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1. Executive summary

Employment should be fair and free from exploitation. Despite policy advances and enforcement
efforts, exploitative labour continues to undermine labour standards and individual rights across
multiple sectors in the UK. Drivers of exploitation intersect with structural and individual
vulnerabilities alongside situation factors to create the potential for exploitation. These dynamics
emerge from the complex and constantly evolving nature of exploitation: it is a systemic problem
that spans regulatory, commercial, and social domains, meaning that no single actor holds the
ability or leverage to address it in isolation.

Against this backdrop, this project seeks to build a robust evidence base on the ‘effective
prevention of labour exploitation’. It also aims to cultivate a well-informed, cross sectoral coalition
of stakeholders capable of shaping fairer labour practices. Central to the work of the Fair Work
Agency (FWA), established April 2026, is strengthening the UK's ability to detect and prevent
exploitative labour by deepening understanding of drivers of exploitation, enhancing protection and
detection mechanisms, anticipating emerging threats, risks and identifying opportunities for
positive change.

Report recommendations have been shaped by 3 seminars with participants from government,
academia, non- government organisations (NGOs), business representative organisations and
enforcement bodies on the drivers of exploitation, protection and detection mechanisms and
anticipated future risks in the UK labour market. Each seminar was supported by a ‘briefing note’
which synthesised academic and grey literature' relevant to the topic area. This literature is
summarised in this report. By reviewing the drivers, mechanisms, and potential solutions in the
seminars, the report provides additional evidence to support the UK Labour Market Enforcement
Strategy and supports wider FWA work. The report sets out recommendations for consideration by
the FWA and partners, focused on strengthening analytical capability, improving evidence-led
enforcement, deepening stakeholder engagement, addressing commercial drivers of exploitation,
and shaping responsible use of technology.

This report characterises labour exploitation as a systemic issue. Multi-stakeholder engagement
from government, business, civil society and academia, therefore, is critical for generating
evidence, co-creating knowledge, and developing actionable, contextually informed interventions.
Proactive, risk-based inspections, and cross-sectoral collaboration are suggested to tackle
exploitation before it occurs, addressing gaps in data, resources, and enforcement capacity.

Three key observations emerge from the report. First, the systems nature of exploitation needs to
be addressed through systems approaches to prevention, detection and remediation of
exploitation. This includes identifying where elements in a system might come together to make
exploitation more likely. This report explores the presence of multiple vulnerabilities or several
structural factors that drive exploitation: using the term ‘stacking’ to capture this dynamic. The
report also highlights that exploitation arises for different reasons (for example, deliberately or
through lack of attention to ensuring rights), leading to the idea that there may be a spectrum of
non-compliance. Different remedies will likely be suitable for different parts of a non-compliance
spectrum. The potential for place and sector-based prevention and detection of exploitation was
also noted, drawing from existing experimentation in this area. It was noted that those who seek to
exploit workers are continuously innovating so any approach to address exploitation will not lead
to a permanent resolution. Rather, there needs to be ongoing innovation with data, intervention
and regulatory design keeping pace with changing circumstances. This highlights a need for

' Grey literature in this report refers to articles from selected organisations that are not peer-reviewed journals. This is discussed
further in Annex 1: Methodology for the literature review.



enforcement to be watchful and innovative as well as sharing insights from intervention attempts.
These findings underpin recommendations to strengthen the FWA's analytical and intelligence
capability, and to embed solutions-thinking and prototype testing within coordinated enforcement
activity.

Second, financial considerations featured throughout the discussions, with a perception that costs
of non-compliance with labour standards are low for offenders, while the benefits of decent work
approaches are less well understood. Here, the potential to build common understandings of what
decent work entails and how benefits flow to the whole of society might be timely with the launch
of the FWA. This insight informs recommendations to engage employers, buyers and investors in
addressing upstream commercial pressures, including through responsible procurement, collective
buyer approaches and improved understanding of financial drivers such as ownership structures
and phoenixing.?

Third, the role of technology (especially linked to Al) is an area where further work is needed. It
was noted that technology is driving changes to work practices and that it may have benefits to
bring in detecting and preventing exploitation. How this latter potential might be realised is,
however, uncertain and will require exploration of internal systems and culture. For preventing
exploitation, the report recommends an evidence-led approach to technology and Al, focused on
known risks such as digital recruitment and platform-mediated work, and underpinned by clear
governance and accountability.

Taken together, this report provides an evidence base for understanding and identifying
approaches for remedying labour exploitation. By using cross sector seminars, the project has
developed a distinctive form of evidence to support decent work as well as a community of
practice that is able to collaborate to support Government ambitions in this area. More
engagement with relevant stakeholders is clearly needed to develop and test propositions for
solutions. The recommendations suggest actions and potential areas of work relevant to the FWA,
DBT and delivery partners, with an emphasis on short- to medium-term actions that can inform
wider strategic thinking. Ongoing stakeholder engagement and targeted research are identified as
essential to testing, refining and scaling effective interventions over time.

Table 1: Key definitions

Term Definition Reference
Modern Situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or | Home Office:
slavery leave because of threats, coercion, deception, or abuse Modern Slavery:

of power. Unless otherwise specified, refers to both statutory guidance
for England and

human trafficking and slavery, servitude, and forced or Wales (under s49

compulsory labour. of the Modern
Slavery Act 2015)
and non-statutory

guidance for
Scotland and

Northern Ireland

Labour Unjust or coercive working conditions that violate labour | ILO (2017) Global
exploitation | rights, often linked to forced labour or modern slavery. Estimates of
Modern Slavery

2 UK Government: Phoenix companies and the role of the Insolvency Service, available at: Phoenix companies and the role of the
Insolvency Service - GOV.UK



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe#what-is-modern-slavery
https://www.ilo.org/publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phoenix-companies-and-the-role-of-the-insolvency-service#:~:text=Details.%20Phoenixing%2C%20or%20phoenixism%2C%20are%20terms%20used,to%20evade%20debts%20or%20for%20fraudulent%20purposes.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phoenix-companies-and-the-role-of-the-insolvency-service#:~:text=Details.%20Phoenixing%2C%20or%20phoenixism%2C%20are%20terms%20used,to%20evade%20debts%20or%20for%20fraudulent%20purposes.

Financial

Financial harm is a key component of exploitation for

Contemporary

harms gain or profit, refers to actions or abuses that result in forms of slavery
damage to a person's material interests and standard of | affecting persons
living Including: debt bondage, excessive recruitment belonging to ethnic,
fees, withheld wages, illegal dedication, underpayment, | religious and
non-payment and being charged illegal fees linguistic minority

Obokata, 2022

Exploitation | Exploitation refers to using someone’s vulnerability for | Cognitive
one’s own gain or profit. Including financial, sexual and | impairment and
criminal exploitation. It may also include experiences of | exploitation:
‘modern slavery’ encompassing human trafficking, debt | connecting
bondage, domestic servitude and forced labour. fragments of a

bigger picture
through data
(Abubakar,
Gardner, 2024, p2)

Forced All work or service which is exacted from any person MSPEC, 2025; UK

labour under the menace of any penalty and for which the said | Gvt, 2025a
person has not offered himself voluntarily" Key ASI, 2023; ILO,
indicators include abuse of vulnerability, deception, 2015; MSPEC,
restriction of movement, withholding of wages, debt 2024
bondage, and abusive working conditions.

Vulnerability | Socio-economic or legal factors that increase ILO (2022) Global
susceptibility to labour exploitation, e.g. insecure Estimates of
immigration status. Modern Slavery

Gig Labour market characterised by short-term, on-demand | |ILO (2021) World

economy contracts mediated by digital platforms. Employment and

Social Outlook

Systemic Structural economic or policy factors that create ILO (2014) Profits

drivers conditions for exploitation. and Poverty: The

Economics of
Forced Labour



https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39358202/
https://www.ilo.org/publications/major-publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/publications/major-publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/publications/major-publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/publications/world-employment-and-social-outlook-trends-2021
https://www.ilo.org/publications/world-employment-and-social-outlook-trends-2021
https://www.ilo.org/publications/world-employment-and-social-outlook-trends-2021
https://www.ilo.org/publications/profits-and-poverty-economics-forced-labour-0
https://www.ilo.org/publications/profits-and-poverty-economics-forced-labour-0
https://www.ilo.org/publications/profits-and-poverty-economics-forced-labour-0
https://www.ilo.org/publications/profits-and-poverty-economics-forced-labour-0

2. Content of the project

The Decent Work project has been a collaborative, joint-funded, initiative between the Office of the
Director of Labour Market Enforcement (ODLME)? and Lancaster University’s Pentland Centre for
Sustainability in Business* carried out between October 2025 and March 2026. The project
focuses on the remit and activities that are undertaken by the 3 enforcement bodies: the
Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA)?, HMRC National Minimum Wage (NMW)8, and
the Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate (EAS)’. All 3 of these labour enforcement
functions will continue under the Fair Work Agency (FWA)2 from April 2026.

The project’s focus has been on employment that is fair, secure and free from exploitation. Despite
policy advances and enforcement efforts, exploitative labour practices continue to undermine
labour standards and individual rights across multiple sectors. The drivers of exploitation are
complex, multifaceted and interconnected and can be impacted by structural economic pressures,
unintended consequences of government policy, and heightened or compounded vulnerabilities
among worker groups.

Non-compliance is challenging to detect in many policy spaces. The ODLME strategies highlight
that the evidence on labour non-compliance is both sparse and imperfect. Existing research and
data may not sufficiently address the evolving nature of labour exploitation, especially in higher
risk sectors. There is a lack of comprehensive, up-to-date evidence on the drivers, mechanisms,
and effective prevention strategies against labour exploitation. Academic literature can often focus
more on the serious end of labour non-compliance, whereas for the remit of the ODLME, it covers
a wider spectrum of non-compliance (see figure 1below), including instances that fall below the
threshold of modern slavery and harms that are not limited to but include: non-payment of national
minimum wage and lack of Key Information Documents for agency workers.

3 UK Government: Office for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2025 to 2026: available at: Labour Market
Enforcement Strategy 2025 to 2026 - GOV.UK

4 Lancaster University: The Penland Centre for Sustainability in Business, available at: Pentland Centre - Lancaster University

5 Gangmaster and Labour Abuse Authority: Who we are, available at: Who we are - GLAA

6 UK Government: National Minimum Wage and National Living Wage rates, available at: National Minimum Wage and National
Living Wage rates - GOV.UK

7 UK Government: Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate, about us, available at: About us - Employment Agency Standards
Inspectorate - GOV.UK

8 UK Government: The Fair Work Agency, organisations, available at: Fair Work Agency - GOV.UK



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/labour-market-enforcement-strategy-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/labour-market-enforcement-strategy-2025-to-2026
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/pentland/
https://www.gla.gov.uk/who-we-are
https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates
https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/employment-agency-standards-inspectorate/about
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/employment-agency-standards-inspectorate/about
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/fair-work-agency

Figure 1: Spectrum of non-compliance falling within the remit of the Director of Labour Market
Enforcement

GLAA - LAPO remit

| GLAA licensing remit |

| HMRC NMW/NLW | Police |
| EAS | | National Crime Agency |
Exploitation Severe labour abuse,
including modern
slavery

Compliant Negligent Collusion ‘

>
Increasing seriousness of breaches

*Low-paid retail staff have the **As part of an arrangement with the “**\Workers receive very low

cost of their uniforms employer, warehouse workers accept rates of pay and work in poor
unlawfully deducted from their pay below the national minimum conditions, but are too afraid

pay, bringing them below the wage, but claim to work fewer hours to leave due to lack of

naticnal minimum wage. than they actually do in order to still alternative or credible threats

claim state welfare benefits. of violence.

Source: United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement Strateqy 2022/23 — March 2023

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the spectrum of non-compliance falling within the remit
of the Director of Labour Market Enforcement and provides 3 examples of increasingly serious
breaches of non-compliance. Starting from the least serious, Example 1: low paid retail staff
having their uniforms unlawfully deducted from their pay, bringing them below the NMW. Example
2 as part of an arrangement with the employer, warehouse workers accept pay below the NMW
but claim to work fewer hours than they do to still claim state welfare benefits. Example 3: Workers
receive very low pay and work in poor conditions but are too afraid to leave due to a lack
alternative or credible threats of violence.

Sectors identified as being high-risk, such as construction, social care, and the gig economy, are
particularly susceptible to these factors. Workers within these sectors often experience precarious
conditions, systemic barriers to redress, issues faced primarily by migrant workers (i.e. visa
regimes) and differences depending on if the individual is self-employed (with limited access to
rights), or an employee or worker, making the challenge inherently cross-sectoral.

While evidence often concentrates on remediation and detection after exploitation has occurred,
this project places prevention at the forefront of the analysis. Prevention necessitates a deeper
understanding of the underlying drivers of exploitation, changing government policy, the
strengthening of early-warning mechanisms, and fostering cooperation across civil society,
businesses, and regulatory bodies.

The focus on prevention is timely given emerging trends, including digital labour platforms,
demographic shifts, and regulatory uncertainty post-Brexit. Anticipating these changes will be key
for designing resilient and responsive interventions.

Against this backdrop, the project seeks to build a robust, up to date evidence base on the factors
behind exploitation and to discuss requirements for the ‘effective prevention of labour exploitation’.
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It also aims to cultivate a well-informed, cross sectoral coalition capable of shaping fairer labour
practices and contributing to a coherent, forward looking future strategy for the UK’s evolving
FWA. Central to this ambition is strengthening the UK’s ability to detect and prevent exploitative
labour by deepening understanding of exploitation drivers, enhancing protection and detection
mechanisms, and anticipating emerging threats, risks and opportunities for positive change.

The project’s objectives were threefold:

1. to establish an evidence base capturing current knowledge on the drivers, mechanisms and
prevention of labour exploitation across high-risk sectors.

2. to build and mobilise a cross sectoral community of practice, spanning government,
academia, NGOs, Business Representative Organisations (BROs)® and Enforcement
Bodies (EBs) that can generate shared insights and inform better labour market
policymaking by minimizing unintended consequences.

3. to build on the UK Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2025 to 2026, published by the
Director of Labour Market Enforcement, with actionable recommendations which can
contribute to the FWA's first full statutory enforcement strategy (to be published April 2027).

To address the project objectives, a structured series of 3 seminars were undertaken with experts
from government, academia, NGOs, BROs, unions and enforcement bodies.'® The seminar series
ensured a commitment to co-creation and collaboration, aiming to align understanding and
generate shared ownership of practical solutions among key stakeholders from government,
academia, industry, and civil society.

2.1. The problem setting

Labour exploitation can be driven by a variety of factors including the nature of the work itself,
economic precarity of employing businesses, labour market dynamics, enforcement coverage,
immigration status and the ability of workers to exercise agency over their work. This means that
interventions to address labour exploitation will require attention to all these aspects.

As such, labour exploitation is a complex or 'wicked problem’ without an easy definition or
resolution of the problem, but where prompt action is required’!. Systems thinking is an essential
framework for addressing the 'wicked problem’. System thinking emphasises that labour
exploitation must be understood as coming from, and being reinforced by, complex and dynamic
systems which change and adapt over time. The complexity arises from a diversity of agents, and
multiple interactions and interdependencies which drive outcomes.

Drivers of labour exploitation are shaped by agents for whom their behaviour ‘makes sense’ and
has ‘fitness’ for their purpose. For instance, a ‘poor’ employer will have a rationale for why they are
doing what they are doing, and workers accept non-compliant work due to the lack of or fear of
alternatives.

9 Business Representative Organisations are organisations that represent businesses, including trade associations/industry bodies,
employer associations, business membership organisations, sector councils or alliances.

0 There were limitations to the number of individuals that were able to be hosted in the room, with only one attendee from each
organisation.

" Stony Brook University: Language of ‘wickedness’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973), available at: What's a Wicked Problem? | Wicked
Problem, is often used in the context of these social problems.



https://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/wicked-problem/about/What-is-a-wicked-problem#:~:text=As%20described%20by%20Rittel%20and,false%2C%20only%20good%20or%20bad.
https://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/wicked-problem/about/What-is-a-wicked-problem#:~:text=As%20described%20by%20Rittel%20and,false%2C%20only%20good%20or%20bad.

Systems do not ‘stand still’, rather they adapt as interventions are made. Interventions also create
feedback loops that amplify or dampen outcomes. For example, a geographic or place-based
intervention to support and reward ‘good’ employers may have a positive effect on employment
conditions for all workers in a place thereby dampening wider systems risks.

To deal with the systems thinking and address labour exploitation, there is a need to draw from
both contributory expertise (specialist subject experts with conceptual or practice-based
knowledge) and interactional expertise (action or process-based knowledge).
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3. Methods and approach

This chapter describes the approach used to address the underlying problem setting in section 2.1
to support the understanding of labour exploitation and developing propositions for a systems
thinking approach.

Labour exploitation is a systemic and adaptive problem that spans regulatory, commercial, and
social domains, meaning that no single actor holds sufficient knowledge, authority, or leverage to
address it in isolation. The literature (section 4) demonstrates that bringing stakeholders together
for seminars, workshops, and communities of practice are effective mechanisms for knowledge
exchange, consensus building, and continuous improvement which are essential to the project’s
aims. This project has utilised seminars with various stakeholders to inform its work and share
knowledge, since tackling labour exploitation requires a ‘whole-of-society’ approach (ILO, 2022)?,
as no single government body or business can address these complex issues alone. A holistic
response therefore depends on coordinated action across government, employers, businesses,
NGQOs, civil society, and trade unions (Obokata, 2022)"3.

Multi-stakeholder engagement enabled the integration of complementary forms of expertise. By
creating structured spaces for dialogue, co-creation, and knowledge exchange, the project
strengthened evidence quality, enhanced policy relevance, and supported more coordinated and
credible responses to exploitation.

3.1. Literature review methods

The literature review has been aligned with the principles of a Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA)
to capture the evidence base, introducing a systematic approach. The systematic approach
included a search strategy, data collection, quality assessment and the synthesis of the findings in
the form of the literature review.

The literature review employs a multi-strand approach to identify literature on modern slavery and
labour exploitation in the UK. The strategy integrates:

e stakeholder and author mapping: Identifies key experts from the seminars (participants of
the seminars) and collects their outputs using Google Scholar and institutional repositories.

e systematic literature review: Uses structured keyword searches with Boolean operators
across databases (Scopus, Google Scholar), applying inclusion and exclusion criteria (for
example, UK focus, recent publications).

e grey literature mapping: reports, policy papers, and NGO documents from relevant
organisations, using snowballing to expand the search.

e snowball methodology: reviews references within collected literature to locate additional
sources.

Each strand is designed to maximise coverage and relevance, with clear documentation of search
terms, databases, and the number of sources identified and retained.

2 International Labour Organisation: Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage, available at: Global
Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage | International Labour Organization

13 University of York: Obokata, T. (Human Rights Council: UN General Assembly) (2022). Contemporary forms of slavery affecting
persons belonging to ethnic, religious and linguistic minority communities, available at:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/92240897 .pdf
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https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/g2240897.pdf

Further detail on the systematic approach is available in Annex 1: Methodology for the literature
review.

3.2.Seminar methods

The seminar topics were aligned to those of the literature review so that they could be explored
and refined in the seminars. In this way we clearly presented the boundaries of the problem to be
discussed, ensuring a depth of understanding could be reached.

The aim of the seminars was to develop a community of academics, practitioners, and policy
makers to contribute to understanding how labour exploitation can be addressed. A list of
stakeholders represented at the seminars is given in table 2.

Table 2 Seminar Participants

Academic institutions Government bodies Civil society bodies
e Lancaster University e Department for Business | ¢ Citizens Advice
e The Work Foundation and Trade e Causeway Charitable
e University of Leicester e Department for the Services
e University College Economy (Northern e Ethical Trading Initiative
London Ireland) e Focus on Labour
e University of Manchester | ¢ Employment Agency Exploitation (FLEX)
e University of Nottingham Standards Inspectorate | ¢  Modern Slavery and
e Fair Work Convention Human Rights Policy
Secretariat (Scottish and Evidence Centre
Government) e Resolution Foundation
e Gangmasters and e Stronger Together
Labour Abuse Authority e Trades Union Congress
e HM Revenue and e UNISON
Customs e Worker Support Centre

¢ HMRC National
Minimum Wage
Enforcement Team

¢ Home Office

e Independent Anti-
Slavery Commissioner

e Office of the Director of
Labour Market
Enforcement

e Welsh Government

e Advisory, Conciliation
and Arbitration Service
(Acas)
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Seminar design was underpinned by the Quadruple Helix for Innovation approach (Carayannis
and Campbell, 2010;' Leydesdorff, 2012;'> McAdam and Debackere, 2018'6)'7, a collaborative
framework where government, industry, academia, and civil society work together to foster
innovation and address complex challenges.'®

Figure 2: A visual representation of the quadruple helix of innovation'®

Academia

-
‘*\

Source: Lindberg, M., Lindgren, M. & Packendorff, J. (2014) Quadruple Helix as a way to bridge the gender gap in
entrepreneurship: the case of an innovation system project in the Baltic Sea region. Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 5(1), 94-
113, available at: Lindberg Lindgren Packendorff JKEC 2012.pdf

The key principles of this Figure 2: A visual representation of the quadruple helix of innovation
include:

Collaboration: the model is based on active, two-way collaboration across sectors, supported
through seminars, consultations, workshops, roundtables, alliance groups, and communities of
practice. These forums enable practitioners, policymakers, enforcement bodies, civil society, and
industry to share intelligence, align problem definitions, and develop coordinated responses to

4Carayannis, E. G. & Campbell, D. F. (2010) Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix and Quintuple Helix and how do knowledge, innovation
and the environment relate to each other? a proposed framework for a trans-disciplinary analysis of sustainable development and
social ecology. International Journal of Social Ecology and Sustainable Development (IJSESD), 1(1), 41-69. Available at: Triple-
helix-Quadruple-helix.pdf

15 Leydesdorff, L. (2012) The triple helix, quadruple helix, and an N-tuple of helices: explanatory models for analyzing the
knowledge-based economy? Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 3(1), 25-35. Available at: The Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix, ...,
and an N-Tuple of Helices: Explanatory Models for Analyzing the Knowledge-Based Economy? | Journal of the Knowledge
Economy | Springer Nature Link

6 McAdam, M. and Debackere, K. (2018), Beyond ‘triple helix’ toward ‘quadruple helix'’ models in regional innovation systems:
implications for theory and practice. R&D Management, 48: 3-6. Available at: Beyond ‘triple helix’ toward ‘quadruple helix’ models in
regional innovation systems: implications for theory and practice - McAdam - 2018 - R&D Management - Wiley Online Library

7 UN Sustainable Development Goals, academic Paper: Triple Helix or Quadruple Helix: Which Model of Innovation to Choose for
Empirical Studies?, available at: Triple Helix or Quadruple Helix: Which Model of Innovation to Choose for Empirical Studies? |
Minerva | Springer Nature Link

8 This model extends the Triple Helix model (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000) to emphasize the dynamic and interdependent
relationships between key stakeholders and to include civil society. Civil society inclusion makes sure that innovation processes are
responsive to societal needs and grounded in lived experience, rather than being driven solely by institutional or economic
priorities.

19 Lindberg, M., Lindgren, M. & Packendorff, J. (2014): Quadruple Helix as a way to bridge the gender gap in entrepreneurship: the
case of an innovation system project in the Baltic Sea region. Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 5(1), 94-113, available at:

Lindberg Lindgren Packendorff JKEC 2012.pdf
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https://media1.lindgren-packendorff.com/2017/01/Lindberg_Lindgren_Packendorff_JKEC_2012.pdf

labour-market non-compliance and modern slavery (Trautrims, 2020;2° New & Cranmer, 2012;"
Cockbain, 2025%2).

Inclusivity: engagement deliberately incorporates civil society perspectives, or those who can
represent them, alongside worker evidence to ensure solutions respond to societal needs and
lived experience. Inclusive participation strengthens the legitimacy of findings, complements
worker level data, and helps situate research within real world policy and operational contexts
(Cockbain, 2019;2 Benstead, 202124).

Complex Problem Solving: the approach is well suited to addressing complex or ‘wicked’ problems
by combining expertise from multiple actors and data sources. Bringing together diverse
stakeholders enables deeper analysis, triangulation, and rapid synthesis of insights on emergent
or time sensitive issues, supporting timely and strategically relevant policy input (Cockbain, 2019;
Benstead, 2021;2* Trautrims, 2020;2° Ahlberg et al., 20222%).

Cocreation: the framework promotes cocreation throughout the research and policy cycle, from
problem framing to implementation. Workshops and seminars support knowledge exchange,
validation of emerging findings, and critical reflection, while communities of practice build
capability, support innovation, and encourage consistent responses across sectors (Trautrims,
2020;2 Ahlberg et al., 2022;25 Brown et al., 2024%).

3.2.1 Seminar design and delivery

The seminar approach was built around the general principles of the quadruple helix for innovation
approach and to go alongside the desk-based evidence review. These sessions were mostly in-
person events aimed at creating familiarity and trust between participants so that open, honest,
and productive discussions could happen.

The seminars were held within a relatively tight timeframe which reflects the project deadlines.
However, having the seminars in quick succession encouraged the development of good working
relationships between participants. This allowed the conversations to develop naturally and for the
conversations to have more depth and nuance throughout the duration of the activity. Seminars

20 Nottingham University: Trautrims, A., Schleper, M.C., Cakir, M.S. and Gold, S. (2020). Survival at the expense of the weakest?
Managing modern slavery risks in supply chains during COVID-19. Journal of Risk Research, [online] 23(7-8), pp.1-6, available at:
trautrims-et-al-managing-modern-slavery-risks-in-supply-chains-during-covid-19.pdf

21 University of Oxford, Said Business School: Cranmer, L & New, S, (2012). Managing Supply Chain Risk: Reputational — Ethical —
Environmental. Legal Said Business School WP 2018-04, Available

at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2678065 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2678065

22 University of College London: Cockbain, E., & Sidebottom, A. (2025). War, displacement, and human trafficking and exploitation:
Findings from an evidence-gathering roundtable in response to the war in Ukraine. Journal of Human Trafficking, 11(3), 258-286,
available at: War, Displacement, and Human Trafficking and Exploitation: Findings from an evidence-gathering Round

28UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pésch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

24 University of Manchester: Benstead, A. V., Hendry, L. C., & Stevenson, M. (2021). Detecting and remediating modern slavery in
supply chains: a targeted audit approach. Production Planning & Control, 32(13), 1136-1157, available at: Detecting and
remediating modern slavery in supply chains: a targeted audit approach - Research Explorer The University of Manchester
25Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes Turnpenny
(2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The vulnerability of paid
migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

26 Brown, J. Hughs, A. Rosey, H. Trautrims, A. Mahmood, B. Trueba, M (2024). Reducing Modern Slavery in the Health Sector’s
Supply Chains for Personal Protective Equipment: Stakeholder Engagement Report, available at: reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-
health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

14


https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/academic-publications/2020/trautrims-et-al-managing-modern-slavery-risks-in-supply-chains-during-covid-19.pdf
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2678065
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2678065
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10157362/1/Cockbain%20and%20Sidebottom%202022%20War%20Displacement%20and%20Human%20Trafficking%20and%20Exploitation.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5d1dd86eed915d0bbd973ea0/How_can_the_scale_and_nature_of_labour_market_non-compliance_in_the_UK_best_be_assessed_July_2019.pdf
https://research.manchester.ac.uk/en/publications/detecting-and-remediating-modern-slavery-in-supply-chains-a-targe/
https://research.manchester.ac.uk/en/publications/detecting-and-remediating-modern-slavery-in-supply-chains-a-targe/
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2022/july/the-vulnerability-of-paid-migrant-live-in-care-workers-in-london-to-modern-slavery.pdf
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2022/july/the-vulnerability-of-paid-migrant-live-in-care-workers-in-london-to-modern-slavery.pdf
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2024/december/reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2024/december/reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

included opportunities for attendees to engage informally, as well as multiple round tables and
whole group discussions.

The seminar design included a ‘keynote listener’ in the form of the Director of the Pentland Centre
for Sustainability in Business. A ‘keynote listener’ supports events by listening rather than
presenting. They are an expert in the subject area who listens across discussions to identify
shared themes and areas where views differ. Highlighting disagreement is an important part of the

role. In complex policy areas, agreement is not always possible, and trying to force consensus can
limit the range of views heard.

The keynote listener also brings in wider insight from outside individual discussions. This helps to
draw together learning and support shared understanding across participants. The approach is
based on appreciative inquiry, focusing on what is working well and on what participants can build
together in the future. The seminar preparation, structure and outlines can be found in Annex 2:
Decent work frameworks summary.
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4. The UK labour market enforcement landscape

4 1. Introduction

The academic and grey literature often presents the UK'’s labour market enforcement system as
fragmented and reactive, (Cockbain, 2019;?” Posch et al., 2024;28 FLEX, 2017;2° Scottish
Government, 2025%°). Redress for workplace non-compliance is possible via two broad routes:

. individual workers asserting their rights through Employment Tribunals (ET), or
. via state enforcement in areas such minimum wage and health and safety

The former relies on individuals raising a complaint and pursuing this themselves through Acas
and, potentially, an ET. Individual complaints are also a significant feature of state enforcement,
but the state also carries out intelligence-led targeted enforcement. This latter approach helps
overcome limitations of individual rights enforcement, particularly for protecting the most
vulnerable workers (FLEX, 2017;3" Scottish Government, 20253%2). The literature highlights that
individual workers can also face significant barriers to both reporting exploitation and seeking
remedy, including litigation costs, reduced access to legal advice, fear of retaliation, and limited
awareness of rights. Barriers to reporting exploitation can mean complaints data may be an
unreliable indicator of true violation levels (Cockbain, 201933).

The introduction of the FWA in April 2026 is seen as a significant step to reducing some of the
complexity and fragmentation in state enforcement by bringing together 3 labour market
enforcement bodies (please see Section 4.3: for the description of the enforcement bodies). This
should also ‘improve efficiency by ensuring there is one leadership team to oversee work in line
with a unified strategy’ (Gov.uk, 202534).

27 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

28 UK Government: Posch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

29 FLEX (2017). Risky Business: Tackling Exploitation in The Uk Labour Market. Available at: Risky-Business_Tackling-
Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market_0.pdf

30 Scottish Government (2025), Preventing Labour Exploitation: Evidence Summary: Available at: Preventing Labour Exploitation:
Evidence Summary

31 Focus on Labour Exploitation (2017): Risky Business: Tackling Exploitation in The Uk Labour Market. Available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market 0.pdf

32 Scottish Government (2025), Preventing Labour Exploitation: Evidence Summary: Available at: Preventing Labour Exploitation:
Evidence Summary

33 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

34 Gov.uk (2025). Employment Rights Bill: factsheets: Factsheet: The Fair Work Agency. Available at: Employment Rights Act
2025: the Fair Work Agency factsheet

16


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5d1dd86eed915d0bbd973ea0/How_can_the_scale_and_nature_of_labour_market_non-compliance_in_the_UK_best_be_assessed_July_2019.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessment-of-the-scale-and-nature-of-labour-market-non-compliance-in-the-uk-interim-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessment-of-the-scale-and-nature-of-labour-market-non-compliance-in-the-uk-interim-report
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business_Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market_0.pdf
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business_Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market_0.pdf
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business_Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market_0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5d1dd86eed915d0bbd973ea0/How_can_the_scale_and_nature_of_labour_market_non-compliance_in_the_UK_best_be_assessed_July_2019.pdf

4.2.Labour market enforcement spectrum

Adverse labour experiences are suggested by the literature to exist on a continuum or spectrum
(Cockbain et al, 2019;3 Posch et al, 2024;% MSPEC, 2025;%" see also Figure 1 above).

The continuum spans from lower-level non-compliance (such as minor minimum wage
underpayments) through to more serious and potentially harmful labour exploitation (such as
forced or coercive labour). Research shows that unaddressed minor breaches can entrench
precarity and increase the likelihood of serious abuse (MSPEC, 2025%7), while structural factors
such as immigration policy design, weak enforcement, and gaps in employment rights further
heighten vulnerability across this continuum (Mantouvalou, 2018;%8 FLEX, 202439). This can
ultimately culminate in severe exploitation, including modern slavery and human trafficking
(Cockbain et al, 2019;%° FLEX, 2024;3° Posch et al, 2024; MSPEC, 2025%).

Where the line is drawn between actions deemed less serious to exploitation and modern slavery
can often be unclear, context-dependent, and subject to debate. In and of themselves, low pay,
irregular payments, or poor working conditions do not meet the legal threshold for forced labour.

4.3. Overview of UK Labour Market Enforcement Agencies

The UK has a number of public organisations responsible for enforcing labour market rights
(please see Box 1: The UK labour market enforcement agencies). Oversight of specific agencies
is spread across multiple government departments and, furthermore, the geographic remit can
vary across the UK.

Of these, 3 are overseen (at least until April 2026) by the Office for the Director of Labour Market
Enforcement (ODLME):

e HMRC National Minimum Wage Enforcement®
e Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA)®
e Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate (EAS)’

In contrast to many other countries, responsibility for health and safety is separate to core state-
led labour rights enforcement.

35 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

36 UK Government: Pdsch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

37 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

38 University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2018). The UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 Three Years On. The Modern Law
Review, 81(6), pp.1017—1045, available at: The UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 Three Years On - The Modern Law Review : The
Modern Law Review

39 Focus on Labour Exploitation FLEX (2024). ‘So | decided to carry on...”: The continuum of exploitation in practice. available at:
The-continuum-of-exploitation-report-2024-.pdf
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Figure 3: responsibility for enforcing labour market rights in spread across several governments
departments, England/Wales/GB/UK as of March 202340

Department Department
Ef' 'Eauf mz:: fg:;{lja L#;Tjeebb Home Office Catinet Lt el LS ET[I.; L::EE:ES
and Trade HM Revenue R Pensions and

& Customs Communities

Mational
Minirmum
Wage unit

Local
authorities

Authority

Source: Enforce for Good, Resolution Foundation

Figure 3 is a visual representation of the responsibility or enforcing labour market rights spread
across the departments. The blue boxes along the top are government departments covering the
Department for Business and Trade, HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC), Home Office, Cabinet
Office, Department for Work and Pensions and Minister for Levelling Up, Housing and
Communities. Red boxes along the bottom are Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate
(EAS), National Minimum Wage (NMW), Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA),
Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), Health and Safety Executive (HSE), The
Pensions Regulator, local authorities. EHRC, HSE, EAS are GB only but have direct counterparts
in Northern Ireland; GLAA covers England and Wales only with respect to modern slavery and the
UK for the Gangmasters licensing all other bodies cover all of UK.

Box 1: The UK labour market enforcement agencies*'

In the UK, labour market rights are enforced by a number of specialist bodies, alongside local
authorities. These organisations have distinct remits covering pay, employment intermediaries,
labour exploitation, pensions, health and safety, and equality law. Together, they form the core
institutional framework for labour market enforcement.

National Minimum Wage (HMRC): HM Revenue & Customs enforces National Minimum Wage
and National Living Wage legislation on behalf of the Department for Business and Trade (DBT).
HMRC investigates complaints, undertakes proactive compliance activity, issues notices of
underpayment and financial penalties, and recovers arrears for workers. DBT operates the
National Minimum Wage Naming Scheme. From April 2026, enforcement is expected to transfer
to the Fair Work Agency*.

40 Resolution Foundation: Enforce for Good, available at: Enforce-for-good.pdf

41 Largely based on work from Resolution Foundation: Enforce for Good, available at: Enforce-for-good.pdf

42 UK Government: National Minimum Wage: policy on enforcement, prosecutions and naming employers who break National
Minimum Wage law, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/enforcing-national-minimum-wage-law/national-
minimum-wage-policy-on-enforcement-prosecutions-and-naming-employers-who-break-national-minimum-wage-law;
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/employment-changes/employers/fair-work-agency/
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Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate (EAS): The Employment Agency Standards
Inspectorate, part of DBT, regulates employment agencies and employment businesses in Great
Britain. It enforces the Employment Agencies Act 1973 and the Conduct of Employment
Agencies and Employment Businesses Regulations 2003, protecting the rights of agency
workers.*3

Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA): The Gangmasters and Labour Abuse
Authority licenses labour providers operating in high-risk sectors and investigates labour
exploitation, including forced labour, trafficking and modern slavery in England and Wales. From
April 2026, its functions will be brought within the Fair Work Agency.*4

The Pensions Regulator (TPR): The Pensions Regulator ensures employer compliance with
automatic enrolment duties and other workplace pension obligations, with powers to issue
compliance notices, unpaid contribution notices and financial penalties. It is sponsored by the
Department for Work and Pensions.*®

Health and Safety Executive (HSE): The Health and Safety Executive is Great Britain’s
national regulator for workplace health and safety, enforcing the law in higher-risk workplaces.
Local authorities regulate lower-risk workplaces such as shops, offices and hospitality venues.
In Northern Ireland, these functions are carried out by the Health and Safety Executive for
Northern Ireland.46:47

Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC): The Equality and Human Rights
Commission enforces equality and anti-discrimination law, including the Equality Act 2010. It has
powers to investigate, issue unlawful act notices, require action plans, and enter into legally
binding agreements with organisations. In Northern Ireland, these functions are carried out by
the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland.484°

Source: Enforce for Good, Resolution Foundation

In addition to these, there are a number of other state enforcement bodies whose work is highly
relevant to the operation of the labour market:

e Police and National Crime Agency (NCA): Address the most severe exploitation, including
modern slavery (Cockbain, 2019%).

e Immigration Enforcement (Home Office): responsible for preventing abuse of the
immigration system, increasing compliance with immigration law (including bearing down on
illegal working), pursuing immigration offenders and protecting the vulnerable

e UK Visas and Immigration (Home Office): responsible for determining who has the right to
visit or stay or in the country®', including migration for work

43 UK Government: Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate, available at: Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate -
GOV.UK

44 Gangmasters & Labour Abuse Authority: available at: GLAA

45 The Pensions Regulator (TPR): available at Regulatory and enforcement policies

46 UK Government: Health and Safety Executive, available at: Health and Safety Executive - GOV.UK

47 Health and Safety Executive: available at: HSE - Enforcement policy statement

48 UK Government: Equality and Human Rights Commission: available at: Equality and Human Rights Commission - GOV.UK

49 Equality and Human Rights Commission: available at: Our enforcement powers | EHRC

50 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pésch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

51 UK Government: UK Visa and Immigration: available at: UK Visas and Immigration - GOV.UK
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4.4. Recent policy developments

The Employment Rights Act (ERA) 2025 achieved Royal Assent on 18" December 2025. The
ERA 2025 aims to ‘Make Work Pay’ by directly addressing atypical work and good work principles
(UK Govt, 2025b52).

Key aspects include:

Fair Work Agency (FWA): the ERA 2025 lays the foundation for the creation of the FWA
(UK Gvt, 2025b5%3). The FWA will bring together the functions of the 3 current enforcement
bodies: the EAS, the GLAA, and HMRC National Minimum Wage (NMW). It will also in time
take on responsibility for upholding additional rights such as holiday pay and statutory sick
pay. FWA officers will have new powers to be able to investigate cases where exploitation
does not meet the high legal threshold for modern slavery but may be considered under
Section 4 of the Fraud Act 2006 (for example, misrepresenting terms and pay to cause
financial loss to workers). The FWA will also have the power to bring proceedings to an
employment tribunal against employers. The FWA is an executive agency of the
Department for Business and Trade. There will be one leadership team and a single,
unified 3-year enforcement strategy. There will also be a new tri-partite Advisory Board
composed of representatives for businesses, trade unions, and independent experts which
will have to be consulted on these strategies

ending exploitative contracts: introducing rights to reasonable notice of shifts, guaranteed
hours, and compensation for short-notice cancellation, effectively ending exploitative zero-
hours contracts. Agency workers will also gain access to contracts reflecting the hours they
regularly work (UK Gvt, 2025b%°)

worker rights: Strengthening collective redundancy rights; extending family leave rights
(paternity and unpaid parental leave) to be available from Day 1 of employment; and
making flexible working the default (UK Gvt, 2025b%)

regulation of intermediaries: Defining umbrella companies to allow for their regulation and
bringing them within the scope of the Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate (EAS)
(and subsequently, the FWA) (UK Govt, 2025b%)

fair pay and procurement: introducing a fair pay agreement in adult social care and re-
introducing the two-tier code on procurement to ensure outsourced employees receive
terms and conditions broadly equivalent to those of public sector employees (UK Gowt,
2025b%).

52 UK Government: Make Work Pay, available at: Make Work Pay - GOV.UK
53 UK Government: Make Work Pay, available at: Make Work Pay - GOV.UK
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5. Literature review

5.1. Introduction

The literature review examined published analysis of ‘decent work’ and ‘fair work’ concepts, the
labour market enforcement landscape, frameworks in labour market enforcement (see Annex 2:
Decent work frameworks summary), key drivers and root causes of exploitation and insecurity,
effective prevention and detection and potential threats opportunities.

This literature review synthesises existing academic, policy, and NGO literature to examine the
drivers and mechanisms of labour exploitation, with a focus on high-risk sectors. This focus aligns
with the Office for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement’s risk model which focuses on
sectors with the highest risk of harm to workers. It also draws on evidence relating to governance,
enforcement, and multi-stakeholder collaboration to outline the need for the project’s focus on
cross-sectoral and multi-stakeholder information development.

Existing literature points to persistent vulnerabilities within the UK labour market, which are driven
by intersecting factors, including: insecure employment models, dependency on migration,
complex subcontracting chains, and significant enforcement gaps (House of Commons, 2025b)%4.

5.2.Decent work and fair work concepts

For the purposes of this report, the terms ‘decent work’, ‘good work’ and ‘fair work’ are used
interchangeably. However, we recognise that there are differences in these terms. Box 2:
Summary of terms ‘decent work’ ‘good work’ and ‘fair work’ provides a high-level summary. A
summary of frameworks that apply to these terms in the UK are given in Annex 2: Decent work
frameworks summary.

It is recognised the terms of decent, good and fair work are wide ranging. Our interest in this
project and report is around those specific elements that relate to labour exploitation.

54 House of Commons: Atypical workers in the gig economy, 2024, Partrick Brione, available at: Atypical workers in the gig
economy
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Box 2: Summary of terms ‘decent work’ ‘good work’ and ‘fair work’

The terms decent work, good work, and fair work are often used interchangeably, but
they have developed in different policy contexts.

« decent work is an international concept developed by the International Labour
Organisation and is used as a global reference point for job quality, labour
standards, and workers’ rights

e good work is primarily used in UK policy to describe job quality within the national
labour market, particularly following the Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices

« fair work is used in Scotland to reflect a devolved, place-based approach to
improving work quality, aligned with the policy levers available to the Scottish
Government, such as public funding and procurement

While these terms overlap in meaning, they differ in scope, emphasis, and how they are
applied in practice across jurisdictions.

5.2.1 Factors and challenges impacting the prevention of labour exploitation in the
UK

This section provides a summary from the research literature of the challenges faced by the
enforcement bodies, reviewing the structural and governance conditions that exacerbate or
facilitate labour exploitation. The literature investigates where labour exploitation emerges at the
intersection of worker vulnerability, fragmented governance, and weak enforcement capacity.
Further understanding of these dynamics will help to inform a proactive strategy towards
addressing the root causes of labour exploitation rather than its symptoms. The literature is
summarised in Box 3: Summary of the literature on enforcement challenges.

Box 3: Summary of the literature on enforcement challenges

The literature consistently finds that labour exploitation in the UK is shaped by structural and
systemic factors rather than isolated incidents:

« fragmented enforcement arrangements limit system-wide visibility of exploitation risks

« the absence of a unified labour inspectorate, alongside overlapping and narrow remits, is
associated with inconsistent enforcement standards, weak information sharing-, and
reduced capacity for proactive inspections (Gardner, 2018;°° Cockbain and Brayley-
Morris, 2018;%¢ Hodkinson et al., 2020)%’

55 Gardner, A. (2018). An Idea Whose Time Has Come? Modern Slavery, Multiple Streams Approach and Multilayer Policy
Implementation, Journal of Human Rights Practice, Volume 10, Issue 3, November 2018, Pages 461-481, available at: |dea \Whose
Time Has Come? Modern Slavery, Multiple Streams Approach and Multilayer Policy Implementation | Journal of Human Rights
Practice | Oxford Academic

56 Cockbain, E., & Brayley-Morris, H. (2018). Human trafficking and labour exploitation in the casual construction industry: An
analysis of three major investigations in the UK involving Irish traveller offending groups. Policing: a journal of policy and

practice, 12(2), 129-149, available at: Human Trafficking and Labour Exploitation in the Casual Construction Industry: An Analysis
of Three Major Investigations in the UK Involving Irish Traveller Offending Groups | Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice |
Oxford Academic

57 Hodkinson, S. N., Lewis, H., Waite, L., & Dwyer, P. (2021). Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015,
irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile environment. Critical Social Policy, 41(1), 68-90, available at
Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015, irreqular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile
environment - Stuart N. Hodkinson, Hannah Lewis, Louise Waite, Peter Dwyer, 2021
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e under-resourcing constrains effectiveness

« studies note that UK labour inspection capacity falls well below International Labour
Organisation benchmarks, reinforcing reliance on reactive, complaints-based
enforcement and leaving many high--risk sectors -under monitored- (FLEX, 2017;? Posch
et al., 2024;58 Sedacca, 2024%°)

« the literature also highlights wider resourcing gaps beyond enforcement bodies

e local modern slavery and labour abuse prevention relies heavily on voluntary,
under-supported local initiatives rather than sustained state investment (Gardner, 2018;%
Such et al., 2023)%. In addition, cuts to wider public services, including mental health and
social support, are identified as increasing vulnerability by leaving individuals unidentified
until crisis point (Abubakar et al., 2024)%"

e research also points to challenges in government schemes for new migrant groups, such
as the Homes for Ukraine visa scheme, where unclear funding and responsibility have
heightened risks of vulnerability and exploitation (Cockbain, 2025%2)

« reliance on reactive, complaints-based enforcement is poorly suited to labour exploitation.
The literature highlights that the UK response relies heavily on worker complaints and
criminal justice investigations, yet many exploited workers cannot or will not report abuse
due to fear of reprisal, immigration consequences, or employer control (Volodko
& Cockbain, 2020;% Hodkinson et al., 2020;> Carvalho, 2025;%* Cockbain, 2025%). This
limits the effectiveness of complaints-driven systems and constrains early detection

« tensions between labour enforcement and immigration control are identified as a
deterrent to reporting, particularly for migrant workers. The literature points to poorer
outcomes where enforcement is closely linked to immigration functions, including through
routine data-sharing and the positioning of the National Referral Mechanism within the
Home Office, which can create tensions between victim identification and immigration
control (FLEX, 2017;2° Cockbain et al., 2019;%° Posch et al., 2024;% Lumley-Sapanski
etal., 2024;57 Carvalho, 2025)8

« enforcement processes can be slow and weakly deterrent. Research highlights lengthy
case resolution times for enforcement, and civil penalties may be absorbed as a cost of

%8 UK Government: Pdsch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

59 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis. Industrial
Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis | Industrial
Law Journal | Oxford Academic

60 Such et al. (2023). The Risks and Harms Associated with Modern Slavery during the COVID-19 Pandemic in the United
Kingdom: A Multi-Method Study. Journal of Human Trafficking, 12(1), 1—-21. Available here: Full article: The Risks and Harms
Associated with Modern Slavery during the COVID-19 Pandemic in the United Kingdom: A Multi-Method Study

61 National Library of Medicine: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture through data
(Abubakar, Gardner, 2024, p2), available at: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture
through data - PubMed

52 University of College London: Cockbain, E., & Sidebottom, A. (2025). War, displacement, and human trafficking and exploitation:
Findings from an evidence-gathering roundtable in response to the war in Ukraine. Journal of Human Trafficking, 11(3), 258-286,
available at: War, Displacement, and Human Trafficking and Exploitation: Findings from an evidence-gathering Round

63 VVolodko, A., Cockbain, E., & Kleinberg, B. (2020). “Spotting the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the
characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant jobseekers. Trends in Organized Crime, 23(1), 7-35, available at: “Spotting
the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers | Trends
in Organized Crime | Springer Nature Link

64 Carvalho, H. et, al. (2024). Modern Slavery and the Punitive—Humanitarian Complex. The British Journal of Criminology, 65(1),
available at: Modern Slavery and the Punitive—Humanitarian Complex | The British Journal of Criminology | Oxford Academic

65 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market non-
compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement. available
at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

66 UK Government: Pasch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

67Lumley-Sapanski, A., Rodriguez-Huerta, E., Young, M., Nicholson, A., & Schwarz, K. (2024). Criminalising survivors of modern
slavery: the United Kingdom’s National Referral Mechanism as a border-making process. Journal of Social Policy, 1-20.
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doing business rather than acting as an effective deterrent (FLEX, 2017;* Posch etal.,
2024)%

e criminal justice responses have limited impact on structural drivers of exploitation. The
literature suggests that rather than work to addressing the underlying economic and
labour-market conditions that enable exploitation, criminal investigations tend to focus on
individual perpetrators and have not delivered the increases in prosecutions originally
anticipated following the Modern Slavery Act (Lewis and Waite, 2015;58 Mantouvalou,
2018)8°

o complex labour supply chains obscure exploitation. UK based forced labour is frequently
embedded within multi-tiered supply chains involving labour agencies, gangmasters,
subcontractors, and overseas recruiters. These arrangements diffuse responsibility,
hinder accountability, and limit what standard inspection and audit tools can detect,
creating persistent geographical and sectoral blind spots (Cockbain etal., 2019;%
MSPEC, 20257°)

Overall, the literature suggests that more effective responses to labour exploitation require
proactive, coordinated, and prevention focused approaches that address underlying structural
drivers, rather than relying primarily on reactive enforcement and criminal justice interventions.

5.3. Vulnerabilities which contribute to labour exploitation in the UK

The literature highlights 3 discrete groupings of vulnerabilities that combine or build on one
another to cause a vulnerability for labour exploitation in the UK. These are structural, individual,
and situational vulnerabilities. Each is summarised in the next sections.

5.3.1 Structural vulnerabilities

Exploitation flourishes where worker vulnerability intersects with environments where profit can be
extracted at the expense of employment rights, with low risk of being caught or facing justice.

Structural vulnerability arises from the legal, political, and economic frameworks that organise the
labour market. Structural vulnerabilities are systemic factors embedded in the legal, economic,
and social frameworks of a society that diminish worker protections and increase the likelihood of
abuse (Hodkinson et al, 2021;"" MSPEC, 20257?).

68 |ewis., H and Waite., L (2015) ‘Asylum, Immigration Restrictions and Exploitation: Hyper-precarity as a lens for understanding
and tackling forced labour’, Anti-Trafficking Review, issue 5, 2015, pp. 49-67, www.antitraffickingreview.org

69 University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2018). The UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 Three Years On. The Modern Law
Review, 81(6), pp.1017-1045, available at: The UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 Three Years On - The Modern Law Review : The
Modern Law Review

70 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

7 Migration Research Hub: Hodkinson, S. N., Lewis, H., Waite, L., & Dwyer, P. (2021). Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The
Modern Slavery Act 2015, irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile environment. Critical Social

Policy, 41(1), 68-90, available at: Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015, irreqular migrants and the
vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile environment

72 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern

slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...
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Examples include:

e policy design: it is argued in the literature that institutional factors such as immigration
policy design can create vulnerability by limiting workers’ rights, tying visas to employers, or
increasing precarity (Jovanovi¢ & Niezna, 202373)

e labour market deregulation and employment law gaps: the growth in use of non-standard
working (such as casualisation, zero-hour contracts, and complex sub-contracting chains),
transfers economic risks from capital to the individual worker, eroding collective power and
making exploitation a normalised feature of the economy

e vulnerability can be exacerbated by a lack of day-one rights, such as protection from unfair
dismissal, and the misclassification of workers as ‘Independent contractors’ in the gig
economy to avoid providing minimum wage or sick pay (Hodkinson et al, 20217")

¢ discrimination and inequalities: caste-based, racialised, and gendered norms devalue
certain types of labour, such as domestic and agricultural work, often segmenting
marginalised groups into the most dangerous and underpaid sectors (Obokata, 202274;
Sedacca, 20247°)

5.3.2 Individual vulnerabilities

Individual vulnerability refers to the specific personal attributes or histories that make a person a
target for recruitment and control and can include:

e cognitive and mental health impairments: a critical intersection exists between cognitive
impairment and exploitation; research indicates that 96% of individuals in serious
safeguarding reviews for exploitation had pre- or co-existing mental health or cognitive
disorders (Abubakar et al, 20247°)

¢ intersectionality: characteristics such as age, gender, and minority status interact to
increase risk; for instance, migrant women often face ‘double discrimination’ as both
migrants and women in the domestic care sector (Sedacca, 202277)

e multiple disadvantage: individuals experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage such as
homelessness, substance misuse, or mental health issues, are at a heightened risk of
being targeted for criminal or labour exploitation (ASI, 202578)

e language and literacy: language barriers can prevent workers from understanding their
contracts or legal rights, low literacy and a lack of familiarity with UK systems make it
difficult for them to navigate the labour market safely (FLEX, 20247°)

3Liverpool university: Jovanovi¢, M. and Niezna, M. (2023). Non-Punishment of Victims/Survivors of Human Trafficking in Practice:
A Case Study of the United Kingdom, available at: Non-Punishment of Victims/Survivors of Human Trafficking in Practice: A Case
Study of the United Kingdom - The University of Liverpool Repository

74University of York: Contemporary forms of slavery affecting persons belonging to ethnic, religious and linguistic minority
communities: Obokata, 2022, available at: Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes
and consequence

75 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis. Industrial
Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis | Industrial
Law Journal | Oxford Academic

"National Library of Medicine: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture through data
(Abubakar, Gardner, 2024, p2), available at: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture
through data - PubMed

77 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis. Industrial
Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis | Industrial
Law Journal | Oxford Academic

78 Adam Smith Institute: Housing the Homeless, available at: Housing the Homeless — Adam Smith Institute

9 Focus on Labour Exploitation FLEX (2024). ‘So | decided to carry on...”: The continuum of exploitation in practice. available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2024/02/The-continuum-of-exploitation-report-2024-.pdf
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5.3.3 Situational vulnerabilities

Situational vulnerability is produced by the immediate environment and specific context in which
work is performed and can include:

e geographic and social isolation: workers in remote agricultural areas or private households
are often physically isolated, which hides their working conditions from inspectors and
prevents them from accessing support networks or unions (Emberson et al, 2020;8
Mantouvalou, 2023%")

e multiple dependence on employers: vulnerability is acute when an employer controls the
worker’s housing, income, and or legal residency status simultaneously, creating a ‘tunnel
of entrapment’ where the threat of losing one means losing all (Mantouvalou, 2023;' FLEX,
202482)

e global shocks and crises: events like the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine
create exacerbated risk levels by dismantling support networks, creating sudden poverty,
and allowing employers to justify further restrictions or removal of rights as ‘emergency’
measures (Trautrims et al, 2020;8 Cockbain, 2025%)

¢ recruitment dynamics: the shift to online recruitment through platforms and apps allows
rouge actors to use fake or misleading job advertisements that promise work, high wages
but use ‘vague requirements’ to attract individuals (Volodko & Cockbain, 202085)

e lack of collective support: The low level of unionisation in sectors with many migrant

workers means individuals lack a collective voice to challenge workplace power imbalances
(FLEX, 20248)

5.4.Key drivers and root causes of exploitation and insecurity

5.4.1 Specific drivers and mechanisms maintaining exploitation

Labour exploitation stems from structural economic and social conditions (Strand et al., 2023%7).
Building on the broader structural context outlined above, this section examines the specific
drivers and mechanisms that sustain labour exploitation in the UK. The literature demonstrates
that labour exploitation is sustained by wider economic, social, and regulatory systems, rather just

80University of Nottingham: Emberson, C., & Trautrims, A. (2020). How might modern slavery risk in English adult social care
procurement be reduced? Public Procurement Law Review, 29(6), available at: How might modern slavery risk in English adult
social care procurement be reduced?

81University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2023). Restrictive Visa Schemes and Global Labour Justice. Bloomsbury
Publishing, available at: Structural Injustice and Workers’ Rights | Faculty of Laws

82 Focus on Labour Exploitation FLEX (2024). ‘So I decided to carry on...”: The continuum of exploitation in practice. available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2024/02/The-continuum-of-exploitation-report-2024-.pdf

83 Nottingham University: Trautrims, A., Schleper, M.C., Cakir, M.S. and Gold, S. (2020). Survival at the expense of the weakest?
Managing modern slavery risks in supply chains during COVID-19. Journal of Risk Research, [online] 23(7-8),

84 University of College London: Cockbain, E., & Sidebottom, A. (2025). War, displacement, and human trafficking and exploitation:
Findings from an evidence-gathering roundtable in response to the war in Ukraine. Journal of Human Trafficking, 11(3), 258-286,
available at: War, Displacement, and Human Trafficking and Exploitation: Findings from an evidence-gathering Round

85 VVolodko, A., Cockbain, E., & Kleinberg, B. (2020). “Spotting the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the
characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant jobseekers. Trends in Organized Crime, 23(1), 7-35, available at: “Spotting
the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers | Trends
in Organized Crime | Springer Nature Link

86 Focus on Labour Exploitation FLEX (2024). ‘So | decided to carry on...: The continuum of exploitation in practice. available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2024/02/The-continuum-of-exploitation-report-2024-.pdf

87 Cardiff University: Strand, V., Lotfi, M., Flynn, A. and Walker, H. (2023). A Systematic Literature Review of Modern Slavery in
Supply Chain management: State of the art, Framework Development and Research Opportunities. Journal of Cleaner Production,
435, p.140301, available at: A systematic literature review of modern slavery in supply chain management: State of the art,

framework development and research opportunities
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from individual criminal acts. Understanding these drivers is key for designing interventions that
tackle exploitative practices.

Table 3: Overview of drivers of exploitation

Driver of Overview

exploitation

Immigration e workers with insecure immigration status are at higher risk of exploitation

status and ¢ visas such as the Health and Care Worker Visa (H&CWV) tie workers to a
tied visas single employer, restricting job mobility and increasing financial instability

(MSPEC, 202588)

o restrictive ‘hostile environment’ policies further marginalise irregular migrants
and deter them from reporting abuse due to fear of penalties or deportation
(Posch et al., 2024%9)

Recruitment e migrant workers often pay recruitment or work-finding fees before arriving

fees and debt in the UK, selling existing assets or taking out loans®%:%1

bondage e these fees violate the Employer Pays Principle (EPP) and can lead to debt

bondage (MSPEC, 202588). The EPP is an ethical recruitment standard

stating that no worker should pay for a job—all recruitment costs must be
borne by the employer, not the employee

Banking e bans on irregular migrants opening bank accounts heighten the potential

restrictions for financial exploitation, forcing migrants to use another person’s account,

leading to them losing control over their wages, or restricting them to
unregulated "cash-in-hand" work (Jovanovi¢ & Niezna, 2023°?)

Complex e the use of multiple agencies, intermediaries, and layered supply chains
supply obscures accountability and increase information asymmetry, enabling
chains exploitation (Ahlberg et al., 2022)%3

Legislative/ e UK enforcement bodies currently have “limited levers” to address abuses
enforcement taking place overseas, such as high recruitment fees charged to
loopholes international workers (UK Gvt, 2025)%*

False self- e classifying a worker as self-employed despite working under conditions
employment resembling direct employment

(bogus self- e allowing employers to avoid responsibilities such as paying National
employment) Insurance, pension contributions, holiday pay, and statutory sick pay

e self-employed have fewer rights, including no entitiement to minimum wage
(MSPEC, 2025;%8 Posch, et al, 20258%)

88Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

89 UK Government: Pasch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

9 Flawed UK visa scheme led to ‘horrific’ care worker abuse, says watchdog | Modern slavery | The Guardian

91 How work visa design is driving exploitation of migrant care workers - Citizens Advice

92 |iverpool university: Jovanovi¢, M. and Niezna, M. (2023). Non-Punishment of Victims/Survivors of Human Trafficking in
Practice: A Case Study of the United Kingdom, available at: Non-Punishment of Victims/Survivors of Human Trafficking in Practice:
A Case Study of the United Kingdom - The University of Liverpool Repository

9 Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes Turnpenny
(2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The vulnerability of paid
migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

94 HM Government: Director of Labour Market Enforcement (HM Gvt) (2025). United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement Strategy
2025 to 2026. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68779e282bad77c3dae4dc79/uk-labour-market-enforcement-

strateqy 2025-26-accessible.pdf
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Global o these risks driving people into accepting low-paid, insecure, and sometimes
poverty unfree labour, reinforced by global inequalities (Brown et al, 2024%)

Crises e the COVID-19 pandemic increased worker vulnerability and heightened the
risk of exploitative and coercive conditions (Trautrims et al., 2020;% Strand
et al., 2023°%).

5.4.2 Sectoral focus

Weil (2010)° highlighted that industry structure and the rise of the ‘fissured workplace’®® point
towards the need for sector-based enforcement strategies. ODLME risk modelling has therefore
focused on and identified specific sectors at higher risk of labour market non-compliance and
exploitation (ODLME, 2025).'% These include construction, adult social care, agriculture,
hospitality and the gig economy. This chapter provides a high-level summary of the sectors and
the drivers and mechanisms of exploitation.

Construction is a high-risk modern-slavery sector due to fragmented supply chains and reliance on
agency and migrant labour (MSPEC, 2025'°"; Trautrims, 2020%). These conditions enable abuses
including deception, document confiscation, underpayment, and unsafe or overcrowded housing.
Driver and mechanisms of exploitation in construction:

e widespread subcontracting and false or ‘bogus’ self-employment reduce labour-law
protections (Trautrims, 2020°%)

¢ non-standard employment models facilitate concealment of exploitation

e recruitment frequently targets vulnerable groups, including homeless or unemployed men
near shelters (Cockbain, 2018'92)

¢ intense competition and low profit margins deter investment in worker safeguards
(Trautrims, 2020%)

o following from the Modern Slavery Act 2015, transparency-based reporting, with limited
penalties, enables superficial compliance

9 Brown, J. Hughs, A. Rosey, H. Trautrims, A. Mahmood, B. Trueba, M (2024). Reducing Modern Slavery in the Health Sector’s
Supply Chains for Personal Protective Equipment: Stakeholder Engagement Report, available at: reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-
health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

9 Nottingham University: Trautrims, A., Schleper, M.C., Cakir, M.S. and Gold, S. (2020). Survival at the expense of the weakest?
Managing modern slavery risks in supply chains during COVID-19. Journal of Risk Research, [online] 23(7-8), pp.1-6, available at:
trautrims-et-al-managing-modern-slavery-risks-in-supply-chains-during-covid-19.pdf

97 Cardiff University: Strand, V., Lotfi, M., Flynn, A. and Walker, H. (2023). A Systematic Literature Review of Modern Slavery in
Supply Chain management: State of the art, Framework Development and Research Opportunities. Journal of Cleaner Production,
435, p.140301, available at: A systematic literature review of modern slavery in supply chain management: State of the art,
framework development and research opportunities

98 Weil, D. (2010). Improving Workplace Conditions Through Strategic Enforcement — A Report to the Wage and Hour Division.
[online] Available at: Improving Workplace Conditions Through Strategic Enforcement | Request PDF

99 A ‘fissured workplace’ is a business model where large, lead companies outsource, subcontract, or franchise core functions (like
facilities management, tech support, or delivery) to smaller firms or independent contractors.

100 HM Government: Director of Labour Market Enforcement (HM Gvt) (2025). United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement
Strategy 2025 to 2026. United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement Strateqgy 2025 to 2026

101 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

192niversity College London: Cockbain, E., & Brayley-Morris, H. (2018). Human trafficking and labour exploitation in the casual
construction industry: An analysis of three major investigations in the UK involving Irish traveller offending groups. Policing: a
journal of policy and practice, 12(2), 129-149, available at: Human trafficking and labour exploitation in the casual construction

industry: An analysis of three major investigations in the United Kingdom involving Irish Traveller offending groups - UCL Discovery
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Adult social care faces high labour-exploitation risks, especially for agency and live-in care
workers (Ahlberg et al, 2022"%). Vulnerable conditions, contracted-out arrangements, and direct-
payment models enable low pay, excessive hours, unclear deductions, and employer dependency
MSPEC, 2024; Ahlberg et al, 2022'°%). Driver and mechanisms of exploitation in Adult Social Care:

e heavy reliance on migrant labour and intensive live-in roles that blur work-life boundaries
(Ahlberg et al, 20221%%)

e complex business models with introductory agencies and online platforms facilitating the
“uber-isation” of care (Ahlberg et al, 2022%%)

e recruitment fees and opaque wage deductions increasing vulnerability (MSPEC, 2025'%4)

e fragmented market dominated by small contractors and limited labour authority resources
(Emberson, 2025"%%)

e labour inspectorates’ restricted access to private homes, hindering detection (Emberson &
Trautrims, 2020"06)

e the Health & Care Worker Visa ties workers to single employers, reinforcing dependency
(Ahlberg et al, 2022107)

Agriculture, horticulture, and food processing are consistently identified as high-risk for modern
slavery, driven by reliance on seasonal, temporary, and agency labour (BSA, 2024'%). Patterns of
abuse include debt bondage, wage underpayment, excessive hours, isolated work, and
overcrowded or unsanitary tied accommodation (BSA, 2024'°¢; Scottish Gvt, 2025'%9). Driver and
mechanisms of exploitation in Agriculture:

e UK food production’s dependence on low-wage migrant labour and precarious, seasonal
work (O'Reilly & Scott, 2023'10)

e low-margin, piece-rate payment structures combined with illegal recruitment fees driving
debt bondage (MSPEC, 20254, BSA, 2024'%¢)

e GLAA licensing covers labour providers, but SWV scheme design leaves enforcement gaps

e ‘no recourse to public funds’ restrictions on visa holders intensify vulnerability

e reactive enforcement, fear of deportation, and data-sharing with immigration deter reporting

¢ limited employer uptake of the Employer Pays Principle despite legislative pressure

103 Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes
Turnpenny (2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The
vulnerability of paid migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

104 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

195University of Nottingham Emberson, C. (2025). Regulation and Governance Gaps in the Detection of Labour Exploitation Within
State-Funded Domestic Services. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, available at: Microsoft Word - JCMS Policy Brief
Published 27 March 2023

196Nottingham University: Trautrims, A., Schleper, M.C., Cakir, M.S. and Gold, S. (2020). Survival at the expense of the weakest?
Managing modern slavery risks in supply chains during COVID-19. Journal of Risk Research, [online] 23(7-8), pp.1-6, available at:
trautrims-et-al-managing-modern-slavery-risks-in-supply-chains-during-covid-19.pdf

107 Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes
Turnpenny (2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The
vulnerability of paid migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

198Bysiness Services Association (2024): Credit Modern Slavery Council Frontline Workers Modern Slavery Pack, available at:
https://www.bsa-org.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/BSA-Frontline-Workers-Modern-Slavery-Pack.pdf

109 Scottish Government (2025), Preventing Labour Exploitation: Evidence Summary: Available at: Preventing Labour Exploitation:
Evidence Summary. Available now: Preventing labour exploitation: evidence summary - gov.scot

10 University of Gloucestershire: O'Reilly & Scott, 2023 Class, Migration And Bordering at Work: The Case of Precarious Harvest
Labour In The Uk, available at: Class, Migration And Bordering at \Work: The Case of Precarious Harvest Labour In The Uk
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Hospitality employs large numbers of migrant and young workers (FLEX, 2017'""). Nearly half of
workers earn below the Real Living Wage. Abuse patterns include wage theft, unpaid overtime,
bullying, sexual harassment, racism, and a high rate of workplace injuries (FWC, 2024'12). Driver
and mechanisms of exploitation in hospitality:

¢ volatile demand encourages insecure employment models (FWC, 2024"?)

e heavy reliance on Zero Hours Contracts, comprising 32.9% of contracts in the sector.

e Intermediary apps promoting short shifts and low-paid, flexible labour (“uber-isation” of
recruitment)

e very low collective bargaining coverage (3.1%) and reduced proactive health and safety
inspections (FWC, 20242)

e predominantly reactive, complaints-driven enforcement

Gig economy roles are characterised by insecure, non-standard work, amplifies worker
vulnerability and exploitation risks (House of Commons, 2025b'"3). Up to 4.4% of adults have
engaged in gig work, typically younger workers in high-risk sectors (Taylor, 2017""'4; Posch et al,
20241%), Driver and mechanisms of exploitation in the gig economy:

e business incentives to minimise employer obligations by engaging self-employed labour
(Taylor, 2017114)

e ambiguous legal categories, employee, worker, self-employed, leading to case-by-case
disputes (Taylor, 2017'4; Posch et al, 2024'"°)

e tax incentives encouraging reliance on self-employed labour for competitive advantage.

¢ ‘Right of substitution’ enabling classification as contractors despite economic dependency
(Posh et al, 202411°)

e irregular migrants’ heightened vulnerability when renting others’ accounts to bypass right-
to-work checks (Sedacca, 2024'16)

5.5. Effective prevention and detection

The research literature suggests that to develop effective responses to labour exploitation, both
prevention and detection must be understood, as each addresses different stages of harm. The
literature emphasises that while detection mechanisms are essential for identifying and responding
to exploitation once it has occurred, they are insufficient at addressing conditions that enable
abuse. This section reviews prevention and detection as complementary but distinctly separate
strategies. By outlining how prevention targets systemic drivers of vulnerability and how detection
focuses on identifying ongoing exploitation through worker reporting, inspections, and due

"1 Focus on Labour Exploitation (2017). Risky Business: Tackling Exploitation In The Uk Labour Market, available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business_Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market 0.pdf.

"2 Fair Work Convention: Fair Work in the Hospitality Industry Fair Work Convention Hospitality Inquiry Report 2024, available at:
Fair Work Hospitality Report

13 House of Commons: Atypical workers in the gig economy, 2024, Partrick Brione, available at: Atypical workers in the gig
economy

14UK Government: Taylor, M., Marsh, G., Nicol, D., & Broadbent, P. (2017). Good work: The Taylor review of modern working
practices (Vol. 116). London: Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy now the Department for Business and Trade,
available at: Good work: the Taylor review of modern working practices - GOV.UK

15 UK Government: Pdsch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

116 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights

Analysis. Industrial Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights
Analysis | Industrial Law Journal | Oxford Academic
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessment-of-the-scale-and-nature-of-labour-market-non-compliance-in-the-uk-interim-report
https://academic.oup.com/ilj/article/53/1/63/7529020
https://academic.oup.com/ilj/article/53/1/63/7529020

diligence, the discussion reflects the project’'s emphasis on moving towards proactive and effective
mechanisms for accountability and redress.

5.5.1 Detection vs Prevention

Prevention focuses on tackling the underlying systems and structures that allow labour exploitation
to arise in the first place. This includes reforming laws and policies that increase workers’
vulnerability, such as tied visa arrangements; strengthening labour standards, due diligence
requirements and public procurement practices; and putting in place structural safeguards like
ethical recruitment models and limits on complex subcontracting chains (Mantouvalou, 2023;'"”
Arun, 2023'18),

Detection aims to identify exploitation once it is already happening. This can be done through
complaints-based approaches, such as worker-led reporting and whistleblowing, or through
proactive methods, including state-led inspections and intelligence gathering, as well as corporate
due diligence and targeted auditing (Obokata, 2022;'"® Sedacca, 2024;'?° Emberson, 2025'21).

Complaints-driven detection is poorly suited to hidden forms of exploitation where workers are
unlikely or unable to come forward (Cockbain, 2019'22). The literature suggests that a shift
towards more proactive, intelligence-led approaches would be more effective. Overall, tackling
labour exploitation requires a “whole of society” approach, as no single actor can address such a
complex and multi-faceted problem on their own.

Table 4: Detection and prevention methods by , draws on the academic and policy literature to
outline the complementary roles that different stakeholders can play in the detection and
prevention of labour exploitation. The literature emphasises that effective prevention and detection
depend on the interaction of state enforcement, business practices, worker representation, and
civil society action, rather than enforcement bodies acting alone. By setting out indicative roles for
government, businesses, NGOs, trade unions and workers, the table illustrates how
responsibilities for identifying harm and addressing its underlying drivers are distributed across the
labour market system, reinforcing the need for coordinated, multi-actor approaches to supporting
decent work.

"7 University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2023). Restrictive Visa Schemes and Global Labour Justice. Bloomsbury
Publishing, available at: Structural Injustice and Workers’ Rights | Faculty of Laws
"8Essex University: Arun, S. and Olsen, W. (2023). Modern slavery and exploitative work regimes: an intersectional approach.

Development in Practice, 33(2), pp.133—144, available at: Modern slavery and exploitative work regimes: an intersectional

approach

9 University of York: Obokata, T. (Human Rights Council: UN General Assembly) (2022). Contemporary forms of slavery affecting
persons belonging to ethnic, religious and linguistic minority communities, available at:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/214923/1/92240897 .pdf

120 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights

Analysis. Industrial Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights
Analysis | Industrial Law Journal | Oxford Academic

21 University of Nottingham Emberson, C. (2025). Regulation and Governance Gaps in the Detection of Labour Exploitation Within
State-Funded Domestic Services. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, available at: Microsoft Word - JCMS Policy Brief
Published 27 March 2023

22 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market
non-compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement.
available at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?
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Table 4: Detection and prevention methods by stakeholder

Stakeholder

Potential future role in detection

Potential future role in prevention

centres for vulnerable workers; collect
evidence against abusers; provide
support to victims.

Government/ | Implement proactive, intelligence-led Reform structural drivers, particularly
enforcement inspections and promote activity; lead ensuring a firewall between labour
agencies (for | multi-agency data analytics; enforce enforcement and immigration; mandate
example, licensing; coordinate fragmented efforts | ethical recruitment (Employer Pays

FWA) (for the FWA). Principle); ensure adequate resourcing for

inspections; use public procurement
leverage.

Businesses Conduct targeted human rights due Enforce zero-fee recruitment policies;
diligence (HRDD) and risk remediate recruitment fees when abuse is
assessments; implement financial found; adjust commercial practices to avoid
monitoring; collaborate with NGOs/ pressuring suppliers towards exploitation (for
buyers on audits. example, avoiding undue cost pressure).

NGOs/ civil Provide local expertise and mediation Advocate for policy reform (for example,

society in audits; run low-threshold advice immigration firewall); provide worker rights

training and awareness; support victim-
centric remediation and recovery processes.

Trade unions

Uncover abuses and gather
intelligence; advise workers on rights.

Advocate for stronger enforcement of labour
rights and standards; champion the Living
Wage and ethical employment practices.

Workers

Utilise anonymous whistleblowing
systems and worker-driven monitoring
tools; participate in surveys and in-
depth interviews to provide intelligence.

Seek to secure employment rights and
access to legal redress, though often
constrained by vulnerability and fear of
penalty.

Risk-based inspections can provide a more proactive and holistic approach to detection than
complaints-driven models. Inspections initiated based on risk assessment, risk mapping and
intelligence has, for instance been successful in Norway, in effectively detecting hidden crimes like
forced labour by mapping high risk sectors, areas and employers.

Inter-agency data analytics integrate police, tax, welfare, and inspection data to detect systemic
exploitation and fraud. For instance, this approach is used in Sweden to detect large-scale
systemic exploitation that is invisible to traditional inspectorates (Cockbain, et al, 2019'%%; Brown,
et al, 2024'24). Boxes 4-6 provide a high-level summary of the effective prevention and detection

methods.

Box 5: Key effective detection and prevention methods, identifies the effective detection and
prevention in the literature and how risk-based inspections and integrated data analytics can

28 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pdsch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market
non-compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement.
available at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

24 Brown, J. Hughs, A. Rosey, H. Trautrims, A. Mahmood, B. Trueba, M (2024). Reducing Modern Slavery in the Health Sector’s
Supply Chains for Personal Protective Equipment: Stakeholder Engagement Report, available at: reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-
health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf
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enhance early detection of hidden exploitation and address systemic abuse more effectively than
complaints-driven models alone.

Box 6: Ineffective detection and prevention, identifies literature concerning critical gaps in data,
resources, and institutional processes that undermine effective prevention and detection of labour
exploitation in the UK. It highlights how fragmented evidence, weak evaluation, and under-
resourced enforcement limits oversight and maintains a reliance on a reactive approach.

Box 4: detection methods related to corporate due diligence and auditing

Corporate due diligence and auditing

e targeted Auditing (WFF, 2020'25; ETI, 2016'%6): Standard social audits are often
ineffective because exploitation is hidden and audits lack focus. Targeted audits that
assess the full end-to-end recruitment process, including third-party agencies and migrant
conditions, are more likely to detect modern slavery and labour abuse indicators

e addressing Audit Flaws (Crane, 2017'27): Detection is hindered by ‘soft corruption’,28:127
where auditors may be discouraged from finding abuse. Announced audits are
particularly vulnerable to bias and active deceit by managers involved in illicit practices.

e financial Monitoring (MSPEC, 2025'2%): monitoring wage payments, ensuring wages go
directly to workers’ accounts, and checking for excessive deductions helps uncover
control mechanisms and financial exploitation

e collaboration (WFF, 2020'>; BSI, 2022"30):

o multi-buyer collaboration: auditing becomes more effective when multiple buyers
or key customers coordinate their efforts. Joint action increases leverage over
suppliers, enables shared due-diligence resources, and improves information flow
across the supply chain

o NGO and third-party involvement: collaboration with NGOs or other impartial third
parties enhance detection by providing trusted worker access, independent
expertise, and alternative reporting channels that can reveal risks or abuses that
standard audits may overlook

Worker engagement and research

e worker voice and empowerment (WWF, 2020'%): integrating worker voice in audits and
remediation, such as through unannounced, trained interviews, helps overcome power
imbalances and reveals hidden exploitation

125 Walk Free Foundation (WFF) (2020). Tackling Modern Slavery In Supply Chains A Guide 1.0 With input from, available at:
https://cdn.walkfree.org/content/uploads/2020/10/06152910/TacklingModernSlaverylnSupplyChains20141-1.pdf.

126 Ethical Trading Initiative (2016). Human Rights Due Diligence Framework Human Rights Due Diligence Framework 1, available
at: https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared resources/eti human_rights due diligence framework.pdf.

127 CRANE database 2017: available at: CRANE Database 2017 Annual Report - CRANE Database

128 Soft corruption refers to subtle or informal pressures within the auditing industry that discourage auditors from identifying or
reporting forced labour. Rather than actively searching for abuse, auditors may feel expected to “prove nothing is wrong” to satisfy
clients, creating an environment where exploitation goes undetected (Crane, 2017).

129 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

130 British Standards Institute (2022): BS| Standards Publication Organizational responses to modern slavery -Guidance, available

at: https://www.bsigroup.com/siteassets/pdf/en/insights-and-media/insights/brochures/bs 25700.pdf.
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e worker-driven monitoring (WDM) (FLEX, 2017'3"): educating workers on rights and
providing whistleblowing tools, including smartphone apps, supporting continuous
detection and reduces dependence on periodic audits

e targeting vulnerable recruitment hubs (MSPEC, 2025'*): offenders often recruit
vulnerable adults from places like soup kitchens, homeless shelters, and hostels;
monitoring these hubs is considered best practice for identifying exploitation risks

e research and surveys (Cockbain, et al, 2019;'%2 MSPEC, 2025'%): large-scale worker
surveys can reveal the distribution of non-compliance missed by reactive enforcement
data, while qualitative interviews provide detailed insights into exploitation dynamics such
as debt bondage and threats

Box 5: Key effective detection and prevention methods

Literature suggests that risk-based inspections can provide a more proactive and holistic
approach to detection than complaints-driven models. Inspections initiated based on risk
assessment, risk mapping and intelligence, rather than being complaints driven has seen
success in proactively addressing abuse.

e proactive inspections: finds hidden abuses; reduces reliance on worker complaints
(Volodko, Cockbain, 2020'33; Sedacca'*, 2024)

e FWA licensing: ensures higher compliance and oversight in high-risk sectors (Hodkinson
et al, 2020"3%; Sedacca, 2024'*) The FWA's licensing (formerly GLAA) framework sets
high standards for oversight of labour providers in regulated sectors, enabling effective
detection and compliance enforcement

¢ financial monitoring: reveals wage theft, debt bondage, and coercive control (Emberson
et al, 2020"3%; Sedacca, 2024'*)

e multi-agency data analytics: Sweden demonstrated effective detection by implementing a
collective response involving the Work Environment Authority, police, Tax Authority, and
Social Insurance Agency, focusing on sophisticated data analysis to detect large-scale
systemic fraud and risks

e employer pays principle: the commitment should state that the employer should pay the
costs of recruitment directly to the extent possible. When not possible, or where the
migrant worker is legally required to pay a fee or cost directly, the migrant worker shall be
reimbursed by the employer as soon as practicable upon discovery

31 FLEX (2017). Risky Business: Tackling Exploitation in The Uk Labour Market. Available at:
https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2017/10/Risky-Business Tackling-Exploitation-in-the-UK-Labour-Market 0.pdf

132 UK Government: Cockbain, E., Scott, S., Pésch, K. and Bradford, B. (2019). How can the scale and nature of labour market
non-compliance in the UK best be assessed? Final report of a scoping study for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement.
available at: How can the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance in the UK best be assessed?

133 Volodko, A., Cockbain, E., & Kleinberg, B. (2020). “Spotting the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the
characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers. Trends in Organized Crime, 23(1), 7-35, available at: “Spotting
the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers | Trends
in Organized Crime | Springer Nature Link

134 Oxford Academic: Sedacca, N. (2024). Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis. Industrial
Law Journal, 53(1), 63-93, available at: Migrant Work, Gender and the Hostile Environment: A Human Rights Analysis | Industrial
Law Journal | Oxford Academic

35 Hodkinson, S. N., Lewis, H., Waite, L., & Dwyer, P. (2021). Fighting or fueling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015,
irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK'’s hostile environment. Critical Social Policy, 41(1), 68-90, available at
Fighting or fueling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015, irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile
environment - Stuart N. Hodkinson, Hannah Lewis, Louise Waite, Peter Dwyer, 2021

136 University of Nottingham: Emberson, C., & Trautrims, A. (2020). How might modern slavery risk in English adult social care
procurement be reduced? Public Procurement Law Review, 29(6), available at: How might modern slavery risk in English adult
social care procurement be reduced?
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targeted audits and worker voice: targeted audits that go beyond generic checks to
examine the full recruitment journey and migrant conditions, paired with worker-voice
mechanisms (e.g., unannounced interviews, apps), can be highly effective in exposing
hidden exploitation

ethical public recruitment: Welsh and Scottish procurement models require public bodies
to avoid exerting unethical cost and or time pressure on suppliers, prioritising quality over
low-cost bidding to reduce exploitation risks

expansion of municipal roles (Netherlands): Amsterdam overcame legal-entry barriers to
private homes by using fire and building-safety personnel, who already have entry rights,
to identify suspected labour exploitation in domestic care settings

reception centre model: centralised ‘reception centres’ during law enforcement operations
help ensure victims receive safe processing, immediate services, and long-term
protection

Box 6: Ineffective detection and prevention

enforcement body resourcing: severe shortages of resources for labour inspectorates
limit proactive inspections, increasing reliance on reactive, complaints-based measures.
The UK falls well below the ILO target of one inspector per 10,000 workers. Local
authorities and grassroots services are also under-funded, further constraining early
detection and victim support

immigration firewall conflict: sharing migrant worker data between labour inspectors and
immigration enforcement under ‘hostile environment’ policies deters workers from
reporting abuse due to fear of deportation, creating a barrier to justice

legislative deficiencies (Modern Slavery Act 2015): the MSA’s transparency-based
reporting lacks penalties for non-compliance, allowing superficial adherence. Smaller
suppliers often mistakenly believe the Act does not apply to them. The Act also does not
mandate comprehensive risk assessment or supply chain mapping, limiting detection
capabilities

narrow enforcement remit: labour rights such as holiday pay not yet enforced by state
enforcement, relying heavily on workers pursuing employment tribunals themselves to
enforce their rights while precarious arrangements like bogus self-employment fall
outside state oversight

lack of awareness among officials: many frontline enforcement officials struggle to
recognise severe exploitation, often misclassifying cases as civil disputes or routine gig-
economy abuses

standard social audits: social audits are a time-limited snapshot, structurally unable to
detect modern slavery across complex supply chains and often compromised by ‘soft
corruption’ or auditing conflicts of interest

referrals by Immigration Agencies National Referral Mechanism (NRM): referrals made by
immigration enforcement have much lower positive decision rates than those from police
or NGOs, illustrating the negative impact of agencies simultaneously enforcing
immigration control and identifying victims

immigration policy design: policies that tie visas to employers or restrict asylum seekers’
right to work increase precarity, heighten vulnerability to exploitation, and deter victims
from coming forward
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e over-reliance on criminal justice framework: a criminal-law-heavy approach can cause
‘collateral damage,’ including criminalising victims (for example, cannabis cultivation
cases), while failing to target structural and economic drivers of exploitation

e downward commercial precure in supply chains: allowing firms to impose low prices and
tight deadlines shifts financial risk onto suppliers, creating conditions that drive forced
labour and severe exploitation

¢ fragmentation and bias in data: the evidence base is limited and fragmented. Statistical
sources often fail to record intersectional data, such as the relationship between
exploitation and cognitive impairment

e incomplete picture (NRM): the NRM captures only a subset of victims, providing a partial
view of modern slavery due to selective, inconsistent referrals, high entry thresholds,
reliance on victim consent, and lower positive outcomes from immigration agency
referrals, indicating bias and conflict of interest

¢ lack of evaluation and research: there is insufficient evaluation of anti-trafficking
interventions, making it difficult to determine what strategies are effective

5.6. Potential threats, responses and opportunities

Table 5 summarises the headline threats, potential responses, and opportunities identified in the
literature across three cross-cutting drivers of labour exploitation: global shocks, digital
transformation, and migration and policy change. It illustrates how acute and structural risks
interact with enforcement capacity and labour market governance, while also highlighting where
crises, technological change, and reform moments create opportunities to strengthen prevention,
protection, and oversight. The table is intended to support a strategic, forward-looking assessment
of how risks and responses align across these domains.

Table 5: Summary of the potential threats, responses and opportunities of labour exploitation from
the literature

Theme Threats and risks Potential responses Opportunities
Global shocks such as Shift from reactive crisis | Crises strengthen the
pandemics, conflict, and response to proactive, business and political
supply chain disruption intelligence led case for proactive, long
rapidly increase worker enforcement and horizon | term supply chain
vulnerability and scanning; safeguard governance; increase

Global overwhelrr_l protectio.ns., enforcemen_t budgets. public and political

shocks and exacerbating pre-e?q.stlng anq |nsp§ctlon capacity supporft for labour

protracted low pay, poor co_ndltlons, dur_lpg crises; embed protections; enable

risks and informalisation rather | resilience planning recovery funding to
than creating temporary across labour market embed ethical labour
risks (Emberson et al, governance; mainstream | standards; catalyse
2020"37; Fair Work prevention and cross-agency
Convention, 2024'38). protection across coordination; trigger
COVID-19 exposed sharp | preparedness, response, | policy reviews to
increases in job loss, recovery and reduce fragmentation;

137 University of Nottingham: Emberson, C., & Trautrims, A. (2020). How might modern slavery risk in English adult social care
procurement be reduced? Public Procurement Law Review, 29(6), available at: How might modern slavery risk in English adult

social care procurement be reduced?

38 Fair Work Contention: Findlay, P., Stewart, R., Lindsay, C., Mcquarrie, J. and Remnant, J. (2024). Fair work policy levers in
Scotland Report for the Fair Work Convention, available at: https://www.fairworkconvention.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Fair-
work-policy-levers-in-Scotland.pdf.
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indebtedness, exclusion
from safety nets for
irregular migrants,
weakened oversight,
reduced disclosure, and
funding volatility for
inspectorates.

reconstruction; and
strengthen long-term
monitoring of post-
conflict and
displacement-driven
migration (Cockbain,
2025;'3° Benstead,
2021140),

and open opportunities
for data reform to
improve visibility of
those most at risk
(Trautrims, 2020;'#
Brown et al, 2024142),

Digital
platforms
and new
technologies

Digitalisation obscures
exploitation through gig
and platform work
characterised by
deskilling, algorithmic
control, surveillance, lack
of protections, and
heightened risks for
irregular migrants using
rented or borrowed
accounts. Al introduces
new risks including job
displacement, algorithmic
bias, enhanced
monitoring, and online
recruitment scams, while
under-investment
undermines technological
enforcement and audit
capacity (Martindale et al,
2023;'43 Lata et al,
202244,

Regulate platform work
to ensure minimum rights
and protections;
mandate platform
accountability for identity
verification and worker
safety; require
algorithmic transparency,
audits and bias
mitigation; deploy Al,
analytics and digital
forensics for detection;
invest in sustained digital
enforcement
infrastructure and ethical
tech standards; and
support workers with
innovation such as
portable benefits and
collective tools (Volodko
& Cockbain, 2020"4%).

Properly governed Al,
machine learning and
geospatial tools can
enhance risk visibility,
predictive deterrence
and scalable
enforcement; early
governance can embed
fairness and protection
by design; worker-
centred digital tools
can strengthen safe
reporting and voice;
and shared digital
platforms can enable
cross agency
coordination,
addressing
fragmentation and
under resourcing
(Electronics Watch,
2023146),

139 University of College London: Cockbain, E., & Sidebottom, A. (2025). War, displacement, and human trafficking and exploitation:
Findings from an evidence-gathering roundtable in response to the war in Ukraine. Journal of Human Trafficking, 11(3), 258-286,
available at: War, Displacement, and Human Trafficking and Exploitation: Findings from an evidence-gathering Round

149 University of Manchester Benstead, A. V., Hendry, L. C., & Stevenson, M. (2021). Detecting and remediating modern slavery in

supply chains: a targeted audit approach. Production Planning & Control, 32(13), 1136-1157, available at: Detecting and
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Migration
and policy
change

Restrictive immigration
regimes and tied visas
create state-mediated
vulnerability and meet
multiple ILO forced labour
indicators; high
recruitment fees abroad
increase debt bondage
risks beyond domestic
enforcement reach; rapid
policy change creates
exploitable uncertainty;
and shifts in data systems
and definitions (e.g. NRM
changes) can reduce
statistical visibility of
exploitation without
reducing prevalence
(Mantouvalou, 2023;'4"
Emberson & Trautrims,
2020"48).

Remove or mitigate tied
visas and enable mobility
between employers;
introduce mandatory due
diligence across
recruitment chains and
sponsors; prohibit
recruitment fees with
domestic and
international
enforcement; integrate
worker voice into visa
and migration system
design; and align policy
reform with transparent,
high-quality data
systems (Hodkinson et
al, 2020;'° Brown et al,
2024159),

Visa redesign and
coordinated
employment—migration
reform can reduce
fragmentation and
vulnerability;
procurement and policy
reform can incentivise
transparency and
corrective action;
global cooperation can
support ethical
recruitment and aligned
due diligence;
intersectional and
gender-sensitive data
collection can expose
risk; and improved data
systems can
strengthen
early-warning,
forecasting and
prevention (Ahlberg et
al, 2022;'5! Pinnington,
2021152),

Table 6: Actionable strategies, proposed in the literature, for addressing future risks

inspection capacity,
deterrence, and crisis
resilience.

Category Focus Key Actions

Enforcement Proactive, intelligence- e proactive enforcement, aiming for a minimum
reform and led labour enforcement of 60% proactive inspections and address
resourcing supported by adequate resourcing of inspection regime to move

towards the ILO benchmarking (other things
being equal) of 1 labour inspector per 10,000

147 University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2023). Restrictive Visa Schemes and Global Labour Justice. Bloomsbury
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148 Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes
Turnpenny (2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The
vulnerability of paid migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

4° Hodkinson, S. N., Lewis, H., Waite, L., & Dwyer, P. (2021). Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015,
irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile environment. Critical Social Policy, 41(1), 68-90, available at
Fighting or fueling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015, irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile

environment - Stuart N. Hodkinson, Hannah Lewis, Louise Waite, Peter Dwyer, 2021
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health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

51 Rights Lab University of Nottingham: Meri Ahlberg, Caroline Emberson, Lucila Granada, Shereen Hussein and Agnes
Turnpenny (2022) 'The vulnerability of paid, migrant, live-in care workers in London to modern slavery', available at: The
vulnerability of paid migrant live-in care workers in London to modern slavery

152 Meehan, J, & Pinnington, B (2021) Modern slavery in supply chains: insights through strategic ambiguity. International Journal
of Operations & Production Management, 41 (2). pp. 77-101. ISSN 0144-3577, 1758-6593 Review: Assessing the nature and scale
of modern slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector. [online] Available at:
https:/files.modernslaverypec.org/production/assets/downloads/MSPEC_Construction Report FINAL.pdf?dm=1761559662
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workers (Posch, et al, 2025;'% FLEX,
20241%4)

implementing proactive, unannounced
inspections (Benstead, 2020'%%)

the FWA must establish a strong analytical
team responsible for horizon scanning to
track labour market developments

raising financial penalties (for example, set at
four times the arrears owed) to deter non-
compliance (Resolution Foundation, 202375)

Legislative and
regulatory
strengthening

Stronger statutory duties,
penalties, and
accountability
mechanisms.

moving beyond transparency in supply chain
disclosure through mandatory due diligence
and penalties for non-compliance (Brown et
al, 20241%7)

requiring organisations to report on steps
taken to address identified risks and disclose
specific outcome-based Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs) (Voss et al 2019; Lotfi)

Ethical
recruitment and
migration
governance

Reducing state- and
market-driven
vulnerability through fair
recruitment and visa
flexibility.

implement the Employer Pays Principle,
requiring employers to cover all recruitment
and visa costs to address debt bondage
make it easier for sponsored workers to
move between licensed sponsors (UK Gvt,
2025¢"%8)

placing a formal obligation on UK-based
sponsors of international recruits to
undertake due diligence in their recruitment
chains and enabling action against the
sponsor if exploitation occurs prior to arrival
in the UK (UK Gvt, 2025b"%9)

Technology and
data
infrastructure

Use of advanced
technologies and
sustained investment to
enhance detection,

investing in technologies such as Al-powered
supply chain mapping and machine learning
models to detect irregularities in payment or
labour practices and identify fake and

53 UK Government: Pésch, Krisztian; Cockbain, Ella; Beadsworth, Jack; Scott, Sam; Mantouvalou, Virginia; Bradford,

Ben; (2024) Measuring the scale and nature of labour market non-compliance affecting people in precarious work in the UK: First
project report. Director of Labour Market Enforcement: London, UK, available at: Assessment of the scale and nature of labour
market non-compliance in the UK: interim report - GOV.UK

54 Focus on Labour Exploitation FLEX (2024). ‘So I decided to carry on...”: The continuum of exploitation in practice. available at:
The-continuum-of-exploitation-report-2024-.pdf

5% University of Manchester Benstead, A. V., Hendry, L. C., & Stevenson, M. (2021). Detecting and remediating modern slavery in
supply chains: a targeted audit approach. Production Planning & Control, 32(13), 1136-1157, available at: Detecting and
remediating modern slavery in supply chains: a targeted audit approach - Research Explorer The University of Manchester

156 Resolution Foundation (Judge, L., Slaughter, H.) (2023). Enforce for good Effectively enforcing labour market rights in the 2020s
and beyond. [online] Available at: https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2023/04/Enforce-for-good.pdf.
57 Brown, J. Hughs, A. Rosey, H. Trautrims, A. Mahmood, B. Trueba, M (2024). Reducing Modern Slavery in the Health Sector’s

Supply Chains for Personal Protective Equipment: Stakeholder Engagement Report, available at: reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-
health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

58 HM Government: Director of Labour Market Enforcement (HM Gvt) (2025). United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement
Strategy 2025 to 2026. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68779e282bad77c3dae4dc79/uk-labour-market-

enforcement-strateqy 2025-26-accessible.pdf

5% UK Government: HM Government Restoring Control over the Immigration System, available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6821aec3f16c0654b19060ac/restoring-control-over-the-immigration-system-white-

paper.pdf
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monitoring, and fraudulent jobs advertised online (UK Gwt,

transparency. 2025c¢%8)

e geospatial technology and remote sensing
data can also help mitigate visibility issues in
supply chains (Fayezi et al, 2025; Volodko
and Cockbain, 2020)'6°

Worker voice, Empowering workers « remediation should be victim/worker-centric
safe reporting through protection, and include worker-driven monitoring to
and community | representation, and ensure their voice are represented (UK Gt,
outreach accessible reporting 2025¢™%%)

o ensuring multiple, accessible, and safe
complaint channels (for example, anonymous
boxes, union engagement, speak-up lines)
(Property Council of Australia, 2025'61)

« comprehensive training material providing
knowledge, indicators of exploitation, and
guidance on how to respond and report
suspected cases (ETI, 2016'6?)

e unions need increased rights of access to
workplaces to provide information (Home
Office, 2025"%3)

Corporate due Embedding prevention e organisations should treat risk assessment

mechanisms.

diligence and and worker-centred and management as a continuous process,
remediation remediation within not a singular annual activity (UK Gvt,
business practices. 2016"%)

e businesses must conduct heightened human
rights due diligence and consult with local
stakeholders, including NGOs and trades
unions to locally contextualise activities
(IHRB, 2023; Anti-Slavery International,
2023)

¢ businesses should increase collaboration,
sharing proprietary information to pool risk
and achieve systemic change (Emberson &
Trautrims 202065, Mantouvalou, 2023%)

160 \/olodko, A., Cockbain, E., & Kleinberg, B. (2020). “Spotting the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the
characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers. Trends in Organized Crime, 23(1), 7-35, available at: “Spotting
the signs” of trafficking recruitment online: exploring the characteristics of advertisements targeted at migrant job-seekers | Trends
in Organized Crime | Springer Nature Link

161 Property Council of Australia (2025): A guide for business action to prevent exploitation, available at:
https://www.propertycouncil.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Property-Council-Indicators-of-Vulnerability-to-Modern-Slavery-
gquide-15-Aug-2025.pdf

162 Ethical Trading Initiative (2016): Human Rights Due Diligence Framework Human Rights Due Diligence Framework 1, available
at: https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared resources/eti human_rights due diligence framework.pdf.

163 Home Office (2025): Transparency in Supply Chains (TISC) Statutory guidance 2 Transparency in Supply Chains (TISC):
statutory guidance, available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68873308cec9ccd515ae09b0/Transparency_in_supply chains_a_practical guide.p
df.

164 UK Government HM Government (2016). Good Business Implementing the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights, available at:

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a815b46e5274a2e8ab538d6/Good Business_Implementing_the UN_Guiding_Pri
nciples_on_Business_and _Human_Rights updated May 2016.pdf

165 Nottingham University: Trautrims, A., Schleper, M.C., Cakir, M.S. and Gold, S. (2020). Survival at the expense of the weakest?
Managing modern slavery risks in supply chains during COVID-19. Journal of Risk Research, [online] 23(7-8), pp.1-6, available at:
trautrims-et-al-managing-modern-slavery-risks-in-supply-chains-during-covid-19.pdf

166 University College London: Mantouvalou, V. (2023). Restrictive Visa Schemes and Global Labour Justice. Bloomsbury
Publishing, available at: Structural Injustice and Workers’ Rights | Faculty of Laws
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Inter-agency and | Coordinated responses |e enforcement bodies must increase

multi- across enforcement collaboration with one another and with third-

stakeholder bodies, civil society, party o_rgar)isations to better respon_d to

collaboration business, and local emerging risks (Emberson & Trautrims,
authorities. 2020;"%5 Gardner, 2018167)

e policy needs to empower local authorities
and NGOs to build local partnerships and
tailor responses to local needs (Gardner,

201817)
Public Leveraging state e government institutions, acting as 'buyers,’
procurement purchasing power to should leverage their purchasing power to
and sponsor drive compliance and promote human rights and mandate greater
accountability prevention. transparency

e public procurement policies should require
evidence of forced labour diagnosis and
remedy as a condition of contract (CLLA,
2024168)

e the Procurement Act 2023 already provides
stronger powers for excluding non-compliant
suppliers (creating blacklists) (Brown et al,
202499, UK Gvt, 2016'%%)

Data, research Strengthening evidence | ¢ enhance the quantitative evidence-base by

and evaluation and learning to inform mandating the collection of intersectional
targeted and effective data to inform targeted prevention and
interventions. intervention efforts (SHIFT, 2015'7)

e increased investment for research to
determine ‘what works’ in anti-trafficking
interventions (Ethical Trading Initiative,
201671

5.7.Literature review conclusion

This literature review underscores that labour exploitation in the UK is a systemic issue, driven by
factors such as structural vulnerabilities, fragmented governance, under-resourced enforcement,
and the evolving strategies of businesses and criminal actors. The evidence demonstrates that
traditional, reactive approaches are not completely effective, and that prevention must be
prioritised.

Multi-stakeholder engagement from government, business, civil society and academics is critical
for generating evidence, co-creating knowledge, and developing actionable, contextually informed

167 National Library of Medicine: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture through data
(Abubakar, Gardner, 2024, p2), available at: Cognitive impairment and exploitation: connecting fragments of a bigger picture
through data - PubMed

68 CCLA Investment Management (2024): Modern Slavery UK Benchmark 2024, available at:
https://www.ccla.co.uk/documents/modern-slavery-uk-benchmark-2024/download?inline=true

189 Brown, J. Hughs, A. Rosey, H. Trautrims, A. Mahmood, B. Trueba, M (2024). Reducing Modern Slavery in the Health Sector’s

Supply Chains for Personal Protective Equipment: Stakeholder Engagement Report, available at: reducing-modern-slavery-in-the-
health-sector's-supply-chains-for-personal-protective-equipment-stakeholder-engagement-report.pdf

70 SHIFT (2015). Mapping of the Modern Slavery Act Against the UN Guiding Principles | Mapping the Provisions of the Modern
Slavery Act Against the Expectations of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. [online] Available at:
https://shiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Shift ModernSlaveryAct UNGPs_July2015.pdf.

71 Ethical Trading Initiative (2016): Human Rights Due Diligence Framework Human Rights Due Diligence Framework 1, available
at: https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared resources/eti_ human_rights due diligence framework.pdf.
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interventions. Proactive, risk-based inspections, and cross-sectoral collaboration are suggested to
tackle exploitation before it occurs, addressing gaps in data, resources, and enforcement capacity.

This literature review provides a high-level overview of the drivers, mechanisms, and potential
solutions, for the labour market enforcement landscape. It provides a foundation for an evidence
base that can be built upon to create a proactive strategy.
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6. Seminar Synthesis

3 seminars were held in autumn 2025 with a range of stakeholders (see section 3.2.1) with the
insights building on the literature review. The seminars focused on the following 3 topics:
e the drivers of exploitation:
o with a focus on high-risk sectors (construction, care, and the gig economy) explore
the drivers of exploitation and the patterns and root causes of worker vulnerability
o examine how exploitation is enabled in practice
e protection and detection mechanisms:
o share real-world examples of detecting and addressing exploitation
o identify gaps in data, resources, and processes
e anticipating future non-compliance risks in the UK labour market:
o highlight emerging trends, challenges, and risks in the next 3-5 years and identifying
opportunities to make positive change
o develop actionable strategies to address future challenges in the targeted sectors

After each seminar, main points made were summarised and shared with participants as a sense
check on the insights that were drawn from the conversations. The feedback included a request
for further input or refinement as appropriate from participants. The feedback has been
synthesised into five themes that collectively address the questions of drivers of exploitation,
prevention and detection of abuse as well as future challenges and opportunities for supporting
decent work. These five themes are:

e complex adaptive system framing

e building capability and capacity for decent work
e changing cost-benefit perceptions

e the risks and potential of novel use of technology
e data and analytical capability

Each of these is discussed further in the next sections.

6.1. Complex adaptive system framing

Seminars and feedback highlighted that labour market exploitation, and corresponding prevention
and detection mechanisms need to be viewed through a systems lens. Three sets of observations
were made on this theme:

1) understanding, and acting to address, labour exploitation requires attention to be paid to
multiple systems drivers as well as how these aspects interact with each other.

2) interactions may be more comprehensible if a place-based focus is taken as it assists in
understanding the complexity of labour exploitation and any particular drivers of its
dynamic.

3) addressing exploitation will benefit from systems thinking within government agencies.

6.1.1 Systems approach to exploitation, prevention and detection

The literature review and seminar discussions highlighted that workers’ situational vulnerabilities
are exacerbated by structural and institutional forces. For example, risks of exploitation are known
to vary by sector and by worker characteristics (including gender, level of education or cognitive
abilities and degree of isolation). In terms of sector characteristics, the way in which workers are
recruited and the skills required to work also drive exploitation. Short-term flexible jobs (framed as
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the ‘uberisation’ of work) were highlighted as creating greater risks for exploitation and reducing
possibilities for prevention and detection.

The role of the immigration status of workers was a consistent theme in the seminars and was
linked to drivers, detection and prevention, and future risks:

e drivers: immigration status is an example of individual vulnerability that varies by the type of
visa migrants use to enter the country. Migrants without rights to undertake the work they
are doing may be most vulnerable to exploitation

e detection and prevention: there is a greater reluctance to report exploitation (especially if
immigration rights are tied to work visas). Approaches such as issuing a ‘justice visa’ for
workers who have suffered exploitation were highlighted as one possible way mitigate
adverse outcomes from exploitation. For example, the Australia Workplace Justice Visa
(Temporary Activity visa (subclass 408) Australian Government Endorsed Events
(Workplace Justice Pilot)) or the idea of ‘sanctuary cities’ that are more common in North
America

e future risks: given future employment needs are likely to require more migrant workers, the
issue of how to align the immigration system with positive labour market outcomes was
seen as a future challenge. This might include temporary labour shortages'’? as well as
more long-term skills shortage. In addition, the extent to which technology will lead to
‘offshoring’ of work raised issues regarding prevention and detection of labour abuses by
UK employers that happen in other countries

e a desire to separate immigration and employment enforcement was expressed, with the
difficulties of doing this being acknowledged by participants

Insights regarding overseas worker recruitment were offered in the seminars, including the
potential to:

e develop partnerships with non-UK governments to make sure workers are safely recruited
leading to source country recruitment standards (for example, in 2023 the GLAA signed
agreements with Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan to strengthen protection of seasonal workers
arriving in the UK)

e encourage pre-departure training of migrant workers (‘know before you go’) by governments or
labour organisations in source countries

e working in partnership with UK embassies of overseas countries to provide information on
employment rights

¢ make sure UK jobs are advertised on source country government websites and supporting
source country governments in developing legal frameworks for overseas employment (the
Philippines was used as an example of this approach)

The language used in the seminars to describe systems approaches was to focus on how
interventions can be ‘stacked’ to have greater effect. While much of the seminar discussions were
about factors that interact to create exploitation, the idea of ‘stacking’ interventions to support
prevention and detection strategies (given the complexity of identifying exploitation) was also
highlighted.

The idea of ‘stacking’ also came to the fore when it was noted that exploited workers often face
more than one vulnerability, highlighting the value of a holistic approach to worker support. Front-

172 please see Skilled Worker visa: temporary shortage list - GOV.UK)
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line organisations in the seminars highlighted that while their clients may present with one problem
(for example, the need to use food banks) further engagement often uncovers employment issues.

Seminar participants also identified that exploitative employers may be non-compliant with other
areas of the law. For example, they may be more likely to have health and safety violations or
present problems to the tax authorities. The extent to which this is systematically the case was
unclear to participants but the potential to develop diagnostic information from diverse
Government datasets to identify employers who are more likely to be associated with labour
exploitation was highlighted as a possibility (this is considered more in Annex 2: Decent work
frameworks summary).

There was also a belief that employers who are financially stressed may be more likely to be non-
compliant. This might be evidenced as employers not having the capacity or capability to be
‘decent’ employers because they don’t have the resources to fully understand their obligations.
Alternatively, there may be a temptation to pay workers less than they are entitled to in order to
preserve funds. Finally, it was thought that a low margin business that faces irregular income may
be more likely to offer less secure employment.

Participants believed that it would be useful to nuance non-compliance and develop strategies to
address different kinds of non-compliance. The idea of a spectrum in relation to businesses’ non-
compliance emerged (requiring further refinement) ranging from a well-intentioned employer who
was non-compliant through ignorance, through to a deliberately poor employer. The spectrum
could include ‘willingness’to be compliant as well as an assessment of their ‘capability’ to be
compliant. This might create opportunities to consider how to move employers into compliance.

Spillovers are important features of systems and have positive and negative aspects. An example
of a positive spillover would be a reduction in probability of being exploited at work if other needs
(such as housing tenure security) are addressed. The converse was also mentioned whereby cuts
to social security might increase financial dependency on work, even if it is exploitative. Making
one form of work more secure (or work in one location more secure) can lead to insecurity in other
locations and other kinds of work. Here it was thought that enforcement actions in one location
might lead to exploitative work being moved to a different location. Participants highlighted that
being alert to the potential for spillovers is critical for effective intervention.

6.1.2 Understanding place and sector dynamics

The idea of ‘knowing your place’ was highlighted within the seminars, given that many at risk
sectors are place based (for example, construction, care homes or agricultural settings). ‘Knowing
your place’ means understanding those risks. This point shares similarities with geographical
enforcement approaches and multi-agency approaches highlighted in the case studies. Here it
was noted that those outside of labour market enforcement might know where in a particular place
exploitation is happening. This insight might prompt the development of sector-based protocols
that reflect understanding of sector dynamics: for example, ensuring labour audits happen when
workers are present or being recruited for seasonal work.

This theme also raised the potential for system actors within sectors to be enablers to support
better work outcomes. This might include regulatory bodies such as the Care Quality Commission
(in health care in England) or the British Services Association (for firms supplying support and
infrastructure services). In a similar way, it was noted that some ‘at risk’ worker groups (such as
students) have connections to institutions (namely, higher and further education bodies) that could
provide protection through education and support. The potential for leveraging public procurement
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to promote decent work in supply chains was also noted, through both the pre-tender process as
well as the duration of the contract. Leveraging purchasing power to mandate greater
transparency to diagnose and reduce labour exploitation in NHS procurement was used as an
example. Finally, employers sponsoring international workers on tied visas were identified as
critical systems actors in that if their processes were sound, workers would be more likely to
experience decent work.

A weakness of a sector-based approach, however, was that workers who change sectors might
not enjoy consistent protection. So, another approach to place-based thinking would relate to
geographical area.

The case of the Greater Manchester Employment Charter was presented at the seminars (noting
that other metropolitan authorities have adopted similar approaches) and was informative for
several aspects of detection and prevention strategies as well as potentially changing the
cost/benefit profile of non-compliance (see below). While the focus on Charter members was
important, participants also saw the potential of regionally based detection and prevention
strategies in general. Given there is ongoing devolution of responsibilities to cities and regions it
was believed that place-based interventions might be worthy of further consideration. It was
anticipated that social vulnerability risk mapping could be undertaken by sub-national bodies to
provide early warning intelligence to support intervention.

Place-based understanding of employment was also thought to be more able to pick up on
workers moving between low paid sectors in the same location. Participants were uncertain if
geography is a factor in exploitation or a determining factor. If geography is a determining factor,
then place might be an element in enforcement strategy (with the idea of compliance approaches
being enacted through regional hubs being mooted).

6.1.3 Systems thinking within government

The creation of the Fair Work Agency (FWA) reflects a commitment within government to bring
elements of labour market enforcement together. Case studies facilitated discussion in the
seminars on the value of collaboration and multi-agency working that is proactive (versus
reactive). Sequencing the work of different agencies was also highlighted as being important.
Addressing barriers to data sharing (ahead of any enforcement action) was considered critical to
better integration of efforts.

At the same time, the realities of how employment dynamics are affected by other government
agendas were noted. For example, changes in the social security agenda were also identified as
likely to affect employment, with the fear that a reduction in social security payments will make it
less likely that workers will feel able to leave exploitative employment. Some workers may accept
informal payment at less than NMW to avoid impacting their benefits payments. This could impact
other workers not in receipt of benefits.

The realities of the need for immigration controls were recognised in the seminars. But
participants highlighted that the enforcement of immigration regimes may conflict at times with
worker protection and detection of exploitation. Further, there was a perceived mismatch between
flexibility of the workforce and the flexibility in visa processes. The lengthening of the time before
immigrant workers can seek citizen rights raised concerns that high visa costs could potentially
place more workers in debt, making them vulnerable to exploitation. The length of time before
settlement also increases the time during which workers may be vulnerable to exploitation by
virtue of their immigration status.
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6.2. Building capability and capacity for decent work

6.2.1 Starting from the same place

Seminar participants highlighted the value of everyone having familiarity with and the confidence
to say what decent work entails (including workers, employers, regulators and civil society). The
creation of the FWA was seen as an opportunity to reinforce understanding of fair and decent work
as a way of creating common ground between bodies who champion decent work. In addition,
common language and understanding would underpin the success of a stakeholder body
(putatively described as the Fair Work Agency Assembly) that could bridge the FWA and wider
stakeholders (building trust and supporting collaboration from its outset). The founding of the FWA
was also seen as an opportunity for educational campaigns about what decent work entails (like
modern slavery awareness campaigns). Finally, drawing from lived experience (directly or through
frontline agencies) as to how exploitation is experienced and how workers move beyond
exploitation may be important to deepen understanding of this phenomenon.

Expectations of what decent work entails can be found in the likes of Northern Ireland’s use of the
Carnegie framework'”? for ‘Good Jobs’'"4; Scotland’s notion of a ‘Fair Work Nation’'” and
Manchester’s ‘Good Employer Charter’'76.

Annex 2 of this report provides more details of these frameworks. Consciously adopting a
framework against which to set ambitions is valuable because the feedback loop of what has been
achieved guides future tactics and strategies. At the same time, this formality provides two-way
communication about what is being achieved and how progress towards fairer work has been
created.

6.2.2 Building diverse teams for decent work

Table 7 summarises what the literature says about which stakeholders need to be involved in
tackling labour exploitation and why. It highlights that effective action relies on workers,
government, businesses and civil society each bringing different expertise, insights and levers.
The evidence shows that preventing exploitation requires coordinated effort across these groups,
drawing on lived experience, enforcement capability, commercial influence and independent
research to support more resilient and fairer labour market outcomes.

Table 7: Key stakeholders for engagement and coalition building

Stakeholder | Justification

Worker voice | ¢ workers and people with lived experience offer essential insights for
identifying risks and designing effective remediation

e collective association and bargaining rights are fundamental protections
against forced labour and exploitation (Home Office, 2025'77)

Government | ¢ government bodies have strategies to tackle labour exploitation and must

& public coordinate intelligence, enforcement, and procurement

e departments and government agencies advise ministers on policies.

73 What is the Carnegie Framework, available at: https://carnegieuk.org/programmes/good-work/)

74 What is good work, available at: https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/good-jobs-northern-ireland

175 What is Fair Work nation, available at: https://fairworkconvention.scot/about-the-convention/)

176 What is the Manchester Good Employment Charter: https://www.gmgoodemploymentcharter.co.uk/

77 Home Office (2025): Transparency in Supply Chains (TISC) Statutory guidance 2 Transparency in Supply Chains (TISC):
statutory guidance, available at:

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68873308cec9ccd515ae09b0/Transparency in_supply chains_a_practical_guide.p
df.
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sector (incl. e Effective governance relies on cross-government collaboration and

enforcement) expertise internal and external to government

e structures like the FWA advisory board formalise and support shared
oversight (Carvalho, 2025"'78)

Businesses e businesses should work collaboratively through industry alliances to

& industry address systemic risks and improve supply chain traceability

associations | e collective action helps standardise responsible practices and overcome the

limitations individual firms face due to competitive pressures (Home Office

2025"77)
NGOs, civil e NGOs, trade unions, and researchers provide specialist expertise and
society, & worker-centred insights that strengthen detection and mitigation of
academics exploitation

¢ their community knowledge, advocacy, and evidence generation support
more effective and victim-centred anti-slavery action (MSPEC, 2025;'79
Home Office, 2025;""" Fayezi et al., 2025"80)

Building on the previous observations about sector and place-based approaches participants
highlighted the variety of groups that support decent work, including employers (individually and
collectively), unions, sector bodies and civil society. For example, it was observed that the right
kind of advice provision can be transformational with the example of GLAA’s ‘victim’ navigator
being noted. This might include workers being linked to civil society bodies that reflect their
communities or country-of-origin. In addition, the professionalisation of workers (for example, in
the care sector) increases the likelihood that workers will know and be able to realise their rights.
Related to this was a potential of providing retraining or skills development programmes for
exploited workers. Moreover, support that can be accessed by workers with some level of
cognitive impairment was seen as being important as this is a group of workers who can more
easily be exploited. Finally, ensuring younger workers have access to resources in a format that
suits how they consume information was thought to be important. Examples of resources included
Breakroom'8' which supports creation of good jobs (often lower paid) through online employer
ratings and information, and ‘entitled to’ calculators'®? an independent website providing
information on benefits.

It was noted that a general decline in union membership impaired the ability to protect the most
vulnerable workers. The remedy for this was thought to be making the case for union membership
more broadly, for unions to work in partnership with community organisations to support
workers'83 (including non-unionised workers), and for collective bargaining in at risk sectors (with
union support). Unions are also a source of training and education to increase worker and
employer knowledge of rights. Falling union membership also undermines their ability to identify
and respond to future labour exploitation risks.

78 Carvalho, H. et, al. (2024). Modern Slavery and the Punitive—Humanitarian Complex. The British Journal of Criminology, 65(1),
available at: Modern Slavery and the Punitive—Humanitarian Complex | The British Journal of Criminology | Oxford Academic

7 Modern Slavery & Human Rights Policy & Evidence Centre (2025). Evidence Review: Assessing the nature and scale of modern
slavery risk in the construction sector, with a focus on the housebuilding subsector, available at: Modern Slavery PEC | Modern
slavery risks in the UK construction...

180 University of South Australia: Fayezi, S., Klassen, R., Gold, S., Benstead, A. and Van Wassenhove, L. (2025). Reducing
Modern Slavery Risks in Supply Chains: Contributions from a Sociotechnical Systems Perspective. Production and Operations
Management, 35(5), available at: Sociotechnical Systems Perspective

81 What is Breakroom, available at: https://www.breakroom.cc/en-gb

82 \What is entitled to calculators, available at: https://www.entitledto.co.uk/organisations/benefits-calculator

83 An example here is the work of FAB-L, a community-led initiative to support garment workers in Leicester FAB-L - Highfields
Centre
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6.2.3 A role for the private sector

As companies become more engaged in, and effective at undertaking, due diligence reviews for
their supply chains, they might be a source of data on exploitation risks. The need to enhance
‘standard’ audit methodologies with more forensic approaches was noted in this context. The EU’s
Digital Product Passport was raised as a mechanism by which greater transparency of labour
costs might be possible, noting that labour providence is not presently part of the passport.

(Digital Product Passports provide information about a product and its supply chain with a focus on
substances of concern, linked to the EU’s regulations on sustainable products.) It was suggested
that widespread adoption of the employer pays principle would create protection for workers and
highlight problematic employers (those who do not follow this practice).

In general, seminar participants were keen to find ways to influence business models away from a
‘race to the bottom’ and to encourage long term strategic relations between buyers and supplier
(including collective buyer approaches).

The potential for consumers to identify exploited workers was also discussed in the seminars. If
products are purchased through on-line platforms, for example, consumers are unable to directly
observe workers. This means that ranking or ‘naming and shaming’ employers with respect to
labour practices might provide a conduit for consumer power to support decent work.

During the seminars, there was interest in better understanding if financial actors have a role to
play in decent work. It was noted that private equity firms are investing in the care sector and it
would be helpful to explore whether they would be motivated by social responsibility to more
actively monitor their investments.

6.3. Changing cost-benefit perceptions

A consistent point raised by seminar participants was that the perceived risk to employers of non-
compliance is low both in terms of probability of detection and costs of non-compliance. The idea
of a continuum of employer non-compliance was raised again, this time with the idea of designing
deterrents that are tailored to the form of non-compliance. This might include a ‘nudge’ approach
(for instance in the example of the Geographical Compliance Approach from HMRC NMW) for
non-compliance driven by poor (rather than deceptive) management practices with more
deliberate non-compliance requiring different approaches. Drawing from the case studies, there
was also interest in the idea of ‘stacking’ sanctions which could include fines, ‘name and shame’
lists (or ‘raise and praise’ lists) and losing access to public procurement contracts.

Articulating preventative work as being ‘value for money’ and supporting methodologies that could
articulate the return on investment for businesses that seek to be compliant were also raised by
participants. In the case of the Manchester Employment Charter, it has been observed (once the
initiative becomes more hardwired) that its members are reporting having better quality job
applicants, easing problems with recruitment. The potential for a ‘good’ employer to be preferred in
procurement was highlighted as a potential way to change perceived cost-benefits ratios.

In contrast, participants viewed that the cost of engaging with the Employment Tribunal system
falls on workers with the outstanding caseload also being a deterrent to taking cases. The tactic,
whereby those served with a judgement declare bankruptcy before starting a new business
(phoenixing), was noted but there was a lack of clarity about how this practice could be detected
and remedied.
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6.4. The risks and potential of novel use of technology

This was an area where seminar participants indicated they had the least knowledge and the most
concerns. There was a belief that Large Language Models (LLM) were being used in recruitment
but how that is happening was not known with any certainty. There was a belief that technology is
being used to determine who is deployed into work at a given time and what they will be paid for
that work. Whether this involves the use of Al was not clear. The use of technology was believed
to create novel risks and exacerbate existing vulnerabilities. Among some seminar participants
there was a perception that technology enabled innovation which outpaces government’s ability to
adapt. The need for greater understanding in this area was highlighted.

The potential for technology to support detection and remediation of exploitative work was also
noted, albeit that using LLM to achieve this requires a great deal of training and experimentation
before it could be considered reliable. The potential for an Al informed ‘chat bot’ to help workers
identify exploitative practices for themselves (and how to seek redress) could be valuable
(especially in the context of ‘hard to reach’ younger workers who are more likely to be using digital
means to find out what their rights are).

Lancaster University, with funding from the UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) - Economic and
Social Research Council (UKRI ESRC) and AHRC SHAPE Catalyst Programme'® and the

EPSRC Impact Accelerator Account’®, has been developing LLMs to assess corporate modern
slavery statements and have distilled several observations about the use of these tools, namely:

e a LLM evaluation requires an expert developed scoring framework, without which a LLM would
produce an inconsistent evaluation of Modern Slavery statements

e prompt engineering for regulatory compliance requires domain-specific judgements standards
and manual checking of outputs and, as such is fundamentally different from general purpose
Al applications

e the use of LLMs requires a human quality assessment layer to be robust. Al methods provide
speed and consistency in evaluations but not infallibility

e as regulations change so must any Al-powered tools as there is an ongoing obligation to keep
any evaluation framework current

e there is a need to benchmark LLM performance through use of a training set and for this work
to be updated as regulations change

6.5. Data and analytical capability

In complex systems, data is critical to support understanding and action. During seminar
discussions the question of how data and analytical capability could support decent work was
asked. It was noted that the government has extensive data resources and research capability.
There was a belief, however, that dedicated investment in data and analytics for the FWA would
be valuable. Analytical processes to create profiles that are layered, triaged, sectoral, and
geographic (in line with place or sector-based approaches to identify labour exploitation) were
deemed desirable to both uncover risks of exploitation as well as prevention and detection
strategies.

184 What is the AHRC SHAPE Catalyst Program: The ESRC/AHRC SHAPE Catalyst in Partnership with ARC - ARC
185 What is the EPSRC Impact Accelerator Account, available at: EPSRC impact acceleration accounts — UKRI
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As a pre-cursor to this activity, a sense of where to prioritise resources and interventions (as well
as curating better knowledge of the data landscape) was discussed with this work focusing on
three domains:

e exploring data sources that would support an understanding of labour market enforcement
system (for example, enforcement notice analysis, Worker Health Intelligence Unit'8;
tribunal summaries; redress from tribunals and enforcement actions; reasons for withdrawal
of claims)

e diagnostic tools (such as the Work Foundation’s Insecure Work Index'®’); insights from
‘what works well’ with ‘vanguard employers’ who operate in at-risk settings and case
analysis of ‘bad’ outcomes to understand what safeguards could have prevented (as used
in counter terrorism)

e on the ground intelligence to support agile working in labour enforcement (most likely place
based and, where linked to civil society organisations, respectful of confidentiality of service
providers)

There was an interest in understanding how digital data sources (for example, gleaned from the
Economic Crime and Corporate Transparency Act, 2023)'8 might be useful.

In addition, there was a belief that work on data protocols between enforcement bodies and other
parts of government is required to support greater clarity about the nature and extent of labour
exploitation. The use of pre-agreed data sharing principles for intra-government data sharing is
ideal, and would support greater inter-agency work, a factor that was identified as being important
in the case studies reviewed. Additionally, principles and agreements that would let external
partners share data with government agencies are needed. Here the confidentiality of (often)
vulnerable service users would have to be respected. In addition, data sharing of this nature raises
concerns about data potentially being used by agencies other than labour market enforcement
(namely, immigration services) were noted.

186 Department for Work and Pensions: Keep Britian Working: Things we want to do to support people to stay in work, available at:
Keep Britain Working: Final report Easy Read

187 University of Lancaster, The UK Insecure Work Index 2024, Rebecca Florisson, available at: The UK Insecure Work Index 2024
- Lancaster University

188 Gov.uk. (2023), Economic Crime and Corporate Transparency Act 2023. Available at: Economic Crime and Corporate
Transparency Act 2023
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/. Recommendations, future evidence and next steps

The recommendations set out in this section are structured along the five themes of the seminar
summaries in Seminar Synthesis.

The seminars produced several ideas and themes that could form the basis for work to clarify,
improve or redirect resources for more effective enforcement. The following recommendations are
built from these ideas and themes and are presented as suggestions for the Fair Work Agency as
an executive agency of DBT, to consider implementing to improve labour market enforcement
alongside the current remit of the three enforcement bodies (GLAA, HMRC NMW, EAS).

7.1.Complex adaptive system framing

Seminar contributors were clear that traditional linear policy development struggles to address
adaptive exploitation behaviours. What emerges clearly from the seminars is the need to think
through a systems lens, where drivers of - and responses to - labour exploitation are complex and
multi-faceted. Exploited workers often have multiple vulnerabilities and exploiting firms are often
responsible for multiple forms of non-compliance across several legal domains. As a result, there
is no ‘one-size-fits-all solution, not least due to varying place and sector dynamics.

A systems thinking approach involving a variety of actors is therefore needed to understand better
and seek to address this complexity. Although there are examples of strategic joint working
between enforcement agencies, these tends to be few, sporadic and would benefit from more
formal planning and learning from outcomes. This recommendation also reflects seminar calls for
trial and error learning, recognising that interventions will themselves reshape behaviour. The
FWA is well positioned to prioritise this sort of approach and over time build closer and stronger
working relationships with other relevant enforcement bodies and partners outside of government.
The government itself should provide the necessary endorsement for enforcement agencies to
adopt such ways of working that recognises the importance of wider collaborative working.

Recommendation 1: Enhance co-ordinated and multi-agency working and embed solutions
thinking

Key actions include:

e Formalise coordinated enforcement approaches drawing on existing place based and
sectoral models.
o Sequencing of enforcement activity in the same location and practical information
sharing.
o Make better use of local and sector specific intelligence held by frontline and
community actors.
e Apply solutions thinking approaches to identify system bottlenecks and leverage points.
o Test hypotheses through small scale, low risk prototypes before scaling
interventions.
o Build feedback loops with frontline organisations, workers and enforcement bodies to
refine approaches.

7.2.Building capability and capacity for decent work

The seminars demonstrated that labour exploitation is a “wicked problem” with no single
authoritative perspective. Participants stressed that incorrectly framing the problem risks
mistargeted interventions. This recommendation reflects strong seminar consensus that
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engagement should not be consultative only, but should actively shape problem definition,
evidence priorities and policy design.

Worker reluctance to report exploitation was a recurring seminar theme. This recommendation
reflects evidence that enforcement alone cannot surface harm without trusted reporting
mechanisms, and it aligns with seminar insights on the role of intermediaries rather than assuming
direct state worker interaction.

Further stakeholder engagement sustained regularly over time will lead to better joined up thinking
and collaborative action among stakeholders while continuing to further improve the framing,
bounding and building of a unified consensus on the problem.

Recommendation 2: Deepen stakeholder engagement to 1) expand worker voice, reporting
routes and access to support and 2) to frame, bound and build shared understanding of the
problem

Key actions include:

Continue structured, purposeful engagement with stakeholders to jointly define the problem,
its boundaries and priorities. Work with intermediaries to reach workers least likely to report
exploitation.

Use workshops and evidence checks to test assumptions, surface constraints and identify
feasible points of intervention.

Ensure stakeholder engagement directly informs evidence needs, analytical priorities and
strategy development.

7.3.Changing cost-benefit perceptions

DBT, with a future role for the FWA, should strengthen engagement with employers and investors
to address upstream commercial drivers of labour exploitation and promote collective approaches
that support decent and fair work across supply chains.

This recommendation reflects seminar evidence that exploitation risks are often shaped by
commercial pressures earlier in supply chains. It focuses on positive frameworks and collective
action, rather than firm level analysis, responding to stakeholder concerns while building on
existing good practice.

Recommendation 3: Engage employers and investors in supporting decent and fair work

Key actions include:

Promote responsible procurement and contracting practices that reduce downward
pressure on labour standards, including longer term contracting and fairer risk allocation.
Support collective buyer and procurement approaches, such as buyer consortiums, that
enable shared responsibility for labour standards and help sustain decent work practices
over time.

Adopt and amplify positive employment frameworks, building on existing initiatives led by
business, civil society and government to encourage responsible employment practices
within firms and across supply chains.

Work with investors and sector bodies to strengthen due diligence and supply chain
governance, aligning commercial incentives with decent work outcomes.
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7.4.The risks and potential of novel use of technology

Two main points emerged from the seminars around the role of new technologies (including
artificial intelligence) in the labour market. First, concerns around how such technologies are
changing and impacting on the modern labour market need to be understood better. Second, it
was recognised that Al has the potential to significantly improve intelligence analysis capability,
thereby bolstering enforcement efforts.

Both of these are areas the FWA should look to invest in, ideally learning from and working with
government (in particular the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology — DSIT) and
other regulatory bodies at home and overseas. An evidence-led approach should be adopted to
the use of technology and Al in labour market enforcement, narrowing the focus to risks already
identified in the evidence base and positioning Al as part of a wider structural shift rather than a
standalone solution.

This recommendation also reflects strong caution expressed by seminar contributors about
feasibility, proportionality and the risk of unintended consequences. It emphasises starting from
known risks, clarifying current constraints, and establishing appropriate governance before
considering deployment.

Recommendation 4: Improving understanding of impact of new technologies on decent and
fair work and where these can be utilised in tackling labour exploitation.

Key actions include:

e Focus analysis on evidenced risks, such as digital recruitment practices and platform
mediated work, rather than treating technology or Al in abstract terms.

e Apply cross government joint working to monitor developments in Al and related
technologies, while clearly setting out current legal, operational and technical constraints.

¢ Map what data can realistically be collected, shared or analysed using technology,
including limits on data quality, coverage and interoperability.

e Develop clear governance, assurance and accountability principles before deploying
any technology enabled enforcement tools, to ensure proportionality, transparency and
safeguards against unintended harms.

7.5.Data and analytical capability

Across the seminars, participants highlighted that enforcement effectiveness is constrained by
limited analytical capacity and fragmented data, both to understand better the scale and nature of
the labour exploitation issue (and how it evolves over time) as well as where and how scarce
enforcement resources are making a difference.

This recommendation directly addresses the need for a coherent data strategy and

analytical function capable of turning existing information into actionable insight. Seminar
discussions emphasised that labour exploitation cannot be treated as a single phenomenon and
that deterrence assumptions remain largely untested, calling for more nuanced, behaviour-led
enforcement approaches.
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Recommendation 5a: Strengthen the Fair Work Agency’s analytical, data and intelligence
capability to build a clearer, evidence-based understanding of employer behaviour and
non-compliance

Key actions include:

e Establish a dedicated analytical function within the FWA to support horizon scanning, risk
profiling and prioritisation.

e Develop a clear framework for understanding employer behaviour across a spectrum (from
willing and able, to deliberate noncompliance) and what drives patterns across this
spectrum.

o As a next step, use this framework to inform early warning approaches.

o Use this framework to design differentiated interventions, from support and guidance
through to targeted enforcement.

e Conduct a focused review of available labour market and enforcement data, its quality and
gaps, with clarity on what changes or increased data gathering are feasible and
proportionate.

o Build on the review map data from the devolved governments, enforcement partners
and trusted external and frontline organisations in a data strategy to discuss and
prioritise what data is needed and how it will be used

o Putin place practical data sharing arrangements with devolved governments,
enforcement partners and trusted external and frontline organisations.

o Consider including more qualitative research to understand real world impacts and
the inclusion of worker’s voice.

Additional areas to consider:

e Evidence base for cost-benefit evaluations of interventions for decent work (for
example, payoffs of being a ‘good’ employer and the effect of probability of detection on
behaviour). Such an investigation would need to consider different types of exploitation and
differences.

e Explore early warning indicators linked to repeat noncompliance, financial stress and
business practices, without assuming access to criminal intelligence.

e A clear theory of change (including or aligning with deterrence).

The recommendation above should also be complemented by developing research that supports
near term strategic needs, rather than broad or speculative projects. For instance, he seminar
discussions highlighted the possibility that labour market exploitation dynamics might differ from
criminal behaviour and if this were the case, potential remedies would also differ. Seminar
evidence highlighted that exploitation often emerges from structural pressures rather than isolated
bad actors.

Recommendation 5b: Strengthen the evidence base through targeted, prioritised research
Key action(s) include:

e Set out the FWA'’s research priorities. The research should be focused on answering
evidence needed to support the FWA strategy.

e Consider the opportunity for a dedicated United Kingdom Research and Innovation funded
programme to address questions for how to boost fair work in the UK.
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Suggested areas of research for the FWA to consider

Use international comparators selectively to inform operational design (through bi-lateral
conversations and interviews and a systematic review of existing published information).
Examine how labour market rules, immigration conditions and business models interact to
increase vulnerability to exploitation.
Assess how wider policy areas (e.g. procurement, housing, benefits) may unintentionally
heighten exploitation risks.
Improve understanding of the role of finance in shaping labour outcomes.
Assess the prevalence and mechanisms of ‘phoenixing’, particularly following labour market
enforcement action, by using Companies House and other data sources to identify patterns
of business dissolution and reemergence.
Analyse responsible supply chain and procurement models, including initiatives such as the
Good Employment Charter and buyer led approaches, to understand how local, regional
and national business led, or government initiatives can best support and scale effective
practice.
Understand whether dynamics along the spectrum of exploitation differ from other forms of
criminal behaviour.

o How should this shape policy and enforcement responses.

o Prioritise research on employer incentives, enforcement effectiveness, and

avoidance behaviours relevant to labour market offences.
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9. Annex 1: Methodology for the literature review

This annex sets out the approach used to identify, review and synthesise evidence for the
literature review. The review followed the principles of a Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA)
following a search strategy, data collection, quality assessment and synthesis of findings. This
provided a structured and transparent way to capture relevant evidence within the time available.

9.1. Search strategy

The literature review used a multi-strand search strategy to identify evidence on modern slavery,
labour exploitation and decent work in the UK. The approach combined systematic searching with
targeted identification of expert and organisational outputs.

Four strands were used these Are presented in the table below.

Table 8: Four strands of the literature review

Strand | Description Primary Tools

Strand | Stakeholder and author mapping: identify and collect | Google Scholar (author
1 all outputs from key experts search), institutional
repositories

Strand | Systematic literature review: structured keyword Scopus, Google Scholar
2 searches using Boolean operators across
databases.
Strand | Grey literature mapping: targeted searches of Government, NGO, and
3 reports, policy papers, and NGO documents from international organisation
identified relevant organisations websites

Strand | Additional literature through snowball methodology: Reviewing sources and
4 Reviewing relevant documents references within references of already located
collected grey literature. grey literature.

9.1.1 Strand 1: Stakeholder and author mapping

Key academics, policymakers and practitioners were identified through stakeholder mapping and
project seminars. This was undertaken by a group of academics with subject-matter expertise and
extensive professional experience in the relevant field. This process produced a list of 26
academics which were used as the basis for targeted hand-searching of academic literature by
author name. 1 additional academic was added on as relevant work emerged during the project. A
snowball methodology was not applied at this stage to manage volume.

The Systematic Literature Review from Strand 2 conducted in parallel was prioritised which
allowed identifying additional literature through structured database searching.

9.1.2 Strand 2: Systematic literature review

The purpose of this strand is to systematically identify peer-reviewed literature aligned with the
project’s key research questions and objectives. Searches were run primarily in Scopus, with
Google Scholar used to identify additional or open-access material. Search terms reflected the

focus of the review and included variations of “modern slavery”, “labour exploitation”, “decent
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work”, “precarious work”, “worker exploitation” and “labour market enforcement”, combined with
UK-specific terms. Structured keyword searches were carried out using Boolean operators (e.g.
AND, OR) and quotation marks were used to improve search precision. Retrieved literature was
screened based on titles and abstracts for relevance to the project topic.

All searches were documented. This included the databases used, search terms applied, and the
number of sources identified and retained.
9.1.3 Strand 3: Grey literature mapping

The purpose of the grey literature mapping was to identify and review relevant non-academic
evidence, including policy documents, NGO reports, and programme evaluations.

The grey literature search began with two key documents central to the project focus:
o Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2025-26"89
o UK Modern Slavery Strategy'®°

All organisations cited within these documents were recorded to inform subsequent searches. An
initial stakeholder mapping exercise, conducted jointly by academic and government partners,
identified core organisations operating in the field. This mapping informed a targeted grey
literature search across identified organisations.

Reports and policy documents were identified from relevant government bodies,
non-governmental organisations and international organisations. Relevant organisations were
identified during the stakeholder mapping process and manually searched for publications.
9.1.4 Strand 4: Snowball searching

References within included in the grey literature were reviewed to identify additional relevant
sources.

Table 9: Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the literature

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion

Date Range Within past 10 years; preference for within the | Not within the past 10 years
past 5 years

Geographic UK-focused, or UK within comparative Non-UK (Unless directly

Scope context'®’ relevant)'92

Source Type Peer-reviewed articles, policy reports, Opinion pieces, blogs

academic theses

Relevance Addresses labour exploitation, enforcement, Irrelevant sectors or regions
or vulnerability

189 UK Government: Office for the Director of Labour Market Enforcement, Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2025 to 2026,
available at: Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2025 to 2026 - GOV.UK

190 UK Government, Home Office, Modern Slavery Strategy, available at: Modern slavery strategy - GOV.UK

191 Studies that include the UK as one of multiple countries being compared, rather than focusing exclusively on the UK.

192 Referring to a key sector of focus within the project i.e. construction in another geographical content or a widely cited model or
framework that directly informs UK policy or practice
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9.2.Data collection

Sources were excluded where they were opinion pieces, blogs or non-substantive advocacy
materials. Academic literature focused on peer-reviewed publications. Grey literature was drawn
from recognised organisations only, including government departments, international bodies and
established NGOs. Data collection followed a staged screening process to ensure relevance and
consistency across all strands.

Academic and grey literature were selected for collection initially by key word inclusion within titles,
forewords and abstracts. If these matched up with the project objectives, research questions and
search terms then the full text was reviewed for relevance alongside the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. The inclusion and exclusion criteria are given in the table below.

9.3. Assessing quality

Quality and relevance were assessed in line with the REA approach and proportionate to the
purpose of the review.

For academic literature, quality assessment focused on:
e peer-review status

e journal credibility and standards, supported by database inclusion and recognised quality
indicators where needed

For grey literature, quality assessment focused on:

e Source credibility: Authority and reputation of the producing organisation
o Document quality: Clarity of methodology, transparency of data sources, relevance to the
project objectives

All grey literature included in the review was produced by recognised organisations, which
reduced concerns around baseline quality. Therefore, structured appraisal tools such as the
AACODS framework were used to support consistent judgement.

9.4. Synthesis of findings

Evidence from academic and grey literature was synthesised using a narrative approach along the
themes of the project report.

Findings were grouped thematically to identify:
e key characteristics and drivers of labour exploitation in the UK
« links between exploitative practices and wider labour market conditions
« implications for labour market enforcement and policy

Academic and grey literature were considered together to provide a rounded view of both research
evidence and policy-relevant insights.
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10. Annex 2: Decent work frameworks summary

This annex provides a high-level summary of decent work frameworks that might be applicable in
the UK.

10.1.The International Labour Organisation

The ILO identifies six characteristics of decent work (itself described as “productive work for
women and men in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity”), namely:

that a fair income is paid.

work is secure and conducted under safe conditions.

employers ensure equal opportunities and equal treatment for workers.

there is social protection for the workers and their families.

it offers prospects for personal development and encourages social integration and
workers are free to express their concerns and to organise

2Rl

These principles have found expression in frameworks that have focused on what this might mean
in the UK and the devolved governments within the UK.

10.2.Carnegie ‘good work’ programme (2016 to 2021)

In part prompted by Taylor's Modern Employment Review (published in 2017), Carnegie UK (see
here: hitps://carnegieuk.org/programmes/good-work/) led a programme of work to develop job
quality measures, drawing insight from employers, employee representatives, public bodies,
academics, think-tanks and statisticians. The recommended metrics are outlined in Table 8.

Table 10: Recommended job quality metrics from the Carnegie framework

Job quality aspects Suggested measurement areas
1. Term of employment Job security

Minimum guaranteed hours
Underemployment

Actual pay

Satisfaction with pay
Physical injury

Mental health

Use of skills

. Control

10. Opportunities for progression
11.Sense of purpose

2. Pay and benefits

3. Health, safety and psychosocial
wellbeing
4. Job design and nature of work

©ONOO AN =

5. Social support and cohesion 12.Peer support
13.Line manager relationship
6. Voice and representation 14.Trade union membership

15.Employee information
16.Employee involvement

7. Work-life balance 17.0Over-employment
18.Overtime (paid and unpaid)
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10.3.Chartered institute of personal and development: good work index

The CIPD publishes an annual benchmark of job quality in the UK, based on a survey of 5,000
employees. The CIPD define ‘good work’ as work that: which is: (1) fairly rewarded, (2) gives
people the means to securely make a living, (3) provides opportunities to develop skills and a
career and gives a sense of fulfilment, (4) delivers a supportive environment with constructive
relationships, (5) allows for work—life balance, (6) is physically and mentally healthy for people, (7)
gives people the voice and choice they need to shape their working lives and (8) is accessible to
all. They also note that factors such as HR practices, the quality of people management and by
workers themselves affects these aspects. Using objective and subjective data capture, they
report both annual and comparative measures. The most recent survey can be found here:
https://www.cipd.org/globalassets/media/knowledge/knowledge-hub/reports/2025-pdfs/8868-good-
work-index-2025-report-web1.pdf.

10.4.Devolved and regional government approaches

In 2024 the Economy Minister for Northern Ireland announced that the Department for the
Economy (DfE) would adopt the Carnegie Framework as its definition of Good Jobs alongside the
CIPDs job quality dimensions to create a Good Jobs in Northern Ireland measure. See here:
hitps://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/good-jobs-northern-ireland. The measure that is being used
focuses on three elements, namely: (1) a permanent contract, (2) a non-zero-hour contract, and
(3) earning the Real Living Wage'®? or more.

The Scottish Government set out in 2022 to be a leading ‘Fair Work’ nation by 2025. This work is
rooted in the UN’s Declaration of Human Rights that includes: the right to work, to free choice of
employment, and to just and favourable conditions of work. The approach originates in the Fair
Work Convention (established in 2015 - see https://fairworkconvention.scot/about-the-convention/)
and also draws together Government work on gender pay gap, disabled people’s employment
action plans and anti-racist employment strategy. Public sector leadership in these areas is
highlighted within the plan implementation.

The Welsh Assembly Government (Llywodraeth Cymru) used the 2019 Fair Work Wales
recommendations (https://www.qov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-05/fair-work-
wales.pdf) to establish a definition of fair work that dovetails with cross-government work on
employability and skills and the Welsh Anti-racist action plan.

Manchester Good Employment Charter focuses on seven characteristics of good employment
(https://www.gmgoodemploymentcharter.co.uk/), namely: (1) secure work, (2) flexible work, (3)
pay (with an aspiration to be a ‘real living wate city-region’), (4) engagement and voice, (5)
recruitment, (6) people management and (7) health and wellbeing. Employers can be supporters
of the Charter (that is, they support the aim and are seeking to improve their employment
practices) or members (that is, employers who meet the membership criteria in all characteristics
of the Charter). The Charter is underpinned by resources, events, blogs and case studies.

198 The Living Wage Foundation (https://www.livingwage.org.uk/what-real-living-wage) oversees setting the ‘real’ living
wage. This wage level is higher than the ‘national living wage’ and the minimum wage, both of which are statutory
wage levels defined by Government. The Real Living Wage is voluntary and is based on calculations based on cost of
living and has historically been higher than the statutory minimum and living wages.
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11. Annex 3:; Case studies

11.1.Case study 1: Geographical targeting strategy for National Minimum

Wage in the UK

Table 11: Problem description for Case Study 1 Geographical targeting strategy for National

Minimum Wage in the UK

Key factors

Description (HM Revenue & Customs, 2025).

The problem

underpayment of National Minimum Wage (NMW) and National Living
Wage (NLW) continues within the UK, widespread underpayment and
financial exploitation persist

HMRC has identified that violations are often under-reported,
particularly in specific geographical regions or sectors where formal
complaints are traditionally low

HMRC research indicated a lack of detailed knowledge among agents,
employers, and workers regarding regulations. This is known as the
‘Pay Rate Fallacy’, suggesting many employers believed that simply
paying the exact NMW hourly rate or slightly above it guaranteed
compliance. In reality, various factors can reduce that pay to below
legal levels such as deductions for uniforms or tools. Prior to the
campaign, many employers oversimplified compliance, viewing it as a
pay rate rather than arising from a more complex regulatory
framework.

Pre-campaign data showed that 89% of employers felt it was easy to
remain compliant

employers and workers often failed to recognise that mandatory
training conducted outside of regular hours, and job-related travel
time (excluding commuting) must be compensated

while most knew they had to keep records, there was a major gap in
knowing the legal requirement to retain those records for 6 years,
with only 50% aware

before the campaign, only 36% of workers were aware they could
report underpayment concerns to HMRC anonymously, and only 19%
knew they could report on behalf of someone else

Who was
involved

HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) NMW Enforcement Team, target specific
geographical area, such as the pilot conducted in the North-West of
England. The targeted groups included:

agents: professional advisors, such as accountants and payroll
specialists, who assist businesses with compliance

employers: ranging from small ‘one-person’ businesses to larger
firms, with a focus on those in sectors like distribution, catering, and
production

workers: specifically, those earning under £45,000 per year, including
those in full-time, part-time, and varied working arrangements
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What they did
to overcome
the issues

HMRC introduced the National Minimum Wage Geographical Compliance
Approach (NMWGCA), a proactive ‘promote and prevent’ strategy. The
six-stage process, over 7-8 months, included:

agent awareness: offering virtual sessions (via Microsoft Teams) to
help agents avoid common mistakes with clients

employer education: sending initial informational letters to a broad
pool of employers

targeted ‘nudges’: a reduced pool of roughly 2,500 employers
received a second letter with a ‘soft or hard nudge’ to contact HMRC
for support on moving away from non-compliance

support calls: providing free ‘Employer Support Calls’ to help
businesses self-correct without immediate punitive sanctions
worker outreach: sending letters to workers explaining NMW rates,
underpayment risks (like unpaid travel or training time), and how to
report concerns

enforcement: only employers who failed to engage with the support
calls (approx. 250) were escalated to a full NMW investigation and
traditional sanctions

The outcome

The evaluation showed increased knowledge and understanding of NMW
rules among employers, workers, and agents, especially those who recalled
HMRC'’s letter.

The approach reached regions with traditionally low NMW complaints,
improving confidence in accessing information. This approach has a ‘ripple
effect’ across parts of the UK.

increased complexity awareness: employers were /ess likely to
report that compliance was easy after the campaign (dropping from
89% to 78%), suggesting they now recognise that NMW compliance
involves more than just a base hourly rate

increased knowledge: There was an improvement in understanding
amongst letter recipients. That is, worker awareness of how to seek
help rose from 46% to 65%

improved understanding of compliance tools: there was improved
understanding of the legal requirement to retain records for 6 years (at
65% for agents and 50% for employers)

worker empowerment: There was a substantial increase in workers
knowing they could report concerns anonymously (from 36% to 65%)
and that they could report on behalf of someone else (from 19% to
41%)

action taken: 31% of agents who recalled the letter took direct action
with their clients, such as reviewing contracts or adjusting previous
payments
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11.2.Case Study 2: Sectoral focus: example case from construction in

Scotland

Table 12: Problem description for case study 2 sectoral focus: example case from construction in

Scotland

Key factors

Description (Fair Work, 2022)

The problem

structural underpayment and cost squeezing are common within the
construction industry where large contractors act as procurement
managers, relying on complex sub-contracting chains

lowest-price tendering creates a ‘race to the bottom’ where contractors
bid below cost to maintain cash flow. This financial pressure results in
exploitative practices

pay structures such as bricklayers being paid per brick laid incentivise
speed over safety

there is a reliance on ‘bogus self-employment’ and umbrella companies,
which prevent workers from accessing basic rights like sick pay and
holiday pay

Who was
involved

A multi- stakeholder coalition:

the Scottish Government

the Fair Work Convention, specifically through the Construction
Industry Inquiry Group (CIIG)

trade unions (for example, Unite and GMB)

trade bodies/federations (for example, SELECT, SNIPEF, and the
Scottish Building Federation)

local authorities

public contracting authorities (for example, Transport Scotland and
NHS National Services Scotland).

What they did
to overcome
the issues

The Scottish Government and public authorities utilised the Procurement
Reform (Scotland) Act 2014 and the 2015 Regulations to move away from
‘lowest-price’ tendering, which was identified as a primary driver of cost-
squeezing.

legislative levers and procurement eform: the government utilised
the 2015 Procurement Regulations to mandate that economic
operators comply with social and employment laws, including collective
agreements

Fair Work First Guidance (2021): this updated guidance requires
businesses to commit to specific criteria, such as opposing ‘fire and re-
hire’ practices

shift to quality-based tendering: shifting the weighting of contracts to
70% quality and 30% price (already utilised by the NHS) to rebalance
the quality/price ratio, moving toward a model where 70% of a
contract's score is based on quality (including sustainability and fair
work) and only 30% on price

mandatory scoring: new recommendations state that fair work
criteria should hold a weighting of at least 10% of the total contract
score

mandating collectively bargained rates: recognising that 92% of the
construction workforce already earns above the Real Living Wage,
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policy moved toward mandating collectively bargained pay rates as a
contract condition to maintain higher industry standards

union access and charters: encouraging ‘HS2-style access
agreements’ that allow union representatives to visit sites and induct
workers, alongside the development of a single Fair Work Charter as a
pass/fail condition for tenders

the National Agreement for the Engineering Construction Industry
Model: the industry utilises the NAECI ‘Blue Book’ agreement, which
includes a highly effective, stage-based dispute resolution service with
Stage 4 national-level binding decisions, ensuring work continues while
issues are resolved

The positive
outcome

this institutional focus shifts the priority from solely cost saving to
prioritising workers' pay and standards, thereby reducing the
structural risk of exploitation driven by financial pressures

by addressing job insecurity and long hours, key triggers for poor mental
health, these levers aim to reduce the industry's high suicide rates and
improving mental health within the industry

encouraging direct employment discourages the use of umbrella
companies

by embedding fair work, the industry becomes more attractive to the
79,100 new workers needed by 2029, helping to address skill shortages

11.3.Case study 3: Operation Tacit: the Leicester garment Industry
investigation (United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement Annual
Report 2020 to 2023)

Table 13: problem description for case study 3 Operation Tacit: The Leicester garment Industry

investigation (United Kingdom Labour Market Enforcement Annual Report 2020 to 2023)

Key factors

Description

The problem

Press reports of modern slavery within the garment industry in Leicester
including very low wages had alerted ministers who then called for a
comprehensive investigation and action to be taken. The concern also was
that high concentration of non-compliant businesses in the local area meant
that workers were often unable to escape unlawful practices even by
switching to a different employer.

Who was
involved

Operation Tacit was led by the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse
Authority (GLAA) and HMRC (NMW). Other participants included:

the Employment Agencies Standards (EAS) Inspectorate
Health and Safety Executive (HSE)

Leicestershire Police, National Crime Agency (NCA)
Leicester City Council

Department of Work and Pensions

Home Office Immigration Enforcement

Local Fire and Rescue Service
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What they did
to overcome
the Issues

A large multi-party investigations was launched in July 2020, which was later
scaled back to include only GLAA and HMRC NMW.

between July 2020 and January 2023, HMRC NMW visited 318
garment manufacturing premises, while the GLAA visited 524
premises, co-ordinating their activity with HMRC NMW. Issues were
uncovered at 118 premises which, between them, employed around
1,250 workers

they used formal agreements between the bodies to share information,
identify linkages between non-compliant firms, and disrupt illegal
activity through joined-up opportunities

some of the worker interviews were at the place of work; others took
place at community centres and included interviews in languages other
than English

they used unannounced visits to factory premises to identify immediate
risks and non-compliance that might be hidden during scheduled
audits

The positive
outcome

Investigations found no evidence of serious prosecutable offences under
Modern Slavery Act.

four modern slavery investigations were initiated by GLAA but only one
Slavery and Trafficking Risk Order (STRO) was issued by the GLAA.
This related to informal kickbacks from workers made to a supervisor
who was taking money from workers in a personal capacity outside of
the management chain

the level of wage non-compliance discovered by HMRC NMW was
broadly in line with other investigations in the manufacturing sector, if
anything slightly better

36 notices of underpayment were issued and £199,515 payments
of arrears to workers were identified

4 Labour Market Enforcement Undertakings were issued in relation to
Section 31(2) National Minimum Wage Act 1998 (record keeping
offences)

HMRC NMW made fraud referrals in relation to the Coronavirus Job
Retention scheme with a significant penalty being issued in one case.
the ‘Leicester model’ of collaborative assessments was integrated into
the Strategic Coordination Group'®* approach to try better to identify
businesses that are non-compliant across multiple regulatory areas

194 UK Government: Enforcement Strategy Response 2019/20: UK Labour Market Enforcement Strategy 2019 to 2020:
government response (HTML version) - GOV.UK
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