Han et al. 
(2024)

Governance and 
technology

Systematic 
literature review

Mapping governance 
mechanisms

Limited
theoretical
integration

Bodendorf 
et al. (2023)

Social sustainability 
indicators

Conceptual review Sustainability-
oriented indicators 

Sector-specific
emphasis

Present study Theory integration and 
multi-level framework

SPAR-4-
SLR þ TCCM

Integrative 
explanatory 
framework

–

Source(s): Authors
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of documents (books, conference proceedings, editorials, short surveys), 384 records were left. 
After relevance and conceptual screening, 275 articles were selected for bibliometric and 
thematic analysis. Systematic coding was used to code the selected studies in terms of the 
dimensions of TCCM. The coding process was carried out in an iterative review process with 
repeated coding cycles and cross-checking of classifications to ensure consistency in analysis 
and minimize subjectivity. R software and VOSviewer were used to perform bibliometric 
analysis to explore the publication trend, citation structure, thematic cluster and collaboration 
network. We included peer-reviewed, English-language articles in journals that were 
published from 2010 to 2024. To compare the rigor of methodologies and their comparability 
across studies, the review excluded books, book chapters, conference papers, editorials, 
reviews, letters and non-English publications. The use of Scopus database could restrict the 
scholarship coverage to regional and non-English publications; however with its wide 
coverage of indexing, it was chosen for bibliometric analysis owing to its suitability. The

Figure 1. Research methodology. Source: Authors
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overall review process was in line with three stages of the SPAR-4-SLR framework: 
assembling, arranging and assessing. The preparation of data for the assembling stage was the 
identification and acquisition of relevant literature. The arranging stage emphasized 
organization and purification of the records through the framework of TCCM and 
inclusion/exclusion criteria. The assessment stage comprised bibliometric evaluation, 
thematic synthesis and trend and gap analysis of the studies. Figure 2 illustrates TCCM 
framework.

2.4 Theoretical complementarities
Modern slavery in GSCs is studied from multiple theoretical viewpoints that contribute to an 
understanding of how governance pressures, vulnerabilities to labor exploitation and supply 
chains work together to help drive modern slavery. Nevertheless, there is a theoretical and 
fragmented literature that highlights various aspects of governance for modern slavery.

Figure 2. TCCM framework. Adopted from Paul and Rosado-Serrano (2019)
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Institutional Theory describes the firm’s reactions to the coercive, normative and mimetic 
forces of governments, regulations, industry standards and the expectations of stakeholders. 
From this viewpoint, the use of disclosure statements, audits of suppliers and due diligence 
arises. However, institutional responses tend to focus on compliance and offer little 
explanation of the outcomes of substantive remediation. This view is complemented by 
Stakeholder Theory, which focuses on negotiations over the legitimacy and accountability 
between firms and governments, NGOs, investors, consumers and civil society actors. The 
theory emphasizes the importance of multi-stakeholder governance and ethical sourcing 
pressures in driving corporate responses to labor exploitation. Stakeholder-based approaches, 
however, might not be sufficient to tackle structural power imbalances in global production 
systems. Resource-based and capability-based approaches highlight the importance of 
dynamic capabilities, managerial skills, supplier development and technological investments 
to explain variation in organizational responses to the risks of modern slavery at the firm level. 
These strategies provide an explanation for why some companies implement complex 
traceability systems and other governance structures for collaboration, while other companies 
implement mostly symbolic compliance. Capability-based approaches can, however, miss the 
scale of other institutional and structural factors influencing GSCs. Theories such as the GVC 
and CPE at the macro-structural level show how subcontracting systems, cost pressures, 
unequal bargaining power and fragmented production structures lead to labor exploitation and 
supply chain opacity. The perspectives focus on the fact that risks of modern slavery are part of 
wider structural inequalities that characterize global capitalism and international production 
networks. The sum of these theoretical frameworks shows an important tension between 
compliance-based governance approaches and capability-based or structural remediation 
strategies. The interlinkages between institutional pressures, governance structures, 
technological interventions, firm capacities and global production asymmetries in 
influencing modern slavery risks and outcomes cannot be fully captured by a single lens. 
For this reason, the present study takes an integrative theoretical perspective to establish a 
multi-level explanation between GSC macro institutional pressures, firm governance 
reactions, mechanisms in the supply chain and accountability outcomes.

RQ1. What are the characteristics, content structure, and publication of modern slavery in 
the GSC?

Table 2 discuss the analysis period from 2010 to 2024 comprises 539 documents sourced from 
399 publications, showing a 13.19% yearly growth. The research contains 1,424 distinct 
authors who work on average with 2.96 colleagues per publication while showcasing 26.16% 
international research partnerships. There are more articles (393) in the dataset than citations, 
which have an average of 13.58 for each document. Temporal growth pattern shows that 
research on Modern slavery in supply chains has grown faster with the development of 
transparency laws in developed economies (Han et al., 2024; Islam et al., 2022; Pinnington, 
Benstead, & Meehan, 2023). This implies that it has been the regulatory milestones and not 
changes in labor prevalence alone that have influenced research attention. These patterns of 
increase in concentrations of publications after legislative interventions illustrate the 
sensitivity of the field to reforms in governance, with a focus on the regulatory-motivated 
research path and not vulnerability-driven research.
According to Figure 3, the trend in research publications (2010–2024) shows steady 

growth, peaking at 73 in 2022. Initial slow growth accelerated post-2016, reaching 40þ annual 
publications. This is followed by a decrease until 2022, when it will be at 51. The dataset 
indicates the growing academic focus and research output has been fluctuating at times as time 
progressed. The distribution patterns suggest that anti-modern slavery measures have evolved 
in response to regulatory compliance rather than shifts in labor prevalence alone. Research 
attention appears driven by governance reforms and disclosure mandates, indicating a 
regulation-centric trajectory in the development of the field.
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The analysis shows that the number of publications has typically increased, especially since 
the year 2016, the period when major regulatory frameworks were introduced. This implies 
that the focus of scholarly attention is led by governance reforms rather than by changes in 
labor prevalence, suggesting that the field evolved regulation-centrically.
The analysis of sources as indicated in Table 3 depicts that articles are distributed 

differently among the different journals, with PLOS ONE having 10 articles, then 
Sustainability (Switzerland) with 9 articles. Each of the Journal of Cleaner Production and
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Figure 3. Research documents published (2010–2024)

Table 2. Main information about data

Description Results

Main information about data 
Timespan 2010:2024
Sources (Journals, Books, etc) 399
Documents 539
Annual Growth Rate % 13.19
Document Average Age 5.95
Average citations per doc 13.58
References 25,803
Document contents
Keywords Plus (ID) 2,032
Author’s Keywords (DE) 1,483

Authors
Authors 1,424
Authors of single-authored docs 135

Authors collaboration 
Single-authored docs 144
Co-Authors per Doc 2.96
International co-authorships % 26.16

Document types 
Article 393
Others (Book, Book Chapters, Conference Papers, Conference Review, Editorial, Letter, Notes,
Review, Short Survey) 

146

Source(s): Scopus
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the Journal of Human Trafficking makes 8 contributions. The dataset is interdisciplinary, as it 
encompasses sustainability, ethics, human rights and industrial relations.
Citation analysis helps researchers and scholars identify the most cited papers and authors. 

Scopus citations are the number of times an article is mentioned in other works across databases 
(Mart�ın-Mart�ın, Orduna-Malea, Thelwall, & L�opez-C�ozar, 2018). Taking Scopus as the source, 
Table 4 describes the top 10 highly cited papers by Scopus citation in this field. According to 
Table 4, the highly cited documents highlight influential research in the field, with Hollos, 
Blome, and Foerstl (2012) leading at 330 citations (28 per year), followed by Gold, Trautrims, 
and Trodd (2015) with 244 (27 per year). Recent works, such as Trautrims, Schleper, Cakir, and 
Gold (2020) with 94 citations (24 per year), indicate sustained academic impact.
Building on these identified complementarities, the conceptual framework (Figure 4) 

integrates institutional drivers, firm-level capabilities and structural asymmetries into a unified 
explanatory model.

Table 3. Most relevant

Sources Articles

Plos One 10
Sustainability (Switzerland) 9
Journal of Cleaner Production 8
Journal of Human Trafficking 8
Child Abuse and Neglect 7
Critical Perspectives of International Business 6
Journal of Industrial Relations 6
CSR, Sustainability, Ethics, and Governance 5
Journal of Business Ethics 5
Supply Chain Management 5
Business and Human Rights Journal 4
Child Indicators Research 4
Children and Youth Services Review 4
International Journal of Life Cycle Assessment 4
Journal of Interpersonal Violence 4
Transplantation 4
Advances in Environmental Accounting and Management 3
Australian Journal of Human Rights 3
Business Strategy and Development 3

Table 4. Most cited documents

Author
Total
citations

Total 
citation 
per year

Hollos et al. (2012) 330 28
Gold et al. (2015) 244 27
Kiss et al. (2015) 161 18
Marschke and Vandergeest (2016) 144 18
Stevenson and Cole (2018) 141 24
LeBaron (2014) 130 19
LeBaron and R€uhmkorf (2017) 115 16
Trautrims et al. (2020) 94 24
Stringer and Michailova (2018) 72 12
LeBaron and Ayers (2013) 70 6
Source(s): Scopus
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As Figure 4 demonstrates, the integrated conceptual framework combines current research 
into multi-level explanatory model that connects macro-institutional pressures, firm-level 
governance responses, operational supply chain processes and downstream accountability 
implications. On the macro level, external forces that influence corporate conduct are exerted 
through coercive regulatory systems and the existence of international norms, stakeholder 
activism and the asymmetry of power in the GVC. Based on prominent theories, this layer 
highlights that the modern slavery risks are entrenched in structural governance ambiguity and 
asymmetrical networks of trading in global production networks. At the firm level, 
organizations experience these pressures and react to them based on choices of governance 
such as compliance orientation, ethical sourcing policies, human rights due diligence and the 
creation of dynamic capabilities. In line with Stakeholder Theory and the Resource-Based 
View, the firm-level responses differ according to resource endowments, managerial 
sensemaking and strategic focus on the legitimacy and cost efficiency. These governance 
orientations are implemented in the form of supply chain mechanisms such as supplier audits, 
multi-tier visibility initiatives, collaborative governance platforms and digital traceability 
technologies (including blockchain and AI). Nevertheless, the framework acknowledges the 
fact that technology is an act of mediation and not a stand-alone solution because its efficacy 
relies on the strength of enforcement, cost canopy, as well as the complexity of the supply 
chain. Lastly, the supply chain outcomes, such as transparency, risk reduction, effectiveness of 
remediation, protection of workers and long-term sustainability, are affected by these 
mechanisms. Notably, the model has feedback loops, transparency results increase the 
pressure of stakeholders, regulatory enforcement elimination improves compliance and 
technological adoption is limited by barriers to implementation. The framework balances 
complementary and competing theoretical perspectives and avoids descriptive categorization 
by stating reasons as to why disclosure-based governance is inadequate and why multi-level 
alignment is required to mitigate risks of modern slavery in GSCs.
Furthermore, the framework combines macro-level institutional constraints, firm-specific 

governance role and monitoring systems in the supply chain to interpret differences in the 
results of modern slavery reduction. Regulatory and institutional factors influence the 
responses of corporate compliance, but the success of the responses is determined by 
the capabilities of firms and their technological visibility in multi-tier networks. The

Figure 4. Integrated conceptual framework
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framework proposes that disclosure-based mechanisms are not sufficient unless they are 
supported by the strength of implementation and functioning capacity. The research gaps in 
these interconnections presented in the identified future research themes concern especially 
issues of structural gaps in enforcement asymmetries in the Global South, multi-tier 
complexity and capability-based remediation strategies.

RQ2. How is our understanding of modern slavery in the GSC advanced within the 
academic sphere?

In this paper, the TCCM framework is deployed for the review and divided into four parts. The 
first part highlights the “Theories” that are commonly used. The second part is “Context,” and 
it highlights the industry and nations studied in the past. The third part is “Characteristics” that 
highlights the variables or components studied in the past. The fourth section is 
“Methodology” that highlights the research procedure of the past studies.
Recent influential studies have significantly shaped the modern slavery and supply chain 

discourse by emphasizing regulatory disclosure, corporate due diligence and transparency 
mechanisms. However, past research has treated governance primarily through a compliance 
or reporting lens, often evaluating the presence of disclosure rather than its substantive impact 
on labor outcomes. Additionally, sector-specific and technology-focused analyses have tended 
to examine governance instruments in isolation, without fully integrating structural power 
asymmetries or firm-level capability constraints. By synthesizing these streams through a 
multi-level theoretical framework, the present review advances existing debates by connecting 
institutional pressure, firm capabilities and GVC structures into a unified explanatory model. 
This integrative approach clarifies why transparency mechanisms may coexist with persistent 
labor vulnerabilities and highlights unresolved tensions within the field.
As depicted in Table 5, the TCCM framework analysis highlights frequent use of theories 

like GVC and Stakeholder Theory, with gaps in Social Network and Complexity Theories. 
Research is concentrated on manufacturing and agriculture, neglecting technology and 
services. Common themes include labor exploitation and compliance, but gender impacts 
remain understudied. Qualitative approaches are predominant methodologically, with no 
longitudinal or mixed-method studies. Subsequent studies are advised to combine different 
theories, investigate unexplored industries and use sophisticated data analysis. Following the 
research gaps identified, future research could fill in the gaps on little-explored theories such as 
the Social Network Theory and the Complexity Theory as a way of learning more about the 
network dynamics and institutional pressure with respect to ethical supply chains and 
extending the existing CSR frameworks through Ethical Trade Theory and Sustainable Supply 
Chain Theory.
Contextually, the literature review shows that the manufacturing, agricultural, mining, 

construction and fashion industries are mostly covered, with the technology, service industries 
and developed economies being underrepresented in the literature, and the role played by 
SMEs in ethical trade has not been extensively discussed. Furthermore, Adequate longitudinal 
and comparison studies would assist in shaping the future policies on regulatory efficacy and 
gender-specific effects and their consequent psychological effect on the employees. 
Methodologically, the excessive use of qualitative case studies and corporate self-reported 
data ought to be counter-balanced using mixed-method methodologies and capitalizing on big 
data analytics, AI-powered monitoring, third-party auditing and satellite monitoring to make 
GSCs more transparent and accountable.

2.4.1 Dimension: theories. Refer Table 6, the five most commonly used theories in modern 
slavery research are Institutional Theory, which looks at how organizations react to outside 
forces such as laws and norms (12þ studies); Stakeholder Theory, which looks at how 
businesses, governments and NGOs control the ethical conduct of firms (15þ studies); GVC 
Theory, which looks at how power influences the supply chain and causes labor exploitation 
(7þ studies); Critical Theory, which looks at how the system encourages inequalities that 
perpetuate modern slavery (5þ studies).
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Table 5. Organization of selected paper in TCCM Framework

Dimension Trends Research gaps
Opportunities for future 
research

Theory Common theories used: GVC 
theory (Stringer & Michailova, 
2018; Crane, LeBaron, Allain, & 
Behbahani, 2019; Hughes et al., 
2023), Social Responsibility 
Theory (Johansson, 2023), 
Stakeholder Theory (Burritt & 
Christ, 2023), Human Rights 
Theory (Arifin, 2012), 
Institutional Theory (Flynn, 
2020; Flynn & Walker, 2020), 
Critical political economy 
Theory (LeBaron & Ayers, 
2013), Feminist Theory 
(Andrijasevic, 2021), Social 
Reproduction Theory (Gore & 
LeBaron, 2019), The Polycentric 
Theory of Change (Hampton, 
2019), The relational view 
(Benstead, Hendry, & 
Stevenson, 2018), Multiplicity 
(Rosile, Boje, Herder, & 
Sanchez, 2021), Feminist 
Theory (Verlasevic, 2023), 
Principal agent Theory (Yan & 
Hyman, 2024), Organizational 
legitimacy (Boersma, 2019) 

Underexplored theories:
Social Network Theory, 
Complexity Theory

Apply newer theories 
related to network 
dynamics and 
institutional pressures

Emerging theories: Ethical 
Trade Theory, Sustainable 
Supply Chain Theory 
(Bodendorf et al., 2023) 

Lack of theoretical diversity, 
over-reliance on corporate 
social responsibility 
frameworks 

Develop integrative 
models combining 
ethical trade and 
sustainability

Context Frequently studied contexts: 
Manufacturing (Caspersz et al., 
2022; Giri & Singh, 2016), 
agriculture (Scaturro, 2021), 
mining sector, hotel industry 
(Bullock, Di Domenico, Miller, 
Shirgholami, & Wong, 2024), 
fashion and textile industry (Fan 
& Lo, 2012; Cole & 
Shirgholami, 2022; Garc�ıa-
Alaminos, Zafrilla, & Monsalve, 
2024), Construction industry 
(Gogl, 2023) in developing 
countries

Underrepresented contexts: 
Technology, service 
industries, developed 
countries

Expand research to 
include diverse contexts 
like tech and services

Shifts in focus: Increasing 
attention on supply chains in 
Bangladesh, India (Das, 2022; 
G�omez-Paredes et al., 2016), 
Germany (Gogl, 2023) and 
Africa

Limited research on small 
and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) and their supply 
chains

Conduct studies on 
SMEs and their role in 
GSCs

(continued )
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Understanding modern slavery in GSCs requires applying diverse theoretical frameworks, 
each offering distinct insights. Theories, structured sets of concepts, help explain or predict 
phenomena by identifying relationships among variables. Prior research categorizes theories 
based on similarities and applies them across industries and nations. Various methodologies 
analyze independent, mediating and moderating variables’ impacts. Frameworks provide 
structured evaluations, with the TCCM framework emerging as a common approach. 
Frequently used theories include Institutional Theory, Global Value Chain Theory, Critical 
Political Economy, Feminist Theory, Social Reproduction, Principal-Agent Theory, 
Relational Theory, Organizational Legitimacy, Socially Sustainable Supply Chain Theory 
and Polycentric Change.

2.4.2 Dimension: context. The context outlines the insights on modern slavery studies 
conducted in different nations. The overall study of modern slavery is conducted in 51 
countries. Based on the analysis using R software, the top 10 countries most cited countries 
based on total citations and average article citations are shown in Table 7.
The strong presence of research in developed economies, especially the United Kingdom, 

the United States, Germany and Australia, can be learned by the country-wise citation analysis. 
This trend is indicative of the regulatory sources of the modern slavery laws that have mostly 
been created by Western jurisdictions. Nevertheless, the presence of geographic concentration 
brings up significant questions of Global South representation, especially since empirical 
estimates suggest that forced labor risks are more prevalent in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
The imbalance indicates a research asymmetry in the structure that regulatory discourse and 
disclosure-based governance in developed economies have received more academic focus

Table 5. Continued

Dimension Trends Research gaps
Opportunities for future 
research

Characteristics Common characteristics/ 
variables: Child labor practices 
(Afriyie, Saeed, & Alhassan, 
2019; Cho, Fang, Tayur, & Xu, 
2019; Akram, Hassan, & 
Shahzad, 2024), human rights 
violations (Green, 2021), 
compliance efforts (Hampton, 
2019; Islam & Van Staden, 
2022), Socio economic factors 
(Ariyanti, 2016), labor 
exploitation (Davies & Ollus, 
2019; Boersma & Bedford, 
2023; Bullock et al., 2024), 
occupational health and safety 
(Fan & Lo, 2012; Das, 2019) 

Neglected characteristics/ 
variables: Gender-specific 
impacts, psychological 
effects on workers

Investigate gender-
specific impacts and 
psychological effects on 
victims

Consistent findings on the 
prevalence of forced labor in 
certain industries

Inconsistent or conflicting 
findings on the effectiveness
of regulations 

Address inconsistencies 
with longitudinal and
comparative studies 

Methodology Predominant methods: Case 
studies, surveys, interviews, 
document analysis

Methodological weaknesses: 
Over-reliance on qualitative 
data, lack of longitudinal 
studies

Introduce mixed-
method approaches and 
longitudinal research

Trends in methodological 
innovation: Increased use of big 
data and analytics to track supply 
chains

Overreliance on self-reported 
data from companies

Use advanced data 
analysis techniques and 
third-party audits
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Table 6. Theories applied in modern slavery and supply chain literature

# Citation
Underpinning
theories

Research
implications

Policy
implications Key limitations

1 Savill and Hoff 
(2024)

Human Rights; 
Conflict; GVC

Reveals how 
conflict amplifies 
labor vulnerability 
and exposes gaps 
in rights 
enforcement 
across supply 
chains

Strengthen cross-
border labor 
protections and 
mandatory due 
diligence in 
conflict-affected 
supply chains

Limited insight 
into cultural 
variation in 
norm 
enforcement

2 Jiang, Chen, Blome, 
and Jia (2023) and 
Richards (2022)

Institutional;
GVC

Shows how 
coercive and 
normative 
pressures shape 
digital anti-slavery 
tools in supply 
chains 

Align digital 
governance with 
regulatory and 
ethical standards

Long-term 
effectiveness of 
digital tools 
remains unclear

3 Han et al. (2024) and 
Such et al. (2023)

Stakeholder;
Technology;
Critical

Demonstrates that 
multi-stakeholder 
engagement and 
technology are 
necessary but 
insufficient alone 

Promote public– 
private–NGO 
collaboration with 
accountability 
mechanisms

Weak evidence 
on barriers to 
stakeholder 
engagement 
across regions

4 Stevenson and Cole 
(2018)

Institutional; 
Stakeholder; 
RBV; Social 
Network

Explains how 
institutional 
pressure and firm 
capabilities jointly 
shape remediation 
strategies 

Encourage 
capability-
building 
incentives rather 
than compliance-
only regulation 

Limited 
assessment of 
remediation 
outcomes

5 Benstead, Hendry,
and Stevenson 
(2021)

Institutional;
Stakeholder;
RBV

Highlights audits 
as institutionally 
driven but 
resource-
dependent 
practices

Mandate audit 
depth and 
frequency 
standards

Effectiveness of 
audits in 
detecting slavery 
is underexplored

6 Pinnington and 
Meehan (2023)

Sensemaking;
Paradox;
Institutional

Shows managers 
struggle to 
interpret slavery 
signals amid cost– 
ethics tensions 

Develop 
interpretive 
guidance and 
training for supply 
chain managers 

Limited cross-
cultural 
validation

7 Benstead et al. 
(2018)

Collaboration;
Institutional;
Critical

Demonstrates 
horizontal 
collaboration as a 
governance 
mechanism 
against slavery 

Support industry-
wide collaborative 
platforms

Evidence limited
to project-based 
contexts

8 Lotfi and Pisa 
(2024)

Stakeholder; 
GVC; Ethical; 
Systems

Reveals systemic 
and ethical failures 
enabling child 
slavery in projects

Target value-chain 
leverage points 
with child-labor-
specific 
interventions 

Ethical models 
lack operational 
realism

9 Bodendorf et al. 
(2023)

Social 
Sustainability; 
Systems; 
Theory of 
Change

Positions slavery 
eradication as a 
long-term social 
sustainability 
outcome

Embed anti-
slavery goals in 
sustainability 
metrics

Limited 
empirical 
validation of 
impact pathways

(continued )
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Table 6. Continued

# Citation
Underpinning
theories

Research
implications

Policy
implications Key limitations

10 Ishaya, 
Paraskevadakis, 
Bury, and Bryde 
(2024)

Complexity;
Critical;
Stakeholder;
GVC

Shows slavery 
persists due to 
complex, opaque 
value chain 
structures

System-level
regulatory
coordination
needed

Limited 
guidance on 
operational 
leverage points

11 Mora, Malik, and 
Murray (2024)

Social 
Determinants of 
Health; Systems

Links modern 
slavery directly to 
health degradation 
in supply chains 

Integrate labor and 
public health 
policies

Causal health 
impacts not fully 
quantified

12 Pinheiro, Emberson, 
and Trautrims 
(2019)

Institutional;
Regulatory;
Critical

Reveals gap 
between formal 
compliance and 
substantive 
change 

Shift from 
disclosure to 
enforcement-
based regulation

Cross-country
enforcement
variation
underexplored

13 Islam et al. (2022) Justice;
Resource
Dependency;
Ethics

Highlights 
inequities in due 
diligence cost 
distribution 

Introduce 
proportional cost-
sharing 
mechanisms 

SME impacts 
insufficiently 
examined

14 Yu, Wong, Jacobs, 
and Chavez (2025)

Gender;
Feminist;
Institutional;
GVC

Shows gender 
inequality 
intersects with 
modern slavery 
risk 

Embed gender-
responsive supply 
chain policies

Limited
intersectional
empirical
evidence

15 Koekkoek, Marx, 
and Wouters (2017)

Institutional;
Social Contract

Demonstrates 
limits of 
transparency laws 
without 
enforcement 

Reinforce legal 
accountability 
beyond disclosure

Long-term 
impacts remain 
uncertain

16 McLaren, 
Salampasis, 
Busulwa, Baldegger, 
and Wild (2024) and 
Jamali, Lund-
Thomsen, and Khara 
(2017)

Ethics; CSR; 
Systems

Positions 
healthcare supply 
chains as 
overlooked 
trafficking sites

Mandate ethical 
sourcing in 
healthcare 
procurement

Context-specific 
to healthcare 
sector

17 Ahmad, Haque, and 
Islam (2024)

World-Systems;
Critical;
Institutional

Shows global 
power 
asymmetries 
shape disclosure 
quality

Harmonize 
disclosure 
standards across 
economies

Limited firm-
level behavioral 
insight

18 Brand~ao, Rausch, 
Munger, Naughton-
Treves, and Gibbs 
(2024)

Supply Chain 
Transparency; 
GVC

Links 
deforestation 
governance to 
slave labor 
persistence 

Strengthen 
traceability and 
public–private 
monitoring

Sector-specific 
(Brazilian cattle)

19 Flynn and Walker 
(2021)

Institutional Identifies reliance 
on reputational 
pressure under 
Modern Slavery 
Acts

Expand 
enforcement 
beyond high-
visibility firms

Focus limited to 
FTSE 
companies

20 Crane et al. (2019) Global Value 
Chain

Reveals 
governance gaps 
enabling forced 
labor in developed 
economies

Shift from audit-
centric to 
enforcement-
based governance

Narrow focus on 
forced labor only
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than informal labor relations and enforcement issues in developing territories. This unbalanced 
state of affairs needs to be elaborated further through contextually sensitive empirical studies 
based on the Global South supply chain context.
The dominance of the United Kingdom reflects the catalytic role of the UK Modern Slavery 

Act (2015), which institutionalized supply chain transparency and stimulated academic 
inquiry. Legislative innovation appears to have shaped research intensity, positioning the UK 
as a focal jurisdiction for governance-oriented scholarship.
Table 7 describes the studies conducted in different nations. The most cited nations are 

United Kingdom and the USA, followed by Germany, Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
Lebanon, New Zealand and Jordan. The study is also frequently conducted in different 
industries: Manufacturing (Caspersz et al., 2022; Giri & Singh, 2016), Agriculture (Scaturro, 
2021), Mining sector (Cole & Shirgholami, 2022; Garc�ıa-Alaminos et al., 2024), Hotel 
industry (Bullock et al., 2024), Fashion and textile industry (Fan & Lo, 2012) and Construction 
industry (Gogl, 2023). All the studies conducted in different nations are vital for identifying 
gaps for further research.

2.4.3 Dimension: characteristics. This part of the article outlines the components studied in 
several past research. The components are defined in the form of independent, mediating, 
moderating and the outcome (dependent variable) that influence modern slavery in GSC. The 
different variable studied in the past studies that pertains modern slavery are as follows child 
labor practices (Afriyie et al., 2019; Cho et al., 2019; Akram et al., 2024), human rights 
violations (Green, 2021), compliance efforts (Hampton, 2019; Islam & Van Staden, 2022), 
Socio economic factors (Ariyanti, 2016), labor exploitation (Davies & Ollus, 2019; Boersma 
& Bedford, 2023; Bullock et al., 2024) and occupational health and safety (Fan & Lo, 2012; 
Das, 2019).

2.4.4 Dimension: methodology. The analysis of the selected 275 publications to understand 
the approaches and methods adopted for investigating the relations are presented in the table. 
Out of the total, 136 studies are of qualitative nature, 94 studies were of quantitative nature and 
45 studies used mixed methods, as shown in Table 8.
To enhance analytical rigor, the coding process followed a structured protocol aligned with 

the TCCM framework. Each article was systematically coded across the dimensions of 
Theory, Context, Characteristics and Methodology. The coding was conducted iteratively, 
with multiple rounds of review to ensure consistency and accuracy. Although a single-coder 
approach was adopted, internal validation was performed through repeated coding cycles and 
cross-checking of classifications to minimize subjectivity.

Table 7. Country-wise publication

Most cited 
countries

Total
citation

Average
article
citations

United Kingdom 1,671 30.40
USA 587 8.40
Germany 505 42.10
Australia 348 12.90
Canada 197 49.20
Denmark 197 65.70
Finland 188 37.60
Lebanon 186 37.20
New Zealand 184 30.70
Jordan 172 57.30
Source(s): Scopus
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2.4.5 Inclusion and exclusion criteria. To achieve conceptual order and analytical rigor, 
explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were used. Peer-reviewed journal articles published in 
English between 2010 and 2024 were included in the review. The year 2010 was chosen to 
reflect scholarship since it has developed since the spread of global supply chain transparency 
programs and initial disclosure statutes. To make sure of academic quality and methodological 
soundness, peer-reviewed journal articles were prioritized. The review did not include books, 
book chapters, conference proceedings and editorials, as well as short surveys and non-English 
publications. These document types were not included to ensure that there is consistency in 
methodological rigor and comparability of studies. Although this omission reduces the 
geographic variety, the omission of non-English sources was to guarantee consistency in 
interpretation and reliability in coding. These criteria were formulated to accompany the aim 
of the study, which is to offer a systematic, theory-combined synthesis of contemporary 
slavery studies in the framework of supply chain management research.

RQ3. What are the prospective research avenues for exploring modern slavery in global 
supply in the future?

SLR is a systematic procedure to identify, select and investigate relevant research problems 
(Kumar & Rani, 2025). Whereas Bibliometric analysis involved analysis of the overall impact 
of a field, group of academics or an individual work (Kumar, 2025).
Table 2 discussed 384 documents acquired from the initial search, out of which 275 

documents were finalized after removal of non-English documents. For this review, the TCCM 
framework (Bhardwaj & Kalro, 2024) is deployed to explain consumer behavior and supply 
chain dynamics. Theories commonly applied with support of evidence include Global Value 
Chain Theory, Social Responsibility Theory, Stakeholder Theory, Human Rights Theory, 
Institutional Theory, Critical Political Economy Theory, Feminist Theory, Social 
Reproduction Theory, Polycentric Theory of Change, Principal-Agent Theory, 
Organizational Legitimacy, and recent ones, namely Ethical Trade Theory and Sustainable 
Supply Chain Theory. However, past research has mainly been conducted in manufacturing, 
agriculture, mineral mining, hospitality, fashion, textiles and construction industries, with a 
special focus on developing countries (Bangladesh, India and Africa) as well as Germany. 
Child labor practices, human rights violations, labor exploitation, occupational health and 
safety and compliance efforts are examined as important characteristics related to ethical and 
legal concerns in the supply chain. In methodological terms, studies have used case studies, 
surveys, document analysis, etc., with increased reliance on big data and analytics to increase 
supply chain transparency and accountability. TCCM framework was developed based on 
thematic analysis for the purposes of further research directions. As shown in Figure 5, the 
thematic analysis is broadly categorized into 7 themes, whereas Table 9 summarizes the 
developed propositions.
Future studies can be planned based on seven thematic areas that appear in the integrative 

framework to facilitate the presentation of a coherent and structured research agenda. The 
Sectoral Effects of Modern Slavery need to be analyzed further in comparison to high-risk 
sectors of agriculture, textiles, mining, construction and domestic work, with a special

Table 8. Methodology identified

Research
approach

Number of 
studies

Qualitative 136
Quantitative 94
Mixed methods 45

275
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emphasis on industry-specific vulnerabilities to labor and enforcement asymmetries. Second, 
Legislative Perspectives and Policy Responses should be looked at cross-national 
effectiveness of regulation, enforcement capability, mechanisms of liability and the move

Figure 5. Future research themes. Source: Authors

Table 9. Themes identified for future research

Themes Description

Sectoral effect of Modern Slavery At present, there are 49.7 million affected globally, 86% are 
within the private sector. Some of the high-risk sectors embrace; 
agriculture, construction, factory and production, cleaning 
services such as housemaids and mining

Legislative perspective and Policy 
Responses

The enforcement of Modern Slavery Acts passed by governments 
in the UK, Australia and the US has proved ineffective, which 
results in formal compliance without actual progress 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 
Ethical Supply Chains

Employers are mandated to adhere to labor practice and again 
most of the CSR projects are not enforced thus promoting 
unscrupulous actions

Complex Global Supply Chain Operations High modularity or complex hierarchy of supply chains makes it 
difficult to track the forced labor. Outsourcing and subcontracting 
help cover the underlying problems and let exploitation to happen 

Transparency and Accountability 
Mechanisms

Today, there is a certain amount of pressure on businesses to get 
supplier audits, certifications and even blockchain tracking. But 
the audits are frequently misleading, which reduces their 
reliability

COVID-19 and Its Impact on Modern 
Slavery

COVID deepened the exploitation of the labor force with the 
disruption of supply chain and heightened susceptibility of the 
workers but also brought awareness to ethical sourcing

Role of Small and Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs) in Ethical Sourcing

Small and medium enterprises are usually excluded from such 
studies; however, they also struggle to address the problem 
because of the lack of resources

Source(s): Authors
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towards disclosure-based compliance to a substantive model of remediation. Third, studies on 
CSR and Ethical Supply Chains must critically examine the shortcomings of voluntary 
corporate governance systems and discuss the way ethical sourcing activity can be converted 
into quantifiable labor results. Fourth, the increasing complexity of Global Supply Chain 
Operations, especially multi-tier subcontracting, informal labor markets and power 
asymmetries in global value chains, suggests the need for an empirical study of structural 
opacity and monitoring problems. Fifth, Digital Traceability Tools, blockchain and artificial 
intelligence and Data-driven auditing systems are Transparency and Accountability 
Mechanisms that need to be evaluated in terms of scalability, cost implications and 
effectiveness in the real world. Sixth, the long-term effects of COVID-19 and Systemic 
Disruptions emphasize the necessity to study the role of economic shocks, making labor more 
vulnerable, especially to migrant and gig employees. Lastly, SME Engagement in Ethical 
Sourcing is an area that has not been fully explored, particularly in the context of ability 
constraint, collaborative governance systems and even resource-sharing agreements that allow 
small companies to meet expected standards of due diligence. Together, these areas of concern 
represent serious structural gaps within the literature and present an interdisciplinarity-
informed guide on how to develop successful research on contemporary slavery in the global 
supply chain. The identified themes are as.

3. Sectoral effect of modern slavery
Modern slavery is a cross-cutting issue, which continues to be prevalent in Agricultural and 
Forestry domain as most workers have been subjected to forced labor and children are hired 
informally during the peak seasons. In industries such as garment, electronics and automobile 
industries, there is a lot of exploitation like forcing workers to work overtime and withholding 
their wages because of concerns about supply chain systems. Construction is usually a sector that 
relies on migrant workers, who may be trafficked or subject to forced labor because of paid debts. 
Mining and extractive industries have poor governing policies that make workers endure various 
unsafe working conditions, including slave labor. Combating modern slavery thus needs policies 
such as strong labor laws, supply chain, labor rights and responsible consumerism to ensure that 
exploitation in various industries is contained. As demonstrated in the SLR, it permeates across 
several sectors and in dissimilar manners and extents consistently. Similarly, the research studies 
including LeBaron, Lister, and Dauvergne (2017) state that seasons and informal labor markets 
strain foster forced labor and child exploitation. Writing about manufacturing and global supply 
chains, Crane et al. (2019) highlighted that even the largest multinational firms face challenges in 
avoiding wage withholding and forced overtime due to outsourcing. Literature on construction 
and infrastructure (ILO et al., 2019, 2018, 2022) points to deceptive recruitment and debt 
bondage, particularly among migrant laborers in large-scale projects. Hospitality and domestic 
work literature (Lewis, Dwyer, Hodkinson, & Waite, 2015) shows that domestic employees 
experience isolation, non-payment of wages or being locked up. The mining and extractive 
industries (Kara & Kara, 2023) are, however, well documented as amongst those industries that 
force and compound employees into accepting forced labor hazardous working conditions 
because of laxity in regulation. Similarly, other papers on fisheries and maritime work 
(Edmonds, 2022) analyzes forced labor and human trafficking on the distant fishery vessels 
where surveillance is weak. The literature therefore urges policy improvement, clarity of supply 
chains, protection policies concerning the workers and ethical consumption as possible 
interventions. Such studies support the theme that has been developed to emphasize slavery in 
present-day society, continuing to affect various economic segments, and to get rid of this 
phenomenon, efforts from all stakeholders are necessary.
Research Propositions on the Sectoral Effect of Modern Slavery.

P1. Modern slavery exists and is present to different extents in different sectors due to 
aspects of regulation, supply chain complexity, as well as the labor market structure.
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Previous literature, including LeBaron et al. (2017) and Crane et al. (2019), reveals that a 
higher rate of forced labor is observed in sectors with complex supply chains such as 
manufacturing and agriculture industries, and industries that do not offer strong protection to 
vulnerable workers such as domestic workers and the fishery industries. In this regard, it is the 
purpose of this proposition to comparatively examine the sectors to attempt to identify such 
structural weaknesses linked to modern slavery.

P2. Increasing supply chain transparency and implementing corporate responsibility 
measures presents a much higher effect on eradicating modern slavery in leading 
industries involving manufacturing, in contrast to other sectors such as agriculture 
and domestic work.

Justification: Previous studies (Tickler et al., 2018) show that the regulatory initiatives and the 
due diligence activities have been more successful in the formal sectors as compared to the 
informal employment sectors, where there is less regulation. This proposition focuses on what 
has been done and could be done in terms of regulatory and corporate governance in 
addressing modern slavery in various industries.

4. Legislative perspective and policy responses
Legal and policy measures concerning modern slavery also differ across countries, which are 
based on the international standards, including ILO Forced Labor Convention, Palermo 
Protocol, as well as the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. The UK, 
Australia and France have already passed Modern Slavery and Due Diligence acts that make 
companies responsible for the laws, while the USA and Canada have banned products related 
to forced labor in trade. Understanding this EU proposal requires explaining the concept of 
Mandatory human rights due diligence (mHRDD) and the context in which Germany’s Supply 
Chain Due Diligence Act operates. Nevertheless, there have been major challenges in the 
enforcement of the laws, mainly due to issues of jurisdiction, poor governance and lack of 
complied corporate sector. The measures in response to policies that have come up are centered 
on making the supply chain more transparent, increasing penalties and the use of technology in 
the monitoring of labor. Further, it stresses the importance of future policies based on 
international cooperation, ethical incentives and cooperation of sectors to guarantee the 
regulation enforcement and the corporate responsibility level.
Crane et al. (2019) and LeBaron and R€uhmkorf (2019) on corporate accountability 

legislation cover the ways the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015) and the French Duty of 
Vigilience Law (2017) might require corporations to disclose human rights risks while the 
trade restrictions such as the US Tariff Act (1930) and Karp (2023) reveal that attempts to ban 
forced labor on certain products affects the continuation of the vices. The literature elaborates 
on the issues of enforcement (Landman, 2020) as one of the major concerns due to such factors 
as limited jurisdictions, governance failures, as well as nonadherence to policy as key 
contributory factors. Smit, Holly, McCorquodale, and Neely (2021) have provided evidence 
for mHRDD, with Germany’s Supply Chain Act (2021) that emerged as the call for stringent 
liability measures. Research emphasizes advanced technology in terms of monitoring workers 
(Athreya, 2020) and for cross-sectoral coordination (Martins Junior et al., 2022) to make the 
regulation effective. Hence, from this study, the thesis to be supported is that while modern 
slavery legislative and policy-type interventions are developing, they remain weak in 
implementation, supply chain reforms and require better enforcement and international
cooperation. 
Research Propositions on Legislative Perspective and Policy Responses to Modern 

Slavery.

P1. The strength of enforcement mechanism determines the effective implementation of 
the modern slavery legislation.
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Justification: As discussed in the literature, LeBaron (2014), LeBaron and Ayers (2013), 
LeBaron and R€uhmkorf (2017) and Landman (2020), it has been seen that though most nations 
have passed anti-slavery laws, the implementation is still a big issue due to a lack of 
jurisdiction as well as non-compliance with the laws. This proposition aims at comparing the 
theory and the real world by studying enforcement, corporation’s behaviors and labor rights 
after regulation from different jurisdictions.

5. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) and ethical Supply chains in combating modern
slavery
CSR and ethical supply Chains play a vital role in fighting against modern slavery because 
they make organizations adopt good employment practices and make themselves accountable 
to their customers. However, studies show that these CSR practices lead to the adoption of 
responsible labor standards and ethical sourcing practices (Lund-Thomsen & Nadvi, 2010). In 
contrast, the past research also shows that such attempts have failed to curb forced labor, debt-
bonded labor and exploitative working conditions in the context of GSC activities. The key 
reasons are compliance leniency and complexity due to multi-tiered supply chains. The 
continued prominence of CSR-based governance mechanisms suggests that reputational 
legitimacy pressures sustain disclosure practices even when remediation outcomes remain 
uncertain. Compliance-driven transparency appears institutionally embedded, reinforcing 
reporting norms despite limited evidence of structural labor improvement.

P1. Voluntary Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts do not work as well on 
modern slavery prevention as legally enforceable ethical supply chain policies.

Justification: CSR initiatives are mostly voluntary undertakings that are motivated by 
reputational concerns rather than legal requirements. The objective of these initiatives is to 
encourage ethical business practices, they often lack adequate compliance measures that are 
required to deal with modern slavery. On the other hand, prescriptive rules, which are legal in 
nature, like the recent German law Supply Chain Due Diligence Act have lesser dependence 
on reliance on certification due to more stringent accountability, resulting in the absence of 
forced labor in supply chains.

P2. Supply chain transparency and traceability technologies significantly enhance 
corporate accountability in ethical sourcing and help mitigate modern slavery risks.

Justification: Based on the concept of ethical supply chain, Mezzadri and Majumder (2022) 
have proved that new solutions such as the use of blockchain technology, AI-based supplier 
tracking and digital traceability tools make it possible to have improved tracking of operations 
and realize the exploitation practices within the supply chain. Detection of hidden modern 
slavery during supplier audits as well as third-party verifications reduces the risk of such 
problems, and thus, it can be implied that the application of advanced technologies for 
information transparency is a decisive factor for enhanced corporate responsibility and 
compliance with ethical standards in supply networks.

6. Complex global Supply chain operations
Global supply chain systems are unilateral and include several interrelated networks in 
different countries. Hence, they are vulnerable to logistic problems, legal restraints and ethical 
issues such as the modem slavery risks. Industries including manufacturing, agriculture and 
technology subcontract heavily, relying on low-cost labor markets where poor regulation 
results in situations such as forced labor, negative impacts on the environment and delivery 
shock. Literature review shows that the supply chain is a significant source of uncertainty that 
hinders the timely identification of supply chain and corporate risks associated with unethical 
procurement and geopolitical risks. With technological advancements that offer a plethora of
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opportunities for automation of operations and more efficiency through big data decisions, 
firms will still struggle in the approach to ethical supply chain management. Earthly 
progression must investigate the implementation of stronger legal structures, involvement of 
all the actors in the supply chain and establishment of digitalization of supply chains to have 
higher visibility, management and reduction of risks affecting the global flow of products. 
From the previous literature on globalization of operations, complexity and the dynamics in 
supply chain operation put into contention, parameters such as transparency, compliance and 
ethical accountability in a multi-tiered supply chain. As it is identified in the literature of 
supply chain management (Gereffi and Lee, 2012; Christopher, 2022), the risk of supplier 
oversight is one of the critical issues in the supply chain, which originates in the gaps in 
organization, integration and centralization in supply chain networks and geographic 
dispersion of suppliers and production. Musa (2012) and Sodhi, Tang, and Willenson (2023) 
have shown in their study on supply chain risk management that extended supply chain 
embeddedness can be threatening geopolitical risks, regulation disparities, labor standards 
abuse, mainly in industries depending on cheap labor. Consequently, the effect of digitization 
is argued to address these challenges as numerous studies in the area of blockchain, artificial 
intelligence and analytics indicate how better supply chain transparency and ethics are 
achieved (Saberi, Kouhizadeh, Sarkis, & Shen, 2019; Bai and Sarkis, 2020). But the study also 
reveals that there are quite a few barriers to implementation, which include expensive, data 
privacy and inconsistent enforcement of the law (Kshetri, 2025). The literature altogether 
confirms the general theme that while technological advancement and governmental and 
regulatory reforms in a number of ways improve the functioning of the supply chain at a global 
level, more stringent legal compliance and regulatory measures, unified structures for 
compliance and improvement of disclosures, and more encouraging co-operation from 
industries can be a way forward to make the supply chain efficient and sustainable.
Research Propositions on Complex Global Supply Chain Operations.

P1. Global multi-tiered Supply Chains involve subcontracting companies that 
significantly increase the risk of ethical breaches, specifically, instances of 
modern slavery; at the same time, the long supply chains result in decreased 
visibility of the operations.

Justification: As suggested by Gereffi and Lee (2016) and Tang and Musa (2011), the longer 
the supply chain becomes and the more dispersed it is, the more challenging it becomes to 
monitor and manage it, thus putting into practice vices such as forced labor and environmental 
pollution, besides contracting out secretly.

P2. Digital technologies integration increases supply chain visibility and decreases the 
inefficiencies of global supply chains that are highly complex.

Justification: Saberi et al. (2019) and Bai and Sarkis (2020) assume that the application of 
technologies like blockchain, artificial intelligence and predictive analytics optimize supply 
chain such as visibility, traceability and compliance. This proposal indicates that the said 
technologies are important in increasing the degree of transparency, alleviating ethical 
misfortunes like modern slavery and managing the issues surrounding the global supply chain.

7. Mechanisms of transparency and accountability
Enforcement of transparency and accountability prevents modern slavery in the global supply 
chains because the labor practices must be visible and companies must be accountable for the 
efficient sourcing of its products. Due to the growing complexity and multi-tiered nature of 
supply chains, transparency is difficult to achieve, yet strategies, such as supplier audit, 
certification and traceability solutions such as blockchain and AI-driven monitoring, can help 
increase the visibility of labor conditions. Even after the introduction of these tools, modern 
slavery remains active in the agricultural sector, textile and mining sectors, where cheap labor
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is usually available. Voluntary programs such as Fair-Trade Certification have not been 
effective as a result of greenwashing, laxity and lack of third-party verification. Studies reveal 
that compulsory laws, including the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (CSR, 2025) 
and the Duty of Vigilance Law (2017) in France, are stronger in accountability by asking 
companies to respond to the harm of human rights in their supply chains (Reinsberg & Steinert, 
2025). But they are hampered by such problems as regulatory inconsistencies, supplier 
pressures on costs and jurisdictional constraints. To make these mechanisms more efficient in 
eliminating modern slavery, there is a severe need to strengthen legal enforcement, supply 
chain accountability and technological solutions to gain real-time control and keep 
corporations accountable towards labor rights.
The research theme of transparency and accountability mechanisms in solving modern 

slavery in GSCs has a solid evidence base to support the theme. The supply chain management 
studied (LeBaron and R€uhmkorf, 2019) emphasizes that greater transparency is also essential 
to mitigating the exploitative labor practices, such as modern slavery, by enhancing visibility 
of the labor conditions on both ends of the supply chain. The application of blockchain and AI-
based monitoring to traceability technologies in ethical sourcing and supply chains (Bai & 
Sarkis, 2020; Mezzadri & Majumder, 2022) makes the difference in stimulating real-time 
information and accountability. Nevertheless, regardless of these developments, researchers 
state that such voluntary standards as Fair Trade Certification and supplier audits do not always 
work because of greenwashing, inconsistency and the absence of third-party checks (Crane 
et al., 2019). Moreover, the sources reveal that in spite of the positive effects of the mandatory 
regulations, such as the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (2021) and the Duty of 
Vigilance Law (2017) of France, combined with the gaps in the regulations and the pressure 
exerted by suppliers on the companies due to the cost factor, the laws have not been fully 
effective. This literature supports the theme since different transparency and accountability 
practices are available, but their ability to eradicate modern slavery remains limited to the 
tightening of regulations and technological advances that could be used to improve on real-
time monitoring and responsibility in supply chains across the globe.
Research Propositions on Transparency and Accountability Mechanisms in Addressing 

Modern Slavery.

P1. The introduction of mandatory transparency and accountability frameworks like 
blockchain and AI-based traceability tools has a substantial positive effect on 
corporate accountability and the incidence of contemporary slavery in the global 
supply chain.

Rationale: According to the studies on supply chain transparency (Bai & Sarkis, 2020; 
Mezzadri & Majumder, 2022), digital technologies, such as blockchain and artificial 
intelligence, can provide a more transparent view of labor conditions throughout the supply 
chain, which allows one to identify and avoid exploitative behavior more easily. These 
technologies can make real-time monitoring and verification possible, making companies 
responsible towards the violation of the labor rights. This proposal investigates how these new 
sophisticated technologies can be used to enhance supply chain responsibility and curb 
modern slavery.

P2. Voluntary corporate transparency initiatives are less effective in preventing modern 
slavery than legally binding regulations that mandate corporate responsibility for 
labor practices throughout the supply chain.

Rationale: It is argued in the literature on CSR and ethical sourcing (LeBaron et al., 2017; 
Crane et al., 2019) that voluntary transparent activities such as supplier audits and 
certifications may aid in reinforcing ethical behavior, but they do not usually have strict 
enforcement mechanisms, which is why they cannot do everything to stop modern slavery. 
Stricter rules, like the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (2021), are more useful in
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legally penalizing companies and have a long-lasting impact on adhering to ethical labor 
practices, which is a more efficient way to eliminate modern slavery.

8. COVID-19 and its impact on modern slavery
Modern slavery risks have also been highly accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, as it has 
heightened vulnerabilities in the global labor markets, especially in the high-risk sectors in the 
agricultural, manufacturing, domestic and construction sectors. Layoffs, supply chain failures 
and economic disruptions through lockdowns are leaving millions of workers vulnerable to 
exploitation with a resultant increase in forced labor, debt bondage and unsafe working 
environments. The crisis has augmented existing vulnerabilities, particularly migrant workers 
and those in the informal economy, who in most cases experience feeble legal security and 
mobility. Also, the pandemic has shown the loopholes in the corporate social responsibility 
initiatives, as most companies have not been able to sustain ethical labor practices during the 
global turmoil. Although there have been attempts to track labor conditions remotely, 
including the use of AI and data analytics, the pandemic has highlighted the necessity to 
enforce more, have a supply chain that is more traceable and collaborate more closely across 
international borders to fight modern slavery and create more resilient and ethical labor 
frameworks capable of withstanding future emergencies. Existing literature is a strong support 
of the theme of COVID-19 and its effect on modern slavery, as it emphasizes the fact that the 
pandemic has intensified the vulnerability of workers in the global supply chains and increased 
the risks of forced labor and exploitation. The studies show that the economic impacts of 
COVID-19, such as loss of jobs, decreased economic activity and disrupted supply chains, 
have also increased the risk of modern slavery, especially in high-risk sectors such as 
agriculture, manufacturing and domestic work (LeBaron, 2014). Research indicates that the 
shutdown of businesses and the frailty of labor legislation at the time of the pandemic provided 
traffickers with an opportunity to take advantage of workers in the informal sector, as well as 
among migrant workers. The literature also discloses that diminished corporate social 
responsibility initiatives coupled with the decrease in the supply chain visibility rendered 
moral working practices challenging for businesses (Boyd et al., 2007; Antonini et al., 2020). 
What has also been mentioned in research is the emergence of new types of exploitation, 
including digital surveillance and remote employment, in areas such as domestic work and gig 
economies. Altogether, the literature body serves the theme by demonstrating the way in which 
the COVID-19 pandemic propagated the risks of modern slavery and the necessity to develop 
more effective regulations, enforcement and international cooperation to secure the worker 
population, especially during the crisis.

COVID-19 and the effects on modern slavery research propositions

P1. The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to the growth of cases of modern slavery by 
intensifying the vulnerability of global supply chains, especially in high-risk sectors 
like agriculture, construction and domestic work.

Justification: It has been found that the pandemic has exposed workers to being more 
vulnerable to exploitation due to the economic disruptions it has caused, such as job losses, 
supply chain dysfunction and laxity in executing labor laws. Due to the shutdowns and lack of 
movement during the pandemic, traffickers obtained new opportunities to exploit the workers 
in an industry where the labor conditions are already approaching precarity. This is a proposal 
to explore the ways the pandemic increased the exposure of vulnerable sectors to forced labor, 
debt bondage and human trafficking.

P2. The shift to remote work and the increasing reliance on digital surveillance during the 
COVID-19 pandemic have led to new forms of exploitation, particularly in the gig 
economy and domestic labor.
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Justification: According to the literature, the pandemic hastened the implementation of remote 
work and digital surveillance, which resulted in new types of labor exploitation, particularly 
those against workers in the gig economy and domestic workers. Remote work is also likely to 
have exposed workers to more risks of digital monitoring and workplace exploitation with no 
control in place. This suggestion examines how remote and digital labor practices have 
contributed to the development of new vulnerabilities and modern slavery.
Research Propositions on the Role of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in Ethical 

Sourcing.

P1. SMEs that engage in ethical sourcing practices enjoy a better brand image, consumer 
retention and competitiveness in the market, although they have limited resources.

Justification: According to the literature, the ability of SMEs to incorporate ethical sourcing in 
their operations provides chances to diversify in the marketplace, attaining consumer 
confidence and trust, which results in a long-term competitive advantage. Although SMEs 
have limited resources and expertise, they have a chance to build personal relations with 
suppliers and react to consumer demands of sustainable products that might improve their 
market performance and brand image. In this suggestion, the researcher examines the role that 
SMEs can use ethical sourcing as a strategic advantage.

P2. The introduction of collaborative networks and SMEs training programs on ethical 
sourcing processes can help in a significant increase in the capacity of the SMEs to 
adopt and maintain ethical sourcing practices despite the financial and technical 
barriers.

Justification: SMEs face the negative challenge of being not only very expensive and overly 
complicated to engage in ethical sourcing, but also, in collaborative networks, industry 
partnerships and training opportunities, may receive much-needed assistance. Through 
resource pooling and sharing of best practices, SMEs could minimize the impediments to 
ethical sourcing and enhance transparency as well as offer better labor and environmental 
practices within their supply chain. The given proposition is going to explore how external 
support mechanisms could be utilized to facilitate the adoption of ethical sourcing practices 
by SMEs.

9. Research implications
The practical and research implications are derived from the structural patterns identified in the 
review. The modern slavery research has valuable implications for policymakers, businesses 
and civil society, and it is important that legislative enforcement, corporate responsibility and 
technological advancement be enhanced to help in fighting forced labor in high-risk industries 
such as the agricultural, manufacturing and construction industries. Policymakers have to 
strengthen anti-slavery legislation and include tougher penalties and international cooperation 
to seal the gaps in regulations and companies should go beyond voluntary CSR, establish 
binding policies on ethical sourcing, use blockchain and AI to track the supply chain and 
auditing subcontractors. Interventions specific to the sector, including controlling migrant 
labor in the construction industry, prohibiting child labor in agriculture and expanding the 
benefits of gig workers, are essential, as well as recovery actions in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 pandemic to deal with wage theft and hazardous work. It can be further reduced by 
using technological tools, such as digital traceability and whistleblower protection and can be 
changed by corporate demand by ethical products. The next-generation study would focus on 
the comparison of global legislation strategies, the evaluation of the influence of new 
technologies and the study of the long-term effects of the pandemic on labor exploitation. 
Finally, modern slavery must be eliminated through systematic measures: through effective 
enforcement, cooperation among multiple actors and a desire to maintain transparency 
throughout the global supply chains.
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The implications outlined below are grounded in the structural patterns and theoretical 
tensions identified through the review. Rather than offering generic recommendations, these 
implications reflect evidence-based gaps in governance effectiveness, enforcement 
asymmetry and capability constraints across global supply chains.

9.1 Future research directions
The study highlights the need for context-specific empirical studies examining institutional 
capacity and labor enforcement dynamics in Global South supply chains. Based on the 
integrative framework that had been formulated in the present study, the future research 
directions appear based on several structural gaps that have been observed at institutional, 
organizational and supply chain levels. On the institutional level, considerable enforcement 
gaps exist amid increasing modern slavery laws, which seem to suggest the requirement of 
cross-national comparative analysis regarding differences in regulatory design, enforcement 
capabilities, liability regimes and the efficacy of the sanction to gain a better insight into the 
extent to which institutional power influences corporate behavior and labor performance. On 
an organizational level, the literature shows that there is a conflict between compliance-based 
governance and ability-based remediation, meaning that firm-level research on how dynamic 
capabilities, resource allocation, internal governance structures and collaborative processes 
can help companies transition beyond symbolic CSR in a way that would substantially reduce 
labor risk. Multi-tier visibility at the supply chain level is still minimal, especially in 
subcontracted and informal networks of labor, underlining the need to conduct empirical 
research on digital traceability systems, blockchain and AI-based monitoring technology and 
data-sharing infrastructure, paying close attention to scalability, cost and unintended 
consequences. Lastly, the current imbalance in the context of literature, which is mainly 
developed economies, dictates the need to focus the empirical research in Global South areas 
and comparative research that empirically scrutinizes the role of institutional frailty, 
informality of labor markets and socio-economic realities in shaping contemporary slavery 
suppression practices. Together, these gaps, based on the framework, would facilitate 
integration and the practical efficacy of the global chain governance. Future research would 
focus on location-specific research in places where informal labor markets are very high and 
the application of the law is poor. Comparative studies of the institutional capacity difference 
or difference in the strength of enforcement and supply chain governance systems between 
developed and developing economies would be very useful in theoretical and policy 
understanding.

10. Discussion
This study systematically addresses all three research questions through an integrated 
analytical approach.RQ1, which examines the structural characteristics and thematic 
evolution of modern slavery research in global supply chains, is addressed through 
bibliometric mapping and TCCM-based categorization, revealing publication trends, 
dominant theoretical lenses, geographic concentration and methodological patterns. RQ2, 
which explores how scholarly understanding has advanced over time, is addressed through 
critical synthesis of institutional, stakeholder, capability-based and structural perspectives, 
culminating in the identification of complementarities and tensions across theoretical lenses. 
Finally, RQ3 is addressed through the development of a structured and theoretically grounded 
future research agenda organized around governance, technological mechanisms, multi-tier 
complexity, sectoral vulnerabilities, Global South representation and SME engagement. 
Together, these components ensure that the manuscript moves from descriptive mapping to 
integrative synthesis and forward-looking conceptual advancement.
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11. Conclusion and research limitations
11.1 Conclusion
By taking a step beyond descriptive mapping, this review contributes to the current body of 
literature on modern slavery and supply chain by synthesizing the governance, capability and 
structural power relations along with their integrated theoretical foundation. The multi-level 
explanatory framework created by integrating the perspectives of Institutional Theory, Stakeholder 
Theory, Global Value Chain Theory and the Critical Political Economy connects macro-level issues 
of regulation to the firm-level processes of governance and the final results of the supply chain. The 
results demonstrate that despite the heightened visibility brought about by the disclosure-based 
regulations, the substantive redressing is limited in terms of the gaps in enforcement, multi-tier 
arrangement and the capability threshold. Methodologically, the research enhances transparency of 
review with the use of SPAR-4-SLR protocol, coordinated screening and systematic coding within 
the framework of TCCM. Bibliometric mapping and thematic synthesis can be used together to 
provide structural and interpretive information. In practice, the results indicate that reporting 
mechanisms that are based on compliance are not sufficient. To successfully mitigate the 
contemporary risks of slavery, regulation through enforcement, investment in visibility 
technologies in the supply chains and capacity building through multi-tier networks are 
necessary. Focus is especially necessary in the areas of high risk and underrepresented Global 
South. Future research directions should focus on cross-national comparative enforcement 
research, capability-based remedial research and empirical research on technological accountability 
systems in multi-level supply chains. Despite higher vulnerability rates in developing regions, 
Global South contexts remain underrepresented in the literature. This imbalance likely reflects 
publication access barriers, regulatory visibility asymmetries and the concentration of academic 
institutions in developed economies rather than the actual distribution of labor risk.

11.2 Research limitations
Although the study provides an extensive and theory-encompassing generalization of the 
current research on slavery in the world supply chains, several limitations cannot be ignored. 
First, the review is derived solely from publications included in the Scopus database and 
restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles written in English and published between 2010 and 
2024. While this method has the advantage of augmenting methodological consistency and 
quality control, it could also filter out pertinent scholarship in the other databases, non-English 
sources, books or policy reports, which potentially restricts both geographic and contextual 
diversity. Second, although the method of using a transparent screening protocol was 
employed, systematic reviews are always predetermined by search string construction and 
inclusion criteria, which can affect the final sample structure. Third, the bibliometric methods 
used mainly reach citation trends and structural interconnections in the literature; they can be 
supplemented by thematic synthesis, but they might not adequately represent the qualitative 
nature of individual empirical studies. Fourth, the review demonstrates a strong concentration 
of literature in developed economies, which is representative of larger academic and 
regulatory tendencies. Despite the analytic discussion of this imbalance, this study is limited 
by the current allocation of published studies. Lastly, like any integrative review, the suggested 
conceptual framework is an interpretive rather than an empirically tested model. It is justified 
to have future empirical validation of concepts in a variety of geographic and sectoral contexts.
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