
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2024) 191:59–75 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-023-05455-4

ORIGINAL PAPER

Institutional Logics in the UK Construction Industry’s Response 
to Modern Slavery Risk: Complementarity and Conflict

Christopher Pesterfield1   · Michael Rogerson2

Received: 16 February 2022 / Accepted: 20 May 2023 / Published online: 7 June 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
There is a growing understanding that modern slavery is a phenomenon ‘hidden in plain sight’ in the home countries of multi-
national firms. Yet, business scholarship on modern slavery has so far focussed on product supply chains. To address this, we 
direct attention to the various institutional pressures on the UK construction industry, and managers of firms within it, around 
modern slavery risk for on-site labour. Based on a unique data set of 30 in-depth interviews with construction firm managers 
and directors, we identify two institutional logics as being integral to explaining how these companies have responded to the 
Modern Slavery Act: a market logic and a state logic. While the institutional logics literature largely assumes that institutional 
complexity will lead to a conciliation of multiple logics, we find both complementarity and continued conflict in the logics 
in our study. Though we identify conciliation between aspects of the market logic and the state logic, conflict remains as 
engagement with actions which could potentially address modern slavery is limited by the trade-offs between the two logics.
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Introduction

Modern slavery continues to be an important ethical issue 
for managers and risk for organizations (Cousins et al., 
2020). These risks come in the form of labour abuses which 
are found in businesses, either directly or in their supply 
chains. Modern slavery is increasingly understood as a con-
tinuum of exploitation, reflecting the complex nature of 
the practices that are found in different contexts (Boersma 
& Nolan, 2022; Rioux et al., 2020). For example, at the 
more severe end there is “the exploitation of a person who 
is deprived of individual liberty anywhere along the supply 
chain” (Gold et al., 2015, p.487). The less severe practices 
in the continuum might not involve the absence of liberty, 
in the sense of direct coercion, but can include issues such 
as non-payment or under-payment of workers. This range 

is represented, respectively, by recent cases of widespread 
abuses of Uyghurs in Xinjiang, China (Kriebitz & Max, 
2020) and at Boohoo’s supplier factories in the UK (Ste-
venson, 2022). These have highlighted risks at home and 
abroad and brought increased scrutiny on firms.

In the UK, legislation on the issue has taken the form of 
the Modern Slavery Act 2015 (MSA), which intends to drive 
responsible labour practices down supply chains through 
the transparency in supply chains clause found in Sect. 54. 
This obliges annual publication of a modern slavery state-
ment by firms with a turnover above £36m and encourages 
those firms to disclose the actions they have taken to address 
modern slavery risks in their supply chains. In doing so, 
firms are expected to use their influence as buyers to com-
pel their suppliers to comply with MSA and address risks 
themselves. MSA is therefore designed to cascade improve-
ments in transparency down supply chains to the lower tiers, 
where focal firms have limited visibility. The aim of this 
mechanism is for best practice to advance firm reporting 
year on year, improving both industry and field performance 
(Rogerson et al., 2020). However, since this process was 
not codified in law, reporting under the Act has remained 
consistently poor (Pinnington et al., 2022).

The enactment of MSA was followed by the develop-
ment of both academic (e.g. Flynn, 2020; Flynn & Walker, 
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2021; Meehan & Pinnington, 2021; Schaper & Pollach, 
2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2018) and industry (e.g. BHRRC, 
2017, 2021; Ergon, 2018) research into disclosure under the 
Act. The literature has thus far largely focussed on measur-
ing compliance and a body of scholarly research has yet to 
emerge which explains organizational behaviour either in 
response to the legislation or to the wider risks of modern 
slavery in supply chains.

We address this gap in the literature by investigating how 
the UK construction industry understands and prioritizes 
modern slavery risks. The sector was chosen because it is 
high risk for modern slavery (Crates, 2018; GLAA, 2020) 
and has received only limited scholarly attention. This 
paper focusses on how industry actors have responded to 
the presence of these exploitative practices considering both 
the coercive pressure of the legislation and the normative 
pressure associated with the ethical issue of modern slav-
ery (Wray-Bliss & Michelson, 2021). This occurs within 
the context of an industry where work is awarded princi-
pally on price (Hartmann & Caerteling, 2010), in a highly 
competitive sector with low enough profit margins that the 
Confederation of British Industry, a trade body representing 
around 200,000 British businesses, suggests that the average 
margin at the industry’s largest firms is actually negative 
(CBI, 2020).

To better comprehend firm behaviour around modern 
slavery, we draw on institutional theory, which helps to 
explain how pressures on firms are understood and trans-
lated into action. Institutions are societies’ formal rules and 
taken-for-granted practices underpinning how organiza-
tions are required to act (Campbell, 2006). Those organi-
zations failing to conduct themselves within the bounds of 
these accepted behaviours risk their legitimacy (Palazzo 
& Scherer, 2006). Organizations are therefore under con-
stant pressure to adapt to the demands in their institutional 
environments.

In order to understand responses to societal institutions, 
scholars have increasingly turned to institutional logics. 
Institutional logics are “material practices and symbolic 
constructions” that represent the organizing principles of 
society and that are “available to organizations and indi-
viduals to elaborate” (Friedland & Alford, 1991, p.248). 
Shared institutional logics, stemming from how managers 
recognize and process the institutional pressures on them 
and their organizations, enable organizations to obtain and 
maintain legitimacy through responding to institutional pres-
sures with actions acceptable to stakeholders (Palazzo & 
Scherer, 2006). Institutional logics therefore offer research-
ers a framework for investigating how actors understand and 
react to the institutional pressures on them. Using institu-
tional logics as a tool for such understanding, we ask the 
research questions: What are the institutional logics affect-
ing UK construction industry responses to modern slavery 

risk, and how are they reconciled to produce mitigation 
strategies?” Within this question, mitigation strategies are 
understood as the measures implemented in response to 
modern slavery risks.

We respond by drawing on a series of 30 in-depth semi-
structured interviews, an established method for identifying 
and analysing institutional logics and organizational behav-
iour (Corbett et al., 2018; Nicholls & Huybrechts, 2016), 
with managers and directors of principal construction firms 
(i.e. the main contractors responsible for construction project 
delivery). We use pattern matching to match our data against 
two institutional logics that are identified in the literature: 
a market logic and a state logic. We find that these two log-
ics both complement one another and compete for primacy. 
Competing logics create contradictory pressures on firms, 
creating potential points of conflict between organizations 
and their stakeholders (Reay & Hinings, 2009). We find, 
contrary to the uneasy conciliation between logics advanced 
in the literature (e.g. Savarese et al., 2020; Lounsbury et al., 
2021), an irreconcilable contest between aspects of the log-
ics in the industry. We therefore present evidence of both 
complementarity and conflict between the two logics, with 
the resulting relations between the two logics limiting firm 
actions in response to modern slavery risks.

Our study makes three contributions. First, we contribute 
to the nascent literature on how firms are addressing modern 
slavery risks in their operations. By focussing on the insti-
tutional logics around modern slavery in the construction 
industry, we highlight how logics both compel and under-
mine action to address modern slavery in the local labour 
supply chains of principal contractors.

Second, we contribute to the literature on institutional 
logics by suggesting boundary conditions which question 
the existing assumption that tensions between competing 
logics, particularly on issues of sustainability, can be settled 
in a way that emphasizes facets of multiple logics. While 
aspects of the state logic relating to legal compliance com-
plement the market logic, the latter also prevents firms from 
adequately addressing modern slavery risks in their labour 
supply, creating an irreconcilable conflict between the logics 
we identify in the industry.

Third, we contribute to the literature on the construction 
industry. We highlight the importance of the dual role of 
government as construction client and legislator, creating 
regulation that is difficult to meaningfully comply with 
because of the low-cost approach to tendering. We suggest 
that a sector known to be a high risk for modern slavery is 
unable to take meaningful action to mitigate risks because 
clients—including government—are unwilling to pay for the 
work that is required to adequately manage modern slavery 
risks on site.

The remainder of our paper is structured thus: in the fol-
lowing section we review the literature on modern slavery 
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and MSA, the presence of modern slavery practices in the 
UK construction industry, and institutional logics. In the 
third section, we describe our “Methodology”. Section 4 
lays out our analysis and “Findings”. Section 5 is a “Dis-
cussion”  of our findings in reference to the relevant litera-
tures. Finally,  in section 6 we explain the “Implications and 
conclusions”  of our study for researchers, managers, and 
policymakers.

Literature Review

Modern Slavery

Despite increasing attention from policymakers around the 
world on the subject, a cohesive body of scholarly research 
has yet to emerge on modern slavery in the management 
literatures, a broad area recently—and aptly—described as a 
‘sorry non-field’ (Caruana et al., 2021). Beyond that critique 
of extant research, however, there is a discernible thematic 
development in the literature as the thinking of those schol-
ars engaged with the subject matures.

The literature to date can be broadly classified into three 
themes. The first publications on the subject were concep-
tual, describing the conditions in which modern slavery can 
thrive (e.g. Crane, 2013); the challenges presented to supply 
chain management by recognition—legally and phenomeno-
logically—of the issue (Gold et al., 2015; New, 2015); or the 
many and various failings inherent in the legislation (Islam 
& van Staden, 2021; Pesterfield, 2021), particularly resulting 
from government compromising the legislation before it was 
enacted (LeBaron & Rühmkorf, 2017; 2019).

The failings of MSA lead to a second theme: that of the 
(poor) level and (limited) nature of compliance with MSA. 
Even organizations operating in sectors known to have a 
high risk of modern slavery in their supply chains, such as 
agriculture (Phillips & Trautrims, 2018) and apparel (Ste-
venson & Cole, 2018) have failed to even comply with the 
legislation, let alone publish evidence of meaningful action 
to address threats to vulnerable people in their supply chains. 
This can be attributed largely to a focus on developing new 
policies and strengthening contract terms rather than focus-
sing on the root of the problem in supply chains (Flynn & 
Walker, 2021). This superficial approach is mirrored in the 
literature, where several studies have focussed on the under-
lying factors predicting higher levels of compliance, without 
regard for organizational action taken to tackle risks (e.g. 
Flynn, 2020).

As scholars have sought to understand the underlying 
processes behind efforts to address modern slavery risks 
in response to MSA, a third theme has emerged. Only in 
this last theme do we begin to see the ethical choices made 
by and around managers regarding modern slavery. Both 

the food and tobacco industries are highlighted in the lit-
erature as featuring deliberate efforts to circumvent the 
spirit of the law (Monciardini et al., 2021). Pinheiro et al. 
(2019) highlight the difficulties for focal firms in cascading 
the law down their supply chains to locations that are not 
themselves within the scope of MSA, finding performative 
compliance with customer demands on supply chain ethics. 
Evidence is also emerging, in the UK construction industry 
specifically, of how different framings of modern slavery 
have prevented substantial action being taken on the issue 
(Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2021).

Despite this theme having behavioural aspects at its core, 
there remains a focus on legal compliance and the issues 
of managing—or choosing not to manage—the opacity in 
international supply chains. The role of the complex nature 
of globalized supply chains is now taken for granted in dis-
cussions of modern slavery (e.g. Meehan & Pinnington, 
2021; Stevenson, 2022; Voss et al., 2019). Even the archi-
tect of MSA, Theresa May, stated early in her tenure as UK 
Prime Minster that modern slavery was a “vile and system-
atic international business model” (May, 2016, emphasis 
added). Risks in firms’ immediate operations within the UK 
remain largely ignored (Garbers, 2022), and we therefore 
situate our study within the third theme we identify—actions 
and choices taken by managers—with a specific emphasis 
on UK operations as a context.

Modern Slavery in the Construction Industry

Where conversations around modern slavery risks within 
the UK occur, attention is drawn to the apparel and textiles 
industry (e.g. Benstead, 2018). While apparel is a known 
high-risk sector (Stevenson, 2022), the Gangmasters and 
Labour Abuse Authority, an organization partnered with UK 
police forces to investigate labour exploitation, focusses on 
the construction industry in its most recent report (GLAA, 
2020). Modern slavery charity Unseen (2019) lists construc-
tion as one of the top three sectors for modern slavery risk 
in the UK. However, there is limited literature either on 
the construction industry’s response to MSA or responses 
that look specifically at responding to modern slavery risks 
within the UK. The little literature that does elucidate the 
industry’s approach to dealing with modern slavery risk (e.g. 
Trautrims et al., 2021; Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 2021) also 
includes the complexity of supply chains among the major 
risk factors. An important gap therefore remains in investi-
gating more localized risks.

The UK construction industry, and specifically on-site 
labour in the UK, is an interesting context for our study 
because it is a high-risk sector for modern slavery (GLAA, 
2020). One reason for this is the extensive use of subcon-
tracting, particularly for blue-collar work, which has led 
to the predominance of ‘hollowed out’ firms at the top of 
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supply networks which focus primarily or solely on white-
collar management work (Alberti & Danaj, 2017). It is 
common practice for subcontractors who are awarded work 
by a principal contractor to then further subcontract work 
to other subcontractors or labour agencies, which may then 
further subcontract out elements of this work. As a result, 
there can be thousands of firms on a single project, and 
a complex, opaque supply chain of contractors (Manu & 
Knight, 2020). One consequence of this is a revolving door 
of workers, with turnover on some sites being up to 200% 
(ILO, 2001).

Additionally, there is a widespread use of non-standard 
employment (NSE) practices, which results in a limited 
number of directly employed workers. NSE includes bogus 
self-employment, where conditions do not meet normal 
criteria for self-employment such as choosing working 
hours and pay (Behling & Harvey, 2015). As Clarke (2006, 
p.249) puts it, the combination of self-employment and 
subcontracting has resulted in “extreme fragmentation” 
within the sector, with about “170,000 private contract-
ing companies of which about 40% are private one-person 
firms and over 93% have fewer than 13 employees”. This 
fragmentation means principal contractors often lack 
knowledge of what is happening even in the supply chain 
tiers immediately around them (Pala et al., 2014). All of 
this occurs in an unregulated industry where the GLAA 
has no jurisdiction.

Migrant workers—in some cases undocumented—are 
also prevalent in the sector, and background checks are not 
always in place (Crates, 2018). As such, construction pre-
sents an opportunity for organized crime (Zielinski, 2019), 
counterfeit Construction Skill Certification Scheme cards 
which are often used to verify workers’ identity (CITB, 
n.d.), and links between fraud in construction certifica-
tion to people trafficking and modern slavery (Ali, 2018). 
Despite the ‘hidden’ nature of modern slavery, there have 
been several documented cases in the sector, with individ-
uals found working on a site run by one of the UK’s largest 
contractors under coercion for only £2 per day and living 
with their exploiters in squalid conditions (Garner-Purkis, 
2019). A 2021 investigation culminated in the arrest of 13 
men for trafficking over 50 individuals and placing them 
onto construction sites under exploitative conditions and 
without proper payment (Weinfass, 2021). Finally, physi-
cal and verbal abuse of workers and non-payment issues 
has been found for migrant workers in London (FLEX, 
2018), as well as deductions for equipment or housing 
leading to wages well below the legal minimum (Taylor 
& Addley, 2008).

To date, there are only three studies which have attempted 
to explain the construction industry’s response to these risks. 
Jones and Comfort (2022) focus on the content of modern 
slavery statements of UK housebuilders, and therefore 

focusses only on what companies say they have done in 
public disclosures. Trautrims et al., (2021, p.290) produce 
insight into the actions taken, finding that companies have 
“focussed on the integration of anti-slavery measures in 
existing processes”, and that they have “avoided substan-
tial investments in new infrastructure”. In other words, any 
changes that have been made thus far to how construction 
companies mitigate against modern slavery risks have been 
superficial. Similarly, Gutierrez-Huerter O et al. (2021) 
argue that the only real change has been to rhetoric rather 
than action within the sector.

Institutional Logics

As a result of the limited insights produced, we know lit-
tle of the competing pressures on even those managers 
wishing to make ethical decisions and develop a robust 
response to modern slavery risk. It is for this reason that 
we use an institutional logics approach which can help to 
make sense of how managers understand these competing 
pressures (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999) and what this means 
for how companies’ risk mitigation strategies are shaped, 
i.e. firm understanding of, and responses to, the pressures 
under which they are operating (Nicholl & Huybrechts, 
2016). Institutional logics are distinguishable from particu-
lar behaviours by nature of their being the broader underly-
ing “supraorganizational patterns of activity” (Friedland & 
Alford, 1991, p. 232). That is, logics inform behaviour. In 
relation to how managers respond to MSA, there are two key 
logics: a market logic and a state logic.

Market Logic

In much of the business literature on institutional logics, 
market logic speaks to decision making aimed at maximiz-
ing economic returns (Thornton et al., 2012). Driven by a 
profit imperative, the market logic is evident in organiza-
tional efforts to enhance efficiency and save costs (Dahl-
mann & Grosvold, 2017). The focus of the market logic on 
profit maximization brings it into competition with other 
logics with which it is seen as incompatible. Such discord 
is particularly the case when the market logic is forced to 
compete with logics derived from pressures to make firms 
more sustainable, since actions aimed at sustainability incur 
costs which have traditionally been viewed as not contribut-
ing to profitability (Glavas & Mish, 2015). The market logic 
is therefore key to understanding company behaviour for the 
present study because MSA is intended to harness competi-
tive market forces to increase transparency, and thus reduce 
instances of modern slavery (HM Gov, 2015). This process 
is intended to function in the highly competitive low-margin 
market within which construction companies operate.
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State Logic

The state logic pertains firstly to individuals’ understand-
ing of societal pressures to conform with legislation and 
regulations, i.e. with the coercive interventions of govern-
ment  (Yin & Jamali, 2021). Such regulations usually set 
minimum standards of behaviour to which organizations are 
expected to conform. However, the state logic also produces 
a normative pressure—which is implied in MSA (Roger-
son et al., 2020)—for firms to contribute to societal goals 
beyond the narrow remit of legislation. As such, the state 
logic refers to the maintenance of order and general acqui-
escence to accepted principles (Arena et al., 2018). The ori-
entation of the state, therefore—represented by the state’s 
aims and goals set out in law and also, increasingly, in the 
form of general guidance and counsel relating to formal 
regulation—is an important driver of organizational behav-
iour (Greenwood et al., 2010). While regulation exists to set 
concrete standards with which organizations must comply, 
however, an openness to plurality remains outside such rules 
for organizations to interpret their roles and responsibilities 
beyond minimum standards. Such flexibility is key in, for 
example, considerations of the role of the corporation in 
society and the ethical questions around the broad topic of 
corporate responsibility (Westermann-Behaylo et al., 2014). 
Consequently, the state, as the producer of MSA, is a key 
institution for this study.

Competing Logics

New logics arise through institutional shocks or the emer-
gence of new ‘social facts’, either suddenly—through the 
enactment of new legislation—or over time, through the 
purposeful effort of some actors. New logics create tension 
with existing logics (Ocasio et al., 2015). Early scholarship 
on institutional logics pointed to the existence of a domi-
nant logic, i.e. that fields were organized according to the 
demands of the most powerful actors (Reay & Hinings, 
2009). However, institutional logics scholars now believe 
that this has been superseded by the acceptance of insti-
tutional and organizational dynamism (Besharov & Smith, 
2014; Lounsbury et al., 2021). The result is a body of work 
in which the competition between logics results in an uneasy 
conciliation of influences which continue to vie for primacy 
(Waldorff et al., 2013). In some contexts, a natural concilia-
tion of logics occurs because context requires that balance, 
for instance between social good and market logic in social 
enterprises (Savarese et al., 2020). However, in other set-
tings, such as healthcare, a medical professionalism logic 
can co-exist with a market logic not though conciliation but 
through the management of the conflict between the log-
ics (Reay & Hinings, 2009). Thus, despite the dominance 
of the market logic, multiple logics continue to co-exist 

as individuals within organizations manage the tensions 
between logics (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017; McLoughlin 
& Meehan, 2021).

The institutional logics perspective therefore has clear 
implications for understanding how organizations deal with 
competing institutional pressures. Consequently, the theory 
has been employed to explain and understand a diverse 
range of (un)ethical behaviours in various areas of corpo-
rate responsibility which we might consider analogous to 
our study. The literature on institutional logics has found 
conciliation of logics but has yet to gain an appreciation for 
those cases where logics cannot be reconciled. The ques-
tion of how the competing demands of rival institutional 
logics are interpreted by organizations—and how those 
organizations navigate those competing demands—has 
begun to be investigated, but the conflicting institutional 
pressures on firms have received insufficient attention (Lee 
& Lounsbury, 2015). Furthermore, despite the explanatory 
power of institutional logics, specific calls to employ log-
ics to better understand the decision making and processes 
underlying organizational responses to modern slavery risks 
(e.g. Gümüsay et al., 2020; Phung & Crane, 2018) remain 
unanswered. Similarly, scant research has been published 
on the construction industry and modern slavery using a 
theoretical lens.

Methodology

Methods

We investigated the research questions—what are the institu-
tional logics affecting UK construction industry responses to 
modern slavery risk, and how are they reconciled to produce 
mitigation strategies?—through semi-structured interviews 
with practitioners working for principal contractors in the 
construction industry. Doing so allowed us to generate data 
on how practitioners make sense of, and attempt to recon-
cile, the expectations and pressures they face in developing 
responses to the presence of modern slavery. Concentrating 
on a single industry, and specifically on the principal con-
tractors that sit at the top of labour supply chains, allows 
us to contribute to a research gap highlighted by Flynn and 
Walker (2021, p.307), who point to the need for “in-depth 
case analyses into how focal firms manage the organisational 
challenges of de-risking their supply chains from modern 
slavery”.

Semi-structured interviews were used because they are 
able to facilitate “a strong element of discovery” (Gillham, 
2007, p.72), which is necessary for an industry which has 
received little attention from modern slavery scholars. The 
senior positions of the participants—detailed below—
made it necessary to use a method that is most effective for 
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elites who hold a high level of knowledge about their sec-
tor and their own company’s approach and practices within 
this (Lancaster, 2017). As such, interviews allowed us to 
“produce situated knowledge” (Mason, 2018, p.113), and 
to enhance participants’ ability to express themselves as 
fully as possible within the structured element (Aberbach 
& Rockman, 2002).

Sample

We conducted 30 semi-structured interviews with manag-
ers and directors working in procurement, supply chain, and 
sustainability roles within principal contractors (see Appen-
dix 1). We selected professionals in these roles because their 
departments are responsible for managing modern slavery 
risks. Principal contractors were chosen due to the position 
they occupy at the top of labour supply chains, bidding for 
work from clients and holding responsibility for the delivery 
of the project. Through competitive tender, these contractors 
choose the companies they will outsource work to. Such 
arrangements give them significant influence and leverage 
over the ways in which a project is managed, which parts are 
outsourced, and in setting standards for how work is carried 
out (Van Buren et al., 2021). They are also invariably the 
company in the supply chain with the largest turnover, and 
consequently have considerable resource. The position this 
primacy gives them in their supply chains also makes them, 
per the spirit of MSA, responsible for driving anti-modern 
slavery actions down into their supply chains (Rogerson 
et al., 2020).

Our sample was produced using a purposive sampling 
method. This allowed us to select participants in specific 
roles in specific companies, and to generate suitable data 
to “information-rich cases” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p.534). 
In the first instance, participants were identified through 
The Construction Index’s list of the top 100 companies by 
turnover, and then contacted through LinkedIn or email. In 
response to concerns over recruiting through social media 
sites such as LinkedIn (Bhatia-Lin et al., 2019; Gelinas et al., 
2017; Spino, 2019) we treated this form of recruitment as 
commensurate with more traditional forms by sharing no 
personal or sensitive information, and ensuring participants 
were aware they were being contacted for the purposes of 
research. Sampling continued beyond the point of satura-
tion, often referred to as the “gold standard” for assuring 
the quality, or validity, of qualitative data (Saunders et al., 
2018, p.1894). Saturation was judged in accordance with a 
point made by Braun and Clarke (2021, p.205), that mean-
ing does not “reside in data”, but rather that the researchers 
made an informed “interpretative, situated, and pragmatic 
judgement” (ibid, p.211) about when sufficient data had been 
collected.

Data Collection

We focussed our questions on modern slavery risks relating 
to labour supply chains for on-site labour due to the lever-
age principal contractors have over the firms they subcon-
tract work to. Additionally, all the firms in a labour supply 
chain operate within the UK and are required to adhere to 
all relevant domestic labour laws including MSA. Within 
this, our questions explored the key drivers or inhibitors for 
practitioners’ addressing modern slavery risks. Interviews 
were conducted and recorded using videoconferencing apps, 
partly due to the convenience they offer (Janghorban et al., 
2014), but also in large part because the interviews took 
place shortly after the outbreak of the coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic. Due to the necessity of protecting confidenti-
ality, company turnover is not reported, which would make 
certain companies, and therefore participants, potentially 
identifiable. Instead, an approximation of the firm size is 
presented within the context of the top 100 companies in 
the UK by turnover.

Data Analysis

The data were analysed using pattern matching, which is a 
method for comparing existing concepts, in this case log-
ics, with empirical data (Bouncken et al., 2021; Sinkovics, 
2018). As Bouncken et al., (2021) highlight, pattern match-
ing is not a linear process of simply identifying data that 
have been collected; it is instead an iterative process of mov-
ing between theory and empirical data. As such, the below 
details the steps we followed to produce our findings and 
analysis.

First, it was necessary to identify relevant “ideal types” 
from existing literature, in order to then explore to what 
extent empirical data can be matched to each ideal type 
(Reay & Jones, 2016, p.446). This provided a systematic 
way of both grounding our analysis in existing logics, in 
addition to aiding judgements about how our data conformed 
to or contradicted those logics identified in the literature. 
The immediate result of this literature review was the identi-
fication of several logics that had potential relevance for our 
analysis, including state, market, compliance, and respon-
sibility logics.

Once we had identified these logics, the next step 
involved coding interview transcripts using Nvivo 12 
software, and through this process the data were themati-
cally categorized to “reveal the existing underlying mean-
ings and thus identify patterns of behaviours and beliefs 
associated with particular logics” (Reay & Jones, 2016, 
p.449). Once this was complete, we conducted the process 
of matching data to the logics we had identified in the 
literature. In other words, we answered the question of 
whether in our data we found evidence of, say, the market 
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logic in the form of practitioners suggesting profit was a 
consideration for how they have acted in addressing mod-
ern slavery. We carried out this process for each logic.

Matching between logics and against data, it became 
evident that the institutions of the market and the state 
were the key sources of the pressures the firms in our sam-
ple are under. These sources, and their associated logics, 
act as normative drivers of behaviour (Nicholls & Huy-
brechts, 2016) and relate, respectively, to the competitive 
conditions within which construction contractors operate, 
and how MSA is intended to function through harness-
ing market forces to bring about a reduction in modern 
slavery. The other logics which were initially identified 
from the literature were ultimately discarded due to their 
overlap with state and market logics. For example, com-
pliance logic was subsumed into both state and market 
logics because both the latter logics contain drivers for 
compliance with MSA, as identified in the findings below. 
This negated the need to include compliance as a separate 
logic. The same applied to other logics identified earlier in 
the process, resulting in the final two of market and state.

Further immersion in the data was undertaken to 
develop an understanding of how the two logics create 
pressures on managers; how these pressures were expe-
rienced; and finally, how the two logics are perceived to 
interact by participants and what this means for how they 
respond to MSA. In this stage of data analysis, we found 
two key dynamics through which the logics interact: com-
plementarity and conflict. As detailed below in our find-
ings after each logic has been introduced and explained, 
the specific ways in which the logics are found by manag-
ers to either complement each other or come into conflict 
directly impacts the decisions managers made.

Findings

This section reveals the extent to which our data match the 
two logics identified in the pattern matching process—the 
market logic and the state logic—as potentially impacting 
responses to the presence of modern slavery in the con-
struction industry. First, we explain how our data match 
each of these logics, and how the pressures which charac-
terize the logics are understood by respondents. We then 
analyse how these logics interact with each other.

Market Logic

In our data, the market logic is, unsurprisingly, present as 
one of the key factors driving decisions made within busi-
nesses in response to MSA. In addition to the pressure to 
operate with low costs in a low-margin sector, the market 

logic comes in three forms: reputational risks; competitor 
behaviour; and client expectations.

First, reputational considerations constitute an impor-
tant element of what motivates firms to respond to MSA. 
We find in our data the suggestion that sufficient awareness 
has been raised of modern slavery that media reporting of 
any on-site incidents has become a concern for large con-
tractors, whether this is national or construction-specific 
media.

I won’t lie, half of it is we just don’t want the bad 
press from it… I know that sounds wrong because 
it should be about doing the right thing and that 
is there, but I’m not gonna fluff it up and pretend 
that there isn’t a commercial reason for doing these 
things. (Participant 12)

Second, competitor behaviour also impacts decision 
around which mitigation measures to adopt or use. Con-
tractors are aware of what their competitors are doing, 
and assume their competitors are paying attention to their 
own actions. As such, there is a motivation to implement 
similar responses to competitors in order not to fall behind, 
but there is also little or no market-based motivation to 
implement more substantial measures than competitors.

It’s difficult to get a competitive advantage probably 
over the tier one main contractors because we’re all 
doing very similar stuff around [modern slavery] and 
we’re all using a very similar supply chain. (Partici-
pant 22)

Third, clients are integral to the market conditions 
through which contractors operate because they establish 
the conditions the latter have to meet in order to bid for 
work. This applies to numerous areas, including modern 
slavery, where certain minimum standards must be met.

You wouldn’t get to play in that big space if you 
didn’t have [modern slavery policies] in place 
because the clients would say “you don’t look as if 
you’ve got enough in place here”. (Participant 19)

These three elements of the market logic demonstrate 
how addressing modern slavery is necessary to avoid repu-
tational damage and secure work, but they also reveal that 
market logic places a limit on actions taken because there 
is little or no advantage to be gained over competitors.

State Logic

We also matched our data against the state logic, which for 
the present context refers not only to the obligations placed 
on firms stemming from MSA, but also normative expec-
tations to act responsibly, which MSA is also designed to 
engender.
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Our data reveal that the state logic is present through 
practitioners identifying MSA as a key catalyst for actions 
that have been taken, both in the sense that there was a new 
legal obligation, but also through the awareness the Act 
raised of the issue.

It’s certainly something we would be more wary of, 
more aware of, than we were prior to that Act and 
probably shows where the government gives it a little 
bit of a push and support then it’s suddenly something 
that’s new, that’s perhaps got a little bit more traction. 
(Participant 5)
Our maturity has grown as part of that regulatory or 
mandatory reporting. The first year of getting to grips 
with reporting was the kind of actually, is this really 
an issue? Modern slavery really exists? And having to 
go through that education phase to waking up to, wow, 
crikey, okay, yeah this could be really quite a big issue. 
(Participant 10)

These comments reveal that, beyond the state’s ability to 
bring about change through legislation, this same mecha-
nism was the starting point for practitioners learning about 
modern slavery. Our data also evidence the normative aspect 
of MSA, with some suggesting their intention is to not only 
comply with the Act by producing a modern slavery state-
ment, but also to make attempts to reduce modern slavery 
risks. As one Ethical Procurement Manager put it:

I'll be honest, we didn't look at this before the Mod-
ern Slavery Act, it is the Modern Slavery Act that, 
that then made us look at it, which is a good thing, 
you know, and, but we very much quickly were like, 
well, we don't just want to kind of comply, i.e., roll an 
average statement out, we want to make sure we kind 
of try and grasp this quite strongly. (Participant 23)

This shows that the legislation has produced changes 
in companies’ awareness, and in some cases encouraged 

a sense of responsibility around modern slavery that goes 
beyond the legal minimum actions MSA demands.

Complementary and Conflicting Logics

We have demonstrated that both market and state logics are 
acknowledged by practitioners in our sample as being key 
drivers for the actions they have put in place in response to 
MSA. However, in order to understand more clearly how 
firms’ responses have been influenced by market and state 
logics, it is necessary to consider how managers view the 
two logics as interacting. In the following section, we argue 
that there are both complementary and conflicting elements. 
How these logics interact, through managers’ understand-
ing and decision making, to produce responses to MSA is 
illustrated in Fig. 1. Where there is conflict between the log-
ics the outcome is inertia, through managers feeling their 
ability to act is constrained. Complementarity, on the other 
hand, can produce two outcomes. First, the coercive legal 
requirement combines with a market-based motivation, such 
as reputational concerns, resulting in firms taking action. 
Second, the combination of the market disincentivising 
actions beyond those legally required and the discretion 
MSA gives firms beyond the legal minimum of publishing 
a modern slavery statement produces a second pathway to 
inertia. The two sections which follow explain and evidence 
these dynamics.

Complementarity

The most immediate point in relation to the logics’ comple-
mentarity is that, as outlined above, market and state logics 
both clearly encourage firms to develop a response to mod-
ern slavery risks. Responding to MSA is viewed as neces-
sary for the business and desirable from an ethical stand-
point. This is a product of the risk of reputational damage, 

Fig. 1   A process model of logic interaction and outcomes
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competitor behaviour, and clients’ requirements within the 
market logic, and the legal obligation and normative pres-
sures understood by our respondents in the state logic. Con-
sequently, it is possible to assert that there is a positive case 
for addressing modern slavery. As one Senior Procurement 
Manager put it.

I think absolutely with regards to the work that you can 
do to, to wheedle [modern slavery] out to prove to your 
client at the end of the day that you're offering them 
a fully secure service that delivers on its corporate 
social responsibility but delivers on the fact that they 
are doing everything they can to preserve their rela-
tionship, their reputation, and ultimately that of the 
client, then it’s a huge selling point. (Participant 17)

In other words, complementarity between the two logics 
is seen in the alignment between both the normative and 
legal aspects of the state logic and the business case for 
doing so within the market logic. Consequently, there is no 
disagreement over the question of whether to comply with 
MSA, and firms often chart their journey in addressing mod-
ern slavery risks from the passing of the Act onwards. There 
is therefore little doubt that complementarity between the 
two logics has produced compliance with MSA.

However, the second area of complementarity between 
the market and state logics effectively places a ceiling on 
how much the alignment between the two logics can achieve. 
This aspect of complementarity is found in the fact that the 
state logic also contains an element of market logic: actions 
beyond compliance with MSA are expected to be brought 
about by market forces, creating a race to the top for trans-
parency and anti-slavery measures. This means responses 
to MSA are discretionary, and in this context the market 
and the state logics can align to produce very little change 
beyond the production and publication of modern slavery 
statements, hence the inertia pathway detailed in Fig. 1. As 
a Supply Chain Director pointed out, managers will seek to 
meet legal obligations, but not go beyond them: “if I'm being 
honest, it's still the case of within our industry of tell us what 
the minimum is and we’ll kind of do that until you force upon 
us to do more” (Participant 14). A key point is that once all 
principal contractors have achieved compliance with MSA, 
they are able to defend against the risk of reputational dam-
age because they can accurately claim to have met their legal 
obligations as well as client requirements, and to have in 
place the same measures as their competitors. As such, those 
pressures are effectively neutralized. A Senior Procurement 
Manager summarized the result of this dynamic for how the 
industry has responded to MSA:

All we’ve created is a cottage industry, creating a 
piece of paper that effectively acknowledges that mod-

ern slavery exists, I’ve ticked the box, I’ve done the 
bare minimum and I’m great thanks. (Participant 17)

Complementarity between the market elements of both 
logics has therefore compelled managers to aim for compli-
ance as a minimum, but it has also placed a ceiling on what 
is likely to be achieved.

Conflict

Despite the complementarity between the two logics leading 
to weak responses, there is nevertheless a remaining conflict 
between the logics due to the normative aspects of the state 
logic placing expectations on managers to address modern 
slavery risks, which comes into conflict with various ele-
ments of the market logic.

One area of conflict is between the expectation and desire 
to address modern slavery risks and the perceived costs of 
implementing more substantive anti-slavery measures. As 
one Social Sustainability Manager put it,

We don’t want to compete on human rights but there is 
a cost to implementing a proper ethical labour sourc-
ing type of strategy or approach with plans that tackle 
every area logically and concisely. (Participant 15)

Consequently, there is a trade-off in managers’ decision 
making which places the normative aspect of the state logic 
against prioritizing competitiveness. A similar point was 
made by a Procurement Leader: “we simply won’t win any 
work because yes, we do the right thing but we're twice as 
expensive as everyone else” (Participant 2). In other words, 
it is recognized that to enact an ethical approach to modern 
slavery where substantial new measures were put in place 
is to actively operate against the logic of profitability. It is 
not only that implementing changes to existing practices is 
viewed as incurring costs; but rather that this may in fact 
harm a company’s position in the market.

From an absolute competitive point of view, to some 
degree [developing further measures to manage mod-
ern slavery risk] gives you a disadvantage because 
you’ve probably got to take on more costs… The more 
risk-averse you are, the more cost you might take on 
compared with a less risk-averse organization. (Par-
ticipant 18)

In other words, other firms that are doing less to address 
modern slavery risks are able to maintain lower costs. The 
view is that these firms are more likely to be awarded work 
on this basis, particularly if those firms are meeting the 
standards clients require.

Another area of conflict between market and state logics 
involves the role clients play in establishing funds available 
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for addressing modern slavery risk, or, more precisely, 
where they do not.

I think it has to come from the client, if you want to do 
it and make money, it's very hard really because, like 
I said, you know, profit does go on collision course 
with some of these other things at times, you know, 
and there's no getting away from that, it absolutely 
does, you know, so when the client wants it, it's easier. 
(Participant 1)

For one Senior Sustainability Manager this conflict 
became quite literal as they attempted to negotiate with a 
client for additional funds in order to more substantially 
address modern slavery risks, but their efforts were rebuffed.

I guess at the minute the consequences aren’t being 
seen as significant enough to put in the up-front 
money… modern slavery you might say it’ll be an 
extra 50 grand, it’s, it’s not, it’s not massive amounts, 
you know, to make sure this doesn’t happen on your 
site. That’s it. That’s just what, we were just asking, but 
[the client’s] saying, “well, you shouldn’t have modern 
slaves on your site anyway, should you?”. It’s like, 
well no but we know it exists, so it’s kind of like, it’s a 
bit of a difficult conversation. (Participant 28)

This not only highlights the key role clients can play in 
making resource available for contractors to tackle issues 
such as modern slavery, but also the different ways in which 
conflict between the two logics can manifest.

Finally, conflict is also found between the market and 
state logics within the state itself, which is both the producer 
of MSA and a client to the construction industry. A Cor-
porate Responsibility Director pointed out the challenge of 
attempting to persuade the Government to move away from 
a low-cost procurement approach:

You'd just be surprised with the leadership approach 
from Government if I'm perfectly honest, that it is 
about price. And we have to try, sometimes quite hard, 
to be able to get them to flex on best value rather than 
lowest price. And where I see a risk in how government 
procure is where they have intermediary organisations 
managing contracts on behalf of Government who are 
incentivized on delivering price. (Participant 10)

In other words, the Government produce modern slavery 
legislation with one hand, and contribute to the challenges 
that contractors face in addressing modern slavery with the 
other.

Discussion

In this article, we offer insights into the competing pressures 
firms come under in responding to modern slavery legisla-
tion and the supply chain risks of modern slavery. Specifi-
cally, we study the conflicting institutional logics within the 
UK construction industry. We find in our data a breadth of 
attitudes to the legislation, from catalyst of awareness to 
the tick box results, to reputational concern, to the desire to 
minimize the risks of slavery on construction sites. Over-
arching these reactions, we find that the market and state 
logics operate in both complementary and conflictual ways. 
Through the complementarity between market aspects of 
both logics, compliance with the legislation is produced, but 
little else. Conflict between the market logic and normative 
expectations created by the state logic has led to an irrecon-
cilable tension between mangers’ desire to act responsibly 
on one hand, and the need to operate profitability and main-
tain competitiveness on the other.

Our study makes three contributions: to the phenome-
nological literature on modern slavery; to theory, in insti-
tutional logics; and to the construction industry literature. 
First, across disciplines the literature on modern slavery 
focusses on the levels of compliance (Stevenson & Cole, 
2018), the determinants thereof (Flynn, 2020), or other 
aspects of disclosure in response to MSA (Schaper & Pol-
lach, 2021). The implied assumption in this theme is that 
compliance with MSA is the goal. Compliance with MSA is 
not the goal. The goal of the law is “to undertake fundamen-
tal steps towards identifying risks in their own supply chains 
and developing suitable and effective due diligence pro-
cesses” (Martin-Ortega & Krupinska, 2018). While Roger-
son et al. (2020) find a focus on compliance and an absence 
of board-level interest stifling public sector efforts to address 
modern slavery, little work has been done to investigate the 
tensions which occur as firms attempt to address modern 
slavery risk. We contribute in this respect by using institu-
tional logics to explain how the various pressures on con-
struction industry managers affect decision making around 
modern slavery.

Our analysis explains, rather than assumes, the key role 
the market plays in shaping responses to modern slavery risk 
and MSA. For example, Flynn (2020) explains the aim of 
compliance as being social legitimacy but does not account 
for the role the market plays in bringing this about. Similarly, 
Gutierrez-Huerter O et al. (2021) discuss the ways in which 
responses to MSA have been framed over time among com-
peting actors, but do not directly address market conditions 
as a factor that explains company responses. In short, our 
study addresses a deficit in the modern slavery literature 
around the key role the market—alongside the state—has 
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played in explaining how companies approach the presence 
of modern slavery.

Through the state logic, and the normative expectations 
it has created through raising awareness, we are also able to 
highlight the role of individuals’ moral motivations in how 
companies develop responses to modern slavery. For exam-
ple, Monciardini et al. (2021) argue that companies resist 
making changes to existing practices through managerial-
izing law to ensure minimal change in business practices. 
We find this to be overly dismissive of individuals’ anti-
slavery commitment. Our findings support the view that it 
is often key individuals that drive forward change. As Carter 
and Jennings (2004, p.154) put it, the “personal values of 
employees have been espoused as one potential precursor 
to ethical behaviour in organizations”. However, the domi-
nance of the market logic over the normative element of the 
state logic shows that managers who are desirous of achiev-
ing change feel powerless to do so when that organizational 
change is viewed as undermining profitability.

Second, we contribute to the institutional logics litera-
ture. In doing so, we introduce logics to the modern slavery 
literature, answering a call from Phung and Crane (2018) to 
advance our understanding of modern slavery in organiza-
tions through perception and interpretation of the underlying 
pressures of organizational action around the phenomenon. 
The literature on institutional logics understandably focusses 
on a market logic (Besharov & Smith, 2014; Dahlmann 
& Grosvold, 2017; Goodrick & Reay, 2011). The market 
logic is often found to compete with other established and 
emerging logics (McLoughlin & Meehan, 2021; Nicholls 
& Huybrechts, 2016). Recently, research has begun to find 
the dynamism of institutional settings has brought about an 
uneasy conciliation between logics (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 
2017; Lounsbury et al., 2021). Beyond the context of mod-
ern slavery, we contribute to the institutional logics literature 
by providing a new way to understand how two logics can 
interact to produce organizational outcomes: simultane-
ously through forms of complementarity and conflict. Our 
model, illustrated in Fig. 1, provides a way to understand 
how pressures produced by logics can develop into specific 
pathways—leading either to action or inertia—for deci-
sion makers, in our context managers. This model could be 
applied to other contexts using the state and market logics, 
or it could be used to explain complementarity and conflict 
found between logics other than market and state.

We might anticipate that legislation which runs counter 
to the market logic might promote such a conciliatory state 
given the centrality of the law to institutional change (DiM-
aggio & Powell, 1983). However, we find that the market 
logic works in harmony with the state logic in one sense (at 
minimum leading to legal compliance) and dominates it in 
another (to subordinate further anti-slavery measures). Prior 
studies have found that state intervention is an important 

factor in altering the interplay between logics (Greenwood 
et al., 2010; Reay & Hinings, 2005). We problematize the 
role of government as counterintuitively key in the develop-
ment of new logics around modern slavery. Extant studies 
generally find that when the state has mandated changes 
to an institutional field, bringing about a logic which con-
tends with the market logic (e.g. Reay & Hinings, 2005), the 
market logic dominates. We find, however, that the state’s 
unwillingness to use its coercive influence runs counter to 
the tenets of institutional theory more generally (DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983) and institutional logics more specifically 
(Greenwood et al., 2010). Not only is the state disinclined 
to back legislation with action, its dual role in our context as 
legislator and as client means that the contradictory roles of 
government as enforcer of law and as consumer undermine 
the conciliation of market and state logics. Logics seen in 
beliefs held by individual managers, which have been found 
elsewhere to dictate socially responsible practices (e.g. 
Wickert et al., 2017) and which we see in our data in the 
state logic, are therefore prevented from developing to real-
istically vie with the market logic.

This raises the question which is not new in discussions 
of modern slavery and MSA, of the efficacy of using market 
mechanisms in attempts to drive better organizational behav-
iour. We provide, from an institutional logics perspective 
and from empirical evidence gathered from firm responses 
to modern slavery, support for prior views questioning the 
state’s use of the market logic (e.g. Harris & Nolan, 2022; 
LeBaron, 2020). The scepticism expressed by LeBaron 
and Rühmkorf (2017: 26) that “the substitution of a vague 
reporting requirement over a more stringent model of public 
governance appears to have undermined MSA’s effectiveness 
in ‘steering’ corporate behaviour” is thus borne out. The 
state’s failure to mobilize its coercive power to change firm 
behaviour has resulted, in the words of one of our respond-
ents, in the creation of little more than a “cottage industry, 
creating a piece of paper that effectively acknowledges that 
modern slavery exists”.

Though we find conciliation, we also identify an irrecon-
cilable conflict between the market logic and aspects of the 
state logic which speak to the desire for action in line with 
the spirit of MSA. While the logics literature maintains that 
competition between logics can be ongoing (e.g. McLough-
lin & Meehan, 2021; Nicholls & Huybrechts, 2016; Reay 
& Hinings, 2009), prior research has taken for granted that 
a logic will dominate, the other(s) becoming subservient. 
But while these other logics remain present, the ‘contest’ is 
‘won’ and settled by the dominant logic. We highlight that 
friction between logics can be continuous where two logics 
cannot be reconciled, at least in some respects, suggesting 
not that one logic becomes subservient but that it can be the 
source of ongoing frustrations.
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Third, we contribute to the literature on the construction 
industry. The power of the market logic illustrates the chal-
lenges even the most ethically minded practitioners face 
in attempting to address modern slavery. The conflict we 
identify between market and state logics prevents adequate 
actions from being taken to mitigate modern slavery risk 
in labour supply. As such, our findings have implications 
for ethical procurement. As Smit et al., (2021, p.9) note, 
“in order to be effective, codes of conduct also need to be 
complemented by purchasing practices which similarly take 
account of human rights”. In other words, bringing about 
changes in procurement are necessary to further reduce mod-
ern slavery risk, but, as our analysis shows, practitioners do 
not believe they have the ability to alter procurement prac-
tices in any substantive or meaningful way without nega-
tively impacting their ability to compete for work.

Our findings and analysis also contradict views held else-
where that bringing about ethical changes to the construction 
industry is likely to occur through the market if clients adopt 
appropriate practices. For instance, Mustow (2006, p.17) 
argues that “ultimately, if property and infrastructure buyers 
and users apply ethical criteria, change will be brought about 
in the long run through market forces”. However, clients are 
not providing additional resource for contractors, but instead 
expect them to enact change within their existing budgets. 
Thus, market conditions are placing constraints on what 
contractors are able to do, rather than empowering them. 
The same point applies to the UK Government when acting 
as a client to the construction industry. It cannot claim to 
be taking modern slavery seriously while it is operating on 
low-cost tender principles, contributing to the challenges 
contractors face in addressing modern slavery risks.

Implications and Conclusions

We know from the literature (Christ & Burritt, 2021; Simp-
son et al., 2021) and from our data that modern slavery is a 
real and increasing risk to organizations. This is particularly 
true of the construction industry (Gutierrez-Huerter O et al., 
2021; Trautrims et al., 2021). Modern slavery continues to 
be seen as a far-off problem buried in supply chains, how-
ever (LeBaron, 2021; Meehan & Pinnington, 2021; Simp-
son et al., 2021). While it is undoubtedly the case that the 
complexity of firm outsourcing arrangements hides modern 
slavery far from where focal firms make decisions (Bhakoo 
& Meshram, 2021), multifaceted risks can also be found 
much closer to home.

Our work focusses on the construction industry’s 
response to the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 and modern 
slavery risks to firms in the industry. Our analysis shows 
that the competing pressures on firms in the industry have 

led to a situation in which economic considerations trump 
responsibility for monitoring and enforcing labour rights 
issues. We therefore develop recommendations for execu-
tives, policymakers, and public sector procurement.

First, executives should come together to work with 
government to create solutions to the problems we high-
light. Solutions will come with costs, but these could be 
hypothecated to prevent underspend by government and 
profiteering in industry and could collectively address the 
issues we raise which are known in the construction indus-
try. While this seems like an obvious step, only one con-
struction company engaged in the public consultation on 
the independent review of MSA in 2018 (Field MP, 2019). 
Additionally, working through industry partnerships could 
contribute towards raising the floor of the minimum actions 
all firms take. In order to counteract the market pressures 
we identify in our analysis, actions need to be industry-
wide rather than specific to individual firms. Efforts have 
been made through industry partnerships, but to date this 
has not been sufficiently cohesive or comprehensive. Sec-
ond, as Martin-Ortega argues (2017, p.515), “public buyers 
are as exposed to risks of encountering offences in supply 
chains as private buyers are. But… while corporations have 
a responsibility to mitigate the risk and prevent human rights 
violations in their supply chain, public buyers’, as organs of 
the state, have heightened obligations in this regard”. If the 
state therefore continues to refuse to use its coercive power 
to enact stronger legislation and enforce higher standards, 
and instead insists upon a market approach, it must improve 
industry performance by leading in demanding action from 
construction contractors and in its own annual reporting. 
The UK government has taken the first step by publishing 
its modern slavery statement in 2020; the next step is to 
implement at least the same procurement standards on mod-
ern slavery as the best performing private sector clients and 
contractors in construction.

Our paper has implications beyond its immediate industry 
context. Understanding the multiple, dynamic institutional 
pressures on organizations, which impact on how manag-
ers understand and react to modern slavery risks, is key 
in developing an appreciation of factors influencing firm 
behaviour, which studies repeatedly find is underwhelming 
across industries on modern slavery. Risks to people work-
ing on-site, rather than in supply chains, have already been 
identified in other industries which rely on manual labour. 
Where profits are slim, state involvement is high, or labour 
is outsourced, our findings demonstrate that a market logic 
can overpower other logics to the detriment of firm account-
ability and, in the case of modern slavery, human wellbe-
ing. This also therefore has consequences for the idea of a 
race to the top for ethical ‘slavery-free’ supply chains, as 
found in government guidance, and comments by advocates 
of MSA such as Theresa May and the first Anti-Slavery 
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Commissioner, Kevin Hyland. In light of our findings and 
analysis, there is no reason to believe the market, which 
presents such significant challenges for addressing modern 
slavery, is also going to liberate those in exploitative work-
ing conditions.

Though our study consists of a wide range of interviews 
with many of the UK’s largest construction firms, further 
research is required to ascertain just how generalizable 
our findings are beyond the context of the UK construc-
tion industry. Scholarly work is therefore required in other 
industries and contexts involving public buyers of manual 
services. Further work is also needed to identify emerging 
best practice in the construction industry in the UK and 
abroad with regard to modern slavery.

Appendix 1

Participant Job title Company 
type

Firm size 
(turnover)

Dura-
tion of 
interview 
(mins)

1 Head of central 
procurement

Infrastructure Medium 52

2 Procurement 
leader

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 61

3 Procurement 
and supply 
chain director

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Medium 38

4 Social value 
manager

Infrastructure Medium 56

5 Group procure-
ment manager

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 72

6 National social 
impact man-
ager

Infrastructure Large 56

7 Social sus-
tainability 
manager

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 56

8 Procurement 
leader

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 45

9 Sustainable 
procurement 
manager

Infrastructure Large 45

10 Corporate 
responsibility 
director

Infrastructure Large 49

11 Director of 
procurement 
and supply 
chain

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 52

12 Head of supply 
chain

Commercial Large 42

Participant Job title Company 
type

Firm size 
(turnover)

Dura-
tion of 
interview 
(mins)

13 Head of pro-
curement

Infrastructure Small 47

14 National supply 
chain director

Commercial Large 46

15 Social sus-
tainability 
manager

Infrastructure 
and build-
ings

Medium 46

16 Head of pro-
curement

Commercial Medium 73

17 Senior procure-
ment manager

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 65

18 Group Procure-
ment Director 

Housing Small 50

19 Group head of 
supply chain

Infrastructure Large 45

20 Senior supply 
chain man-
ager

Infrastructure Large 55

21 Group procure-
ment director

Commercial Large 40

22 Head of 
procurement 
(Europe)

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Medium 46

23 Head of ethical 
and sustain-
able procure-
ment

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 47

24 Responsible 
business 
director

Commercial Large 51

25 Procurement 
director

Infrastructure Small 62

26 Director of 
sustainability 
and procure-
ment

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 41

27 Group com-
mercial & 
compliance 
director

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Small 78

28 Senior sus-
tainability 
manager

Commercial Large 42

29 Head of 
employee 
relations

Infrastructure 
and com-
mercial

Large 58

30 Head of sus-
tainability

Commercial Small 43
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