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Abstract 

This research examines how organizations contribute to the perpetuation of means–ends 

decoupling (MED) within issue-based fields organized around societal problems, under conditions 

of heightened field scrutiny. In such settings, organizations often profess commitment to field 

goals and visibly comply with institutionally prescribed practices to satisfy monitoring, reporting, 

and public evaluation requirements. However, many adopted goals remain underachieved, raising 

questions about how compliance-without-progress endures and how claims of commitment remain 

credible under transparency regimes intended to spur substantive goal pursuit. Our data came from 

75 interviews with 68 brands, suppliers, and third-party organizations pursuing worker well-being 

in global fashion supply chains. We unveil auditability-based goal replacement as an 

organizational-level mechanism through which actors rhetorically foreground compliance as 

public evidence of commitment while narrowing internal goal pursuit to auditable thresholds that 

serve their core goals, thereby allowing shortfalls to persist. Self-silencing about this substitution 

and the instrumentalizing of shortfalls close the configuration into a self-reinforcing loop. The 

study advances MED scholarship by (i) showing how organizations leverage field conditions and 

appropriate the existing scrutiny infrastructures to advance their core goals while reproducing the 

means–ends gap, (ii) problematizing the authenticity of commitment claims, and (iii) explaining 

how goal-ineffective compliance prevails as a credible substitute for adopted goals. It also extends 

research on organizational responses to institutional complexity and calls for greater attention to 

institutional impact, that is, the realized advancement of the societal aim an institution emerged to 

address. 

Keywords:  compliance; global supply chains; goal replacement; institutional impact; 

institutional theory; means–ends decoupling; qualitative methods; transparency
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“THE MINIMUM WAGE IS THE MAXIMUM WAGE”: HOW GOAL REPLACEMENT 

PERPETUATES MEANS–ENDS DECOUPLING  

 

For the truth of intention is only the act itself. 

— G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of spirit, 1807/1977 

INTRODUCTION 

Organizations often make ambitious promises to address societal problems, but tend to 

achieve limited progress. Consider the fashion sector, for instance. Many multinational brands and 

retailers publicly commit to improving the well-being and livelihoods of workers in their supply 

chains (Schuessler, Lohmeyer, & Ashwin, 2023) and accordingly engage in social compliance 

(Locke, Amengual, & Mangla, 2009). Yet workers in these supply chains still earn poverty wages, 

lack an effective voice, and continue to face human-rights abuses, while issues like child labor and 

modern slavery endure (Bird, Short, & Toffel, 2019; Kuruvilla, Liu, Li, & Chen, 2020; 

Soundararajan, Wilhelm, Crane, Agarwal, & Shetty, 2025). Scholars refer to such gaps as means–

ends decoupling (MED), whereby organizations integrate formally adopted policies into their daily 

practices as means, yet these practices do not deliver the goals, or ends, they were meant to advance 

(Athanasopoulou, Marti, Risi, & Schlindwein, 2025; Bromley & Powell, 2012; Schembera, Haack, 

& Scherer, 2023; Wijen, 2014).  

 MED is increasingly common in issue-based fields organized around societal problems 

(Couture, Jarzabkowski, & Lê, 2023; Hoffman, 1999; Kaufmann, Krlev, & Brown, 2025). In such 

fields, scrutiny of organizational practices through auditing and monitoring often compels 

organizations to implement institutionally prescribed practices, as non-compliance is hard to hide 

(Callery & Kim, 2025; Haack, Martignoni, & Schoeneborn, 2021). Beyond such compliance, 

organizations typically also pledge to advance field-level goals (hereafter, “field goals”), such as 
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promoting equality, mitigating climate change, or reducing poverty (Amis, Brickson, Haack, & 

Hernandez, 2021; Mair & Marti, 2009; Wright & Nyberg, 2017). Scrutiny extends to these pledges 

as well, because digitally traceable stakeholder communication locks in firms’ publicly stated 

commitment claims (Lewin & Warren, 2025; Morrison & Mota, 2023). However, even where 

compliance is evident and commitment claims prevail, the field goals often remain underachieved. 

Because progress reflects, at least in part, the aggregate contributions of field members, explaining 

this persistent underachievement requires examining how organizations contribute to the 

perpetuation of MED (i.e., the ongoing reproduction of the means–ends gap through their actions 

and inactions) under heightened field scrutiny (hereafter, “heightened scrutiny”). 

 Initial theorizing traces the emergence of MED to field-level conditions that prompt 

organizations to implement institutionally prescribed practices even when links to outcomes 

remain ambiguous (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). More recent work foregrounds 

organizational responses and discretion, showing that goal-oriented actors can sometimes 

purposively navigate institutional constraints and narrow means–ends gaps. They do so, for 

example, by selectively nonconforming to certain prescriptions (Dick & Coule, 2020), learning 

through feedback and experimentation (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025), investing in implementation 

quality (Olsen, Rehbein, Snelson-Powell, & Westermann-Behaylo, 2022), or involving target 

beneficiaries (Kim, 2025). Yet many organizations continue to follow practices that are 

“ineffective, insufficient, or unsuitable” for goal achievement (Haack & Schoeneborn, 2015: 307). 

Some studies suggest this is because compliance still pays off even when goal progress lags. For 

example, it can serve latent functions such as satisfying regulators or other accountability 

audiences (Dick, 2015), help maintain coordination and stakeholder relationships (Kaufmann et 

al., 2025), or enable less powerful actors to meet the demands of more powerful ones (Kern, 
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Laguecir, & Leca, 2018). Compliance also lets actors reduce complex goals to documentable 

targets (Palermo, Power, & Ashby, 2017), as when the broad aspiration of decent work is 

operationalized as payment of statutory minimum wages rather than progress toward a living wage 

(LeBaron, Edwards, Hunt, Sempéré, & Kyritsis, 2022). 

Taken together, prior scholarship positions the emergence of MED in field-level conditions 

while granting organizations a role in restraining or accepting the means–ends gap. Heightened 

scrutiny can be expected to press organizations toward substantive goal pursuit (Haack et al., 2021) 

and make declared goals costly to abandon (Lewin & Warren, 2025; Morrison & Mota, 2023). The 

gap should thus either narrow or persist only by undermining the credibility of commitment claims. 

Yet compliance-without-progress, and thus MED, persists without visibly shattering 

organizational credibility, a perplexing parallelism that existing accounts do not explain. Field-

level accounts explain the emergence of MED, yet not its organizational-level reproduction; 

restraining accounts show that the gap can be narrowed, yet not why it endures when scrutiny 

should compel its closure; and accepting accounts explain why compliance remains useful, yet not 

how it remains credible to the outside once scrutiny targets the commitment claims themselves. 

The organizational dynamics that reproduce the gap while keeping commitment claims credible 

under heightened scrutiny thus remain unexamined. We therefore ask: How do organizations 

contribute to the perpetuation of means–ends decoupling under conditions of heightened field 

scrutiny? 

For many business or for-profit organizations, field goals (i.e., goals arising externally 

through institutional activity) are often grafted onto preexisting core goals (i.e., internal goals 

related to technical and operational imperatives) (Cyert & March, 1963; Greve & Teh, 2018; 

Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Because both goal sets draw on limited 
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organizational attention and resources, conflicts in goal pursuit are common (Margolis & Walsh, 

2003; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). Accordingly, we examine how organizations pursue these 

often-competing goals internally, under scrutiny, and whether that internal pursuit matches their 

outward commitment to the field goal. We explore this question qualitatively in the field of worker 

well-being in global fashion supply chains extending into the Global South (Bartley, 2007), a 

setting that has attracted heightened scrutiny since the Rana Plaza collapse, values compliance, 

and pairs commitment claims with only marginal progress toward workers’ social upgrading and 

improved livelihoods (Islam, Deegan, & Gray, 2018).  

Drawing on 75 interviews with 68 brands, suppliers, and third-party organizations, we 

uncover a self-reinforcing dynamic linking their externally oriented commitment rhetoric, internal 

goal pursuit, and goal underachievement. We theorize auditability-based goal replacement 

(hereafter, “goal replacement”) as an organizational-level mechanism through which scrutinized 

actors rhetorically foreground institutional compliance as evidence of commitment to the outside 

while narrowing internal pursuit to auditable thresholds that serve core goals. Self-silencing hides 

this substitution and leaves compromised progress unchallenged, while the narratives of limited 

progress are instrumentalized to justify further emphasis on compliance, stabilizing this dynamic.  

Our study advances MED scholarship in three ways. First, we complement field-level 

accounts of the emergence of MED (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014) by showing that 

organizations are not merely carried along by MED-conducive field conditions but can leverage 

these conditions and the scrutiny infrastructures layered upon them to advance core goals while 

reproducing the means–ends gap. Second, we problematize commitment claims as reliable signals 

of substantive field-goal pursuit, shifting focus from how organizations can restrain MED 

(Athanasopoulou et al., 2025; Kim, 2025; Olsen et al., 2022; Schembera et al., 2023) to whether 
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many intend to do so. Finally, we extend research on why MED persists by showing that goal-

ineffective compliance can be served to evaluators as a structural substitute for the adopted goals 

themselves, beyond its legitimacy-related functions (Dick, 2015; Kaufmann et al., 2025). 

Beyond MED scholarship, by theorizing goal replacement as a subtle, strategic response 

that appropriates rather than evades heightened scrutiny, we add to the repertoire of organizational 

responses to institutional complexity (Brunsson, 1993; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Pache & Santos, 

2013). This research also sharpens critiques of metric fixation (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Muller, 

2018) and of transparency regimes as engines of societal progress (Haack et al., 2021). We close 

by offering normative implications for the design of future transparency regimes and inviting 

scholarly attention to what we call institutional impact, that is, the realized advancement of the 

societal aim an institution emerged to address. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Means–Ends Decoupling in Issue-based Fields 

Theorized as a gap between organizational practices and field-level outcomes, MED 

describes how institutionally motivated practices can remain disconnected from the goals they are 

meant to advance (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014). Unlike policy–practice decoupling, in 

which institutional rules are formally adopted but not fully obeyed, MED captures cases in which 

rule-following is evident in organizational practices (means), yet the intended progress (ends) 

toward field goals remains limited (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Dick & Coule, 2020; Schembera et 

al., 2023). This phenomenon is especially prevalent in issue-based fields formed around societal 

problems (Couture et al., 2023; Hoffman, 1999; Zietsma, Groenewegen, Logue, & Hinings, 2017), 

wherein organizations typically commit to solving these problems, or “adopt new ends that are not 

directly related to core goals” (Bromley & Powell, 2012: 497), without delivering the promised 
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progress. For example, despite widespread organizational pledges to eradicate modern slavery, the 

peril persists as a management practice (Crane, 2013); despite media platform commitments to 

curb misinformation, fake news spread (Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018); and despite highly vocal 

corporate commitments to promote equality, workplace inequalities deepen (Amis et al., 2021).  

In issue-based fields, conflicts between the adopted field goals and organizations’ core 

goals are common. Grounded in the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963), core 

goals relate to economic, technical, and operational effectiveness, or what institutional theorists 

call organizations’ “technical demands” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977: 359). Regardless of form (e.g., 

profit-oriented business, social enterprise, hybrid organization), organizations depend on 

efficiency, productivity, and quality (Richard, Devinney, Yip, & Johnson, 2009) to meet 

indispensable internal needs. Field goals, in contrast, arise “externally” (Greve & Teh, 2018: S19) 

through institutional or stakeholder activity in the field. They reflect broader societal objectives 

that organizations may adopt and claim to pursue alongside their core goals, for example, 

sustainability commitments spurred by stakeholder demands (Barnett, Henriques, & Husted, 

2020). Although the distinction is analytical and not categorical, such that core and field goals may 

sometimes overlap, for example, in mission-driven enterprises (Jung & Shin, 2022) or some hybrid 

organizations (Battilana & Dorado, 2010), for most for-profit or business organizations, field goals 

are often “grafted” (Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017: 1811) onto core goals through stakeholder 

activity. Because pursuing competing goals draws on common resources, goal conflicts can limit 

engagement and require strategic choices (Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 

2015). To manage such conflicts, organizations have long been shown to respond through 

ceremonial adoption (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), hypocrisy among talk, decisions, and actions 

(Brunsson, 1993), selective coupling of competing prescriptions (Pache & Santos, 2013), or related 
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symbolic management tactics (Fiss & Zajac, 2006). Some also deceptively dilute adopted goals 

when policies are monitored more than practices (Callery & Kim, 2025).  

Policy–practice decoupling and related tactics may flourish in opaque fields where actor 

behavior and claims are difficult for outsiders to observe (Kuruvilla et al., 2020; Wijen, 2014). 

Wijen (2014: 306) characterizes opacity as an amalgam of practice multiplicity, causal complexity, 

and the limited visibility of actor behavior, all of which can act as “compliance barriers.” To 

counter behavioral invisibility, field scrutiny arises when skeptical audiences (e.g., other field 

actors and stakeholders) increasingly assess organizational conduct and sanction behavior that 

deviates from claimed commitments (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Greve, Palmer, & Pozner, 2010). 

Transparency norms (Bernstein, 2017; Strathern, 2000), reinforced by auditing and accounting 

trends (Power, 1997), further institutionalize this regime of policing and punishing. Thus, actors 

who initially may have adopted field goals only ceremonially under the lure of opacity can be 

expected to pursue them substantively as external oversight intensifies (Haack et al., 2021). 

Importantly, what is monitored (e.g., policies, practices, or commitment claims) can serve 

as a check on the requisite behavior within organizations (Callery & Kim, 2025). In addition to 

organizational practices, scrutiny in many fields extends to declared goals and commitment claims. 

Disclosure requirements and routines (e.g., stakeholder reporting, target dashboards, third-party 

responses, and assurance) can make declared commitments more visible and thus more assessable 

to outsiders (Reid & Toffel, 2009; Schnackenberg & Tomlinson, 2016). In today’s digital age, 

social media and digital traceability can further render past pledges easily retrievable and 

comparable over time (Lewin & Warren, 2025). Public avowals of commitment are argued to 

create audience expectations that function as meta-contracts, raising the reputational cost of goal 

backtracking (Morrison & Mota, 2023). Whereas declaring bold goals may garner legitimacy, 
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revoking them can erode it once reversals become public (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Smith & 

Rhiney, 2020), as evidenced by the public criticism of prominent firms such as Coca-Cola, Meta, 

Google, and Shell for weakening their sustainability commitments (Pucker, 2024). Thus, 

heightened scrutiny could discourage not just cheating but also overt goal retreat, assuring 

stakeholders that organizations will likely pursue field goals seriously. However, 

underachievement raises the question of how organizations can keep compliance viable to the 

outside and their commitment claims credible under such scrutiny, without delivering the promised 

progress. 

How Organizations Contribute to Means–Ends Decoupling  

Because field-level progress reflects the aggregate of members’ contributions to field 

goals, underachievement can partly be explained by examining how organizations pursue them 

and how the internal dynamics of that pursuit contribute to the perpetuation of MED. Institutional 

scholars argue that although field environments shape organizational behavior (Scott, 2014; 

Zucker, 1987), organizations may also exercise discretion and agency while responding 

strategically to institutional complexity and field-level constraints (DiMaggio, 1988; Greenwood, 

Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 2011; Oliver, 1991). Understanding the role of 

organizations in MED, therefore, requires considering field-level influences and organizational 

actions in tandem.  

Bromley and Powell (2012) suggest that MED emerges in highly rationalized and 

fragmented fields. Rationalization, manifest in formal organizing, accountability infrastructures, 

and professionalization (Bromley & Meyer, 2015), prescribes socially accepted templates for 

“responsible” action, enabling organizations to appear aligned with valued goals even when 

outcomes are ambiguous. Fragmentation layers multiple, often conflicting, pressures on 
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organizations (Meyer, Scott, & Strang, 1987), prompting them to espouse several, sometimes 

incompatible, practices to draw on diverse sources of legitimacy (Greenwood et al., 2011). Wijen 

(2014) adds that opacity makes it difficult for actors to evaluate whether their implemented 

practices are effective for achieving field goals. Although helpful for understanding the field-level 

conditions that set the stage for MED, these accounts remain less explicit about the organizations’ 

role in this phenomenon. 

Empirical work on the role of organizations has begun to demonstrate that they can 

sometimes narrow the means–ends gap. For example, Athanasopoulou et al. (2025) show that 

firms can link their practices to outcomes through experimentation and adaptation. Olsen et al. 

(2022) find that investments in preparedness and policy quality can strengthen the link between 

organizational practices and desired outcomes (see also Graafland & Smid, 2019). Others highlight 

learning- and feedback-oriented approaches, such as continuous sensemaking about whether 

practices produce progress (Schembera et al., 2023), the active involvement of target beneficiaries 

in defining and validating impact (Kim, 2025), or selectively contesting institutionalized 

prescriptions when they impede goal achievement (Dick & Coule, 2020). Highlighting 

organizational discretion amid institutional constraints, these studies support the idea that 

organizations may strategically navigate field-level conditions to improve progress. Despite such 

positive accounts, even a cursory look at societal reality reveals that Bromley and Powell’s (2012: 

489) assertion that MED is “increasingly prevalent in contemporary society” remains true. 

By emphasizing how compliance may remain valuable to organizations even when 

outcomes disappoint, a parallel body of research helps explain why MED is accepted. Dick (2015), 

for instance, argues that compliance can serve latent functions (e.g., satisfying regulators) that 

sustain managers’ confidence in practices despite uncertainty about outcomes. Where goals are 
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complex, compliance can also serve as a practical approach to translate ambitious aims into more 

documentable targets (Palermo et al., 2017). Relatedly, compliance can help manage power 

asymmetries, enabling less powerful actors to meet demands imposed by more powerful 

counterparts (Kern et al., 2018). More recent work shows how measurement and evaluation 

systems can become institutionalized and sustained because they fulfill coordination and 

communication functions (Kaufmann et al., 2025). Although these accounts help explain why 

compliance-without-progress can be attractive to organizations, it is less clear how it prevails 

unchallenged where heightened scrutiny of organizations’ commitment claims and conduct is 

supposed to nudge them toward substantive goal pursuit (Haack et al., 2021). Taken together, the 

literature reinforces the image of organizations as agentic, social actors capable of acting with 

purpose and intent (Bromley & Meyer, 2021; King, Felin, & Whetten, 2010), and of responding 

strategically to field-level complexity and institutional constraints (Vermeulen, Zietsma, 

Greenwood, & Langley, 2016). Thus, widespread MED calls for examining (i) how organizational 

responses to field conditions reproduce means–ends gaps, (ii) why these gaps endure where 

heightened scrutiny should compel organizations to close them, and (iii) how ineffective 

compliance remains viable and credible to the outside even as scrutiny extends to the commitment 

claims themselves. 

METHOD 

Research Context  

Employing an interpretive, qualitative research design and an inductive theory-building 

approach (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Locke, 2007), we studied organizations mobilized 

within an issue-based field centered on worker well-being in global supply chains (Bartley, 2007; 

Soundararajan et al., 2025). Suppliers, especially in the Global South, often perpetrate social 
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transgressions such as poor working conditions, labor and human rights abuses, inadequate wages, 

and lax health and safety, which harm workers (Locke, 2013). We use the notion of “worker well-

being” as shorthand for the field’s aspirational goal, or “end,” and to refer to the social upgrading 

of supply chain workers for which this field emerged in the first place. Nested within the broader 

supply chain social sustainability domain (Nakamba, Chan, & Sharmina, 2017), worker well-being 

is a complex, multifaceted goal that encompasses subdomains such as health, safety, and working 

conditions; livelihood security and fair remuneration; labor and human rights, including voice and 

non-discrimination; and the prevention and remediation of severe labor abuses (e.g., child labor, 

forced labor, and harassment) (Huq, Chowdhury, & Klassen, 2016; Klassen & Vereecke, 2012). 

Across these subdomains, the aspired end exceeds legal minima; for instance, fair remuneration 

means wages sufficient to live on, not merely payment of the statutory minimum wage. The field 

engages diverse supply chain and third-party organizations that, alongside their core goals, often 

commit to and therefore claim to adopt the goal of worker well-being. 

With fashion supply chains extending from brands in the Global North to labor-intensive 

countries in the Global South, this sector provides an ideal setting to examine how visibly 

mobilized field actors pursue and advance this field goal (Schuessler et al., 2023). Spurred by 

disasters such as the 2013 Rana Plaza collapse, stakeholder attention to this sector has increased, 

and the firms therein present themselves as committed to worker well-being while pursuing this 

goal predominantly through suppliers’ compliance with various social sustainability policies (e.g., 

supplier codes of conduct and voluntary or mandatory standards). Social compliance (hereafter, 

“compliance”) rules in this field arise from layered sources. Lead firms translate stakeholders’ 

expectations for worker well-being into supplier codes, sourcing contracts, audit protocols, and 

corrective-action requirements (Kuruvilla et al., 2020). Public authorities set baseline labor, wage, 
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safety, and human-rights obligations; buyer-country governments increasingly add transparency 

and due diligence requirements, such as the UK Modern Slavery Act or the EU Corporate 

Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (Wilhelm, 2024). Independent standard-setters and multi-

stakeholder initiatives provide voluntary frameworks, standards, and certification schemes, 

including the UN Global Compact, OECD Guidelines, SA8000, and Fair Labor Association 

standards (Gilbert, Rasche, & Waddock, 2011). We use the term “compliance” to denote the audit-

verifiable implementation of practices derived from these rule sets, monitored through social 

auditing at suppliers (LeBaron, Lister, & Dauvergne, 2017; Terwindt & Armstrong, 2019). The 

compliance regime positions actors differently in the field. Brands set and enforce requirements 

and publicly claim commitment on behalf of their supply chains; suppliers implement and 

document compliance at production sites; auditors, certifiers, and consultants verify and 

professionalize compliance; and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), multi-stakeholder 

initiatives, and labor unions advocate on workers’ behalf. Although relational approaches such as 

supplier development are slowly emerging (Soundararajan et al., 2025), the USD 80-billion 

auditing industry (Short, Toffel, & Hugill, 2020), proliferating codes of conduct (Schleper & 

Busse, 2013), the sustainability-standards market (Reinecke, Manning, & von Hagen, 2012), and 

recent due diligence laws (Wilhelm, 2024) indicate that compliance has become the dominant 

mechanism, or “means,” for pursuing the “end” of worker well-being. 

Despite nearly three decades of the compliance regime, progress on worker well-being 

remains limited, and MED prevails (Bird et al., 2019; Kuruvilla et al., 2020; Olsen et al., 2022). 

Although tightened compliance has improved certain aspects, such as timely wage payments and 

limits on working hours, worker-level problems largely endure (Soundararajan et al., 2025). For 

example, banning child labor has neither eradicated the practice from supply chains nor improved 



How Goal Replacement Perpetuates Means–Ends Decoupling | Page 13 
 

the lives of affected children, sometimes pushing them into worse subsistence (Khan, Munir, & 

Willmott, 2007). Likewise, freedom-of-association provisions rarely empower workers (Kuruvilla 

& Li, 2021), wages remain insufficient to improve livelihoods (LeBaron et al., 2022), and modern 

slavery continues (Han, Jia, Jiang, & Chen, 2024). 

Numerous independent evaluations confirm that compliance-driven improvements remain 

limited and, at best, localized (Bartley & Egels-Zandén, 2016; Gaffar & Kämpfer, 2023; Reinecke, 

Donaghey, Bocken, & Lauriano, 2019), yet actors professing commitments continue to prioritize 

compliance (Jellema, Werner, Rasche, & Cornelissen, 2022). More unsettling, despite heightened 

scrutiny and expectations for progress on the field goal, compliance remains a viable and credible 

means even without such progress. Shock-response initiatives like the Bangladesh Accord, which 

delivered building-safety gains after Rana Plaza (Schuessler et al., 2023), have been diluted into 

arguably less ambitious alternatives (Kang, 2021), casting doubt on actors’ willingness to move 

toward the more holistic solutions the goal requires. Further, despite many public commitments to 

aspirational goals such as living wages, hardly any companies pay such wages (Berlin School of 

Business & Innovation, 2025). Thus, the expanding compliance regime and the underachieved 

goal make worker well-being in fashion supply chains a fitting context for examining actors’ goal 

commitment, their internal pursuit of the adopted field goal, and the reasons for its elusive 

achievement. 

Empirical Setting and Data Collection 

Our unit of analysis is organizations as field members that contribute to the worker well-

being goal. We draw our empirical material from global fashion supply chains extending into India 

and Bangladesh, two countries with shared historical, cultural, and socio-economic backgrounds. 

In both countries, these actors operate in mature export industries, are embedded in interlinked 
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production networks, face heightened scrutiny from Western buyers and other stakeholders, and 

have engaged in social compliance activity for decades, yet have achieved only modest worker-

level outcomes (Alamgir & Banerjee, 2019; Islam et al., 2018). Our sample comprises 

multinational brands, suppliers, third-party service providers (auditing firms and consultancies), 

and civil society organizations (NGOs, labor unions, and multi-stakeholder initiatives). As goal 

adopters, for-profit actors such as brands, suppliers, and service providers were our primary focus 

because the institutionally emergent worker well-being goal is grafted onto their internal core 

business and operational goals. However, we also included the aforementioned other stakeholders, 

which we expected to more fully align with the field goal, given their nonprofit nature. Sampling 

across these positions let us observe the same compliance regime from the vantage points of those 

who set, implement, verify, and could contest its rules. 

Data were derived primarily from 75 semi-structured interviews with 68 organizations (see 

Table 1).1 Using purposive sampling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), we targeted mobilized actors 

(Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017), that is, organizations that publicly commit to and appear to engage 

with worker well-being. We first assembled a list of reputable multinational brands, mostly 

headquartered in Europe and English-speaking countries, with long-standing supply chain social 

sustainability programs and recognized sustainability orientations. Drawing on publicly available 

documents (e.g., sustainability reports, policy briefs, and stakeholder communications), we filtered 

for brands that extensively claimed adoption of the worker well-being goal (e.g., publishing 

statements like “improve worker well-being,” “commitment to living wages,” “improving working 

conditions,” “promote decent work and human rights”), ensuring goal adoption through declared 

commitments. Our subsequent review of their public policies and documents indicated that 

suppliers’ compliance with private codes of conduct, third-party certifications, and industry-level 
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standards remained their most formal (e.g., embedded in sourcing protocols) and consistent (i.e., 

carried out regularly) means of pursuing this goal (see “field engagement” in Table SM.1).  

------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Because suppliers sit relatively upstream in supply chains (Schmidt, Foerstl, & 

Schaltenbrand, 2017), many do not issue standalone sustainability reports; rather, they convey and 

enact their commitments to worker well-being within buyer–supplier relationships, for example, 

by signing buyers’ sustainability policies or codes of conduct and agreeing to audits, monitoring, 

and reporting (Short, Toffel, & Hugill, 2016). Suppliers were therefore identified from the sampled 

brands’ publicly disclosed supplier lists. Through extensive background checks (e.g., verifying 

suppliers’ client lists and declared engagement with social compliance and worker well-being on 

their websites, and confirming these during personal interactions), we included only visibly 

engaged, export-oriented firms that maintained long-term, direct business relationships with, often 

multiple, Western brands, which gave us confidence that they were sufficiently mobilized in this 

field. We excluded indirect, lower-tier suppliers, which often show weak signs of goal adoption 

and limited engagement (Villena & Gioia, 2018) and thus did not meet our sampling criteria. 

Third-party actors were selected similarly, based on their long-term involvement with sampled 

brands and suppliers, relevant experience, prominence, and demonstrable field engagement.  

To capture the on-the-ground pursuit of their adopted field goal and engagement with social 

compliance, we interviewed experienced managers in India and Bangladesh who were responsible 

for their organizations’ supply chain compliance and social sustainability efforts and were 

knowledgeable about workers’ needs and problems through their direct, daily engagement. 
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Interviewees representing multinational brands and international third-party firms were primarily 

based in regional, production-country offices and could therefore detail their firm’s ground-level 

(in)actions while anonymously critiquing the impact of those actions on workers. Collecting data 

in the Global South situated the study where goal pursuit occurs, and outcomes are expected. The 

first author, a native of India, conducted interviews from 2018 to 2024, during two field trips (in 

2018 and 2019) and via video calls. When permitted, fieldwork included in-person visits to 

supplier factories to observe working conditions. We recruited interviewees through cold outreach, 

professional networks (e.g., LinkedIn), and limited snowball sampling.  

Interviews averaged 54 minutes and used open-ended questions to examine actors’ 

motivations for social compliance and pursuing worker-focused sustainability or well-being; 

meanings ascribed to compliance and sustainability; implementation processes; and efforts to 

progress on issues like child labor, living wages, working conditions, and health and safety. 

Discussing these exemplary issues revealed actors’ willingness and limits in pursuing measures 

necessary for meaningful progress (e.g., on a categorical child labor ban versus attempts at 

remediation). Interviewees’ openness under guaranteed anonymity provided cues both to what the 

organizations would convey to scrutinizers and to their internal convictions and actions in pursuit 

of goals. Interviews were conducted primarily in English, with some in Hindi (mostly with 

suppliers). All interviews were recorded and transcribed, except for four, for which consent was 

denied; detailed notes were taken for these. The data corpus exceeds 1,300 transcript pages and 

was organized for analysis in MAXQDA. 

Data Analysis 

We analyzed the data using systematic interpretive coding (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998), proceeding through iterative analytical stages that transformed about 2,600 coded 
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data segments into 24 first-order concepts, six second-order themes, and three aggregate 

dimensions. Figure 1 offers the Data Structure. 

------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Open coding. Following Strauss and Corbin (1998), we coded interviews to examine how 

actors understand and pursue their adopted goal of worker well-being. Emergent codes captured 

understandings of compliance processes and social sustainability or worker-level outcomes; 

rationales and motivations for compliance; and actions taken or withheld to achieve the adopted 

field goal. We also coded how actors implement practices (e.g., whether they attempt to address 

the underlying root causes of social issues), noting nuances that might impede the envisaged 

progress. Compliance-related codes stemmed from statements on wage payments, regulation of 

working hours, health and safety measures, auditing, and corrective action. Goal-pursuit codes 

arose from beneficiary-focused discussions of workers’ needs (e.g., financial stability, job 

satisfaction, growth opportunities) and explanations of how and why actors addressed or deferred 

them. Coding actors’ willingness to pursue and the barriers to progress on issues such as child 

labor and living wages often revealed contrasts between outward commitments (e.g., “We care for 

the workers’ well-being”) and the internal approach underlying goal pursuit (e.g., “If he [supplier] 

were concerned about social welfare, he could have opened an NGO”). It thus began to emerge 

that the organizations sought to maintain an outward face that poorly aligned with their internal 

reality. Interviewees’ local backgrounds and extensive field experience offered ground-level 

insights into workers’ needs and the firm-level actions underlying goal pursuit for which they were 

responsible. Through constant comparison, we consolidated overlapping codes into first-order 
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concepts describing why and how organizations pursue the worker well-being goal.  

Because we sought to understand how actors pursue the goal they espouse, our analysis 

foregrounded organization-level behavior rather than inter-organizational dynamics within the 

field. Goal adopters (i.e., brands, suppliers, auditors, and consultants) remained central, but we 

also coded the behavior of other actors (e.g., NGOs, labor unions) to understand whether they 

pursued the goal differently. We expected contrasts, but aside from codes applicable only to 

adopters (see superscripts in Figure 1), the resulting codes remained remarkably similar. 

Axial coding. We related first-order (informant-centric) concepts to derive second-order 

(researcher-centric) themes (Gioia et al., 2013). Comparing concepts for similarities and 

differences (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) revealed behavioral regularities in how organizations 

construe compliance, implement practices, and pursue the field goal. Related concepts were 

grouped into second-order themes. For example, the theme “validating compliance through 

accountability anchors” clusters concepts in which compliance is rationalized by invoking legal 

frameworks, member liability, audit scrutiny, and professional roles, all of which offer compliance 

as a legitimate means. Iterating between analytical levels, we refined ambiguous concepts, 

discarded those with limited explanatory power, and added clarifying ones (Grodal, Anteby, & 

Holm, 2021). Most concepts and all themes denote actions (expressed in gerunds); asterisked 

concepts mark contextual conditions. We finalized six themes when additional coding yielded no 

new insights. 

Aggregate dimensions. Guided by our research question, we integrated second-order 

themes into aggregate dimensions that represent our theoretical abstractions (Gioia et al., 2013). 

Comparing themes (organizational behaviors) by their purpose, we identified three overarching 

patterns: outward commitment signaling, internal goal pursuit, and compromising on goal 
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progress. We assigned themes that shared a common purpose to the same dimension. Ambiguous 

themes were reassessed and either reassigned or dropped, and dimension labels were iteratively 

updated to reflect their constituent themes best. We settled on three aggregate dimensions: 

“constructing a compliance-based rhetoric of commitment to the field goal” (for themes that 

convey alignment with the adopted field goal through a compliance lens); “calibrating goal pursuit 

by auditability” (comprising themes that show internal pursuit of the field goal tuned to the 

threshold of auditability and serving core goals); and “compromising progress on the field goal for 

auditable compliance” (denoting themes that describe patterns strengthening the verifiability of 

implemented practices while weakening the progress on the field goal). Inferring the extent of goal 

pursuit was most difficult because actual intent is not readily observable. We nonetheless inferred 

it by juxtaposing outward commitment signaling (via the first aggregate dimension and the 

declared goals we collected for sampling) with internal activities in pursuit of goals (via the second 

and third aggregate dimensions) to identify contradictions between what organizations conveyed 

to outsiders and the convictions and actions they actually held and followed. In other instances, 

organizations regarded outcomes at the compliance threshold as clearly satisfactory.  

Theoretical framework. To theoretically mobilize the aggregate dimensions, we probed 

how they may relate to each other and which recurrent relationships most plausibly addressed our 

research question. Reasoning abductively (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), we juxtaposed the 

patterns captured in the first two aggregate dimensions with each other and with broader 

institutional literature, which led us to theorize auditability-based goal replacement: a mechanism 

in which compliance substitutes for commitment to field goals, while organizations’ internal goal 

pursuit efforts are calibrated to an auditable threshold and what advances their core goals. By 

abductively deriving further support from the data, we then examined how this configuration 
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relates to the third aggregate dimension (and vice versa) and inferred two reinforcing relationships: 

self-silencing, evident when private misgivings about compliance coexist with a reluctance to 

voice public challenge (e.g., “[they] keep their mouth and eyes shut for the sake of the business”), 

and instrumentalizing, whereby actors position goal-progress shortfalls as grounds for “more 

compliance” (e.g., “[the] worker will be victimized” and “they [workers] get a lot of help from 

compliance”). These patterns reinforce goal-replacement behaviors by reaffirming auditability as 

the primary basis for action and evaluation. We refined them by iteratively integrating relevant 

literature and discussing rival interpretations (e.g., symbolic management, decoupling), retaining 

only parsimonious linkages well-supported by our data. 

Validity and Reliability  

Because our evidence is interview-based, we triangulated across differently positioned 

actor types (e.g., brands, suppliers, auditors/consultants) and treated accounts as informative of 

organizational practices only when they recurred across actor types and multiple organizations. 

Such recurrence let us identify field-wide regularities in organizational behavior and increased our 

confidence in theorizing at the organizational level. Because interviewees occupied roles directly 

involved in implementing, evaluating, or justifying the focal practices, their role-based access 

supports linking their accounts to organizational routines and decisions (Kumar, Stern, & 

Anderson, 1993). An insider–outsider author team (first author: prior industry experience and 

contextual knowledge; second author: critical challenger) examined codes against the raw data and 

resolved disagreements through discussion and consensus (Bartunek & Louis, 1996). Peer 

debriefing (e.g., in research workshops) on the evolving codebook and data structure further 

supported reflexive evaluation of our analytical decisions (Finlay, 2002). Interviewees’ 

participation was voluntary, without incentives, and with informed consent. We also ensured 
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pseudo-identities and secure data handling to encourage candor on sensitive topics. Independent 

participant recruitment further helped bypass organizational hierarchies, reducing social 

desirability bias in responses. 

FINDINGS 

The findings show how, under conditions of heightened scrutiny, organizations substitute 

compliance for the adopted field goal, channeling effort toward audit-legible actions that 

perpetuate MED. We organize these findings around the aggregate dimensions, using second-order 

themes and first-order concepts as empirical building blocks. The reinforcement dynamics and 

theoretical framework follow. 

Constructing a Compliance-based Rhetoric of Commitment to the Field Goal  

Actors who publicly adopt field goals must also demonstrate their commitment. We find 

that, rhetorically, compliance is offered as supposed proof of that commitment. By validating 

compliance through accountability anchors, actors cast compliance as proper and compliant actors 

as legitimate. Additionally, they equate compliance with the field goal to depict compliance as 

tantamount to goal adoption itself and thus visibly compliant actors as committed goal adopters. 

Together, these moves serve to render commitment audit-checkable, position goal adoption as 

passing audits, and construct a rhetoric of goal commitment based on visible compliance. This 

rhetorical coupling of means and ends perpetuates MED by directing scrutinizers’ attention to 

checkable compliance signals rather than to progress toward the goal. 

Validating compliance through accountability anchors. Statutory gaps in supplier 

countries create space for private regulation, yet buyer-driven policies can seem foreign, and 

compliance with them incongruent, unless grounded in local law. By highlighting overlap with 

the law of the land, actors depict compliance as not only valid but also locally approved. For 
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example, suppliers who once largely ignored India’s Factories Act, 1948, which has long set 

statutory requirements on labor standards, now defend private-led compliance by referencing the 

same: “This comes from the government’s side. You are forced to provide it. This isn’t covered 

within ‘motivation.’ Motivation is… what you are doing in addition to this?!” (S18).  

Actors also argue that, as field members, meeting compliance requirements is their duty to 

others. Compliance thus becomes a visible embrace of liability under shared rules, and its active 

display helps actors earn legitimacy through displayed accountability. As suppliers frame social 

compliance as a responsibility to brands or workers, or brands describe it as their obligation to 

multi-stakeholder initiatives or customers, they present themselves as dutiful members of the field. 

As one supplier notes, “Our main agenda is that if we are doing someone’s [brand’s] work, then 

whatever their [compliance] requirements are, they should be fulfilled from our side” (S14). 

Similarly, NGOs remain accountable to donors, unions to members, and auditors to clients.  

Self-proclaimed accountability alone may not dispel skepticism about policy–practice 

decoupling. Opportunistic actors might still cheat. Interviewees, therefore, emphasize audit-based 

scrutiny, suggesting that external monitoring leaves little room for evasion: 

From the government’s end, the inspector goes to the factory. From BGMEA’s 

[Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association’s] end, their people go to 

the factory. From [the] buyers’ end, we are going to the factory. The third parties go to the 

factory. So, there is no way. You [suppliers] can’t hide anything! (B15) 

 

Increasing professionalism is also used to signal the validity of compliance. By anchoring 

compliance in organizational roles such as compliance officers, sustainability managers, and 

social compliance auditors, actors present it as an integrated routine rather than an ad hoc approach, 

adding weight to commitment claims. As one supplier states, “There is the health and safety officer 

of the factory, then there is the compliance manager in the factory, or there is the welfare officer; 

all these people are responsible for working on sustainability. That is in their job profiles” (S07). 
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Thus, by anchoring compliance in law, duty, scrutiny, and professional roles, actors tend to shift 

the evaluative standard from “improved worker well-being” to “accountable rule-following,” 

thereby inviting outside evaluators to conceive of commitment as verifiable. 

Equating compliance with the field goal. By presenting worker well-being as compliance 

and pairing compliance with modest worker-level gains, actors treat compliance as their 

operational target. Meeting this target serves as seeming evidence of coupled means and ends and 

of a supposed commitment to the outside. In our discussions of compliance and worker well-being 

(often in the terminology of “social sustainability” as used in corporate practice), many conflate 

meanings, treating these aspects as interchangeable. One sustainability trainer remarks, “Social 

sustainability, I guess, would mean… social compliance of the supply chain” (TP04). 

Occasionally, social sustainability is described as maintaining compliance or the routines that 

enable it. We label this “conflating meanings: social sustainability is compliance,” noting that 

even experts, such as sustainability trainers, prefer to maintain this overlap. Cast this way, the 

adopted field goal is translated into audit-legible terms. 

The rhetoric remains incomplete unless compliance is paired with worker well-being. By 

arguing that “it [compliance] creates an impact on the workers’ lives” (B02), actors claim to help 

the labor force by being compliant, presenting achieving compliance as equivalent to achieving 

the field goal. According to one auditor, workers benefit because “ninety-five percent [of] factories 

are ensuring [through compliance] that the workers are getting at least the minimum wage” (TP15).  

This equivalence aligns with what we call “adjusting objectives: worker well-being with 

compliance.” When compliance is aligned in meaning with social sustainability or worker well-

being and explicitly paired with workers’ social upgrading, it functions as the operative goal; once 

audits certify compliance, actors regard their adopted field goal as met. As one supplier shares, 
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“Third parties visit; buyers also come [for audits]. If they find any non-compliance, we [suppliers] 

fix it. […] Once they are satisfied, the matter is over!” (S20). Thus, as progress is redefined into 

procedural (i.e., compliance) terms and fulfilling the process becomes the “completion point,” the 

field goal is effectively reduced to an auditable target, thereby shielding the means–ends gap from 

external challenge. 

Calibrating Goal Pursuit by Auditability 

Once compliance comes to be seen as a credible signal of commitment, actors concentrate 

their resources on actions that auditors can verify and that advance core goals, making what we 

term “auditability” the determinant of how the field goal is pursued internally. By auditability, we 

refer to the extent to which actions are verifiable to scrutinizing audiences and amenable to rewards 

for visible fulfillment. By distancing organizations from pursuing their adopted field goal and 

directing effort toward supporting core goals, this auditability-centered calibration perpetuates 

MED by restricting the deployed means to what audits cover rather than to what goal achievement 

would require. More outcome-effective but less auditable actions are deprioritized, including those 

that organizations consider damaging to core goals. The means–ends gap is thereby kept from 

being closed from within, as the discretion that would otherwise extend pursuit beyond the audit 

threshold is foreclosed.  

Distancing from the pursuit of the field goal. Committed pursuit of field goals requires 

actors to prioritize workers’ actual needs (Kim, 2025), going beyond compliance (Wilhelm, 

Bhakoo, Soundararajan, Crane, & Kadfak, 2025) or, when context-specific solutions are needed, 

even departing from it (Wijen, 2014). For instance, ideally, actors may offer wages that reflect the 

cost of living or provide voluntary overtime, enabling workers to supplement their low wages. 

Likewise, addressing child labor requires remediation rather than displacement. Recognizing that 
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children may otherwise turn to the worst forms of child labor, committed actors can approach this 

sensitive issue holistically and on a case-by-case basis. They might, for example, ensure that, in 

addition to apprenticeship-like work, underage workers receive an education, develop skills, and 

possibly escape poverty, abuse, or other detrimental circumstances. When we discussed 

organizations’ willingness to pursue such a beneficiary-centered worldview, several responses 

revealed internal distancing from more holistic goal pursuit efforts that may support the 

commitment claims but are less legible in audits. 

The goal complexity* inherent in the multifaceted worker well-being goal leads actors to 

realize that their adopted goal is causally intricate and would require acting beyond compliance. 

For example, poverty, illiteracy, and absent or alcoholic guardians are only a few of the many 

factors that may push a child into work. Per one NGO, to address this issue, 

We have to think about why the children are coming to work. Often, we think that banning 

[child labor] is the solution. But it is not! […] I am a father, and I will only send my child 

to work when I am in a dire poverty trap or if, based on my earnings, we cannot meet our 

basic needs. Only then do I think the parents are sending their children [to work]. (TP06) 

 

Less committed actors often use this complexity to justify internal retreat. For instance, one 

supplier dismisses living wages by pointing to calculation difficulties: “In one family, one person 

earns, while in another family, two people earn. One’s children attend a private school, and the 

other’s attend a public school. So how does the living wage concept fit in these situations?!” (S12).  

Another line of defense is citing the limitation of resources that, actors argue, prevents 

more impactful measures. Suggesting the lack of capital to afford living wages, one supplier 

retorts, “If you want to plan it in Dhaka, it will be a suicide!” (S25). In response to our astonishment 

as to why paying a decent wage would be “suicide” for suppliers or why paying suppliers slightly 

more would be problematic for brands, a brand explains, “Ultimately, the brand must first sell the 

product [at a premium price]. Until it does, how can it purchase from suppliers?” (B11.2). Lack of 
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time, skills, and knowledge are also cited as obstacles to sustained goal pursuit. 

Practice implementers further discredit the exploration of more ambitious measures by 

regarding unconventional actions as unreasonable or outlandish. Many, for example, publicly 

endorse living wages yet privately disparage the demand. As one respondent sneers, “I want to 

travel the world. I want 10,000 dollars a month. Not the employer’s problem!” (TP01). Others are 

more measured in their discrediting but convey a similar stance. Rejecting living wages in their 

supply chain, a brand remarks,  

If you get the chance to see the structure of the minimum wage in Bangladesh and India, 

you can see that all the things [i.e., workers’ needs] are included in the minimum wage. 

The basic salary, medical, food, conveyance, overtime wage, and other incentives, such as 

the production bonus, are added here. (B10) 

  

Goal adopters additionally recall their commercial origins and, despite the rhetoric, 

internally debate how far they are willing to pursue the field goal. In recognizing their 

organizational identities and what they are (not) meant to do, many quietly redraw the boundaries 

of their obligations. As one supplier admits, “In the end, the person who has an industry has to 

have profits. […] If he were concerned about social welfare, he could have opened an NGO” (S13).  

Actors also contest who should bear the responsibility for worker well-being. Despite 

insisting on members’ liability for compliance, many shift responsibility onto other field actors, 

especially for actions they deem outside the remit of compliance. Suppliers and brands often insist 

NGOs or governments assist displaced children or set better wages, whereas NGOs shift 

responsibility back onto supply chain firms. On living wages, suppliers expect brands to pay, while 

brands blame consumers for expecting cheaper products. As one certification expert observes, 

“The customer blames the brand, the brand blames the supply chain, and the supply chain blames 

the brand. You know, it’s like going around in a circle!” (TP05). In sum, by rejecting what extends 

beyond the scope of the audit, actors distance themselves from field goals. 
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Advancing core goals by being viewed as compliant. Passing audits and being seen as 

compliant helps actors advance their commercial, relational, or operational core goals by enabling 

them to draw benefits from others in the field. For many, securing market access is the key reason 

to value compliance. One supplier asks, “How else could we get the business?” (S08), 

underscoring the role of clearing social audits in winning brand contracts. The economic 

motivation similarly extends to others: brands treat supply chain compliance as essential to sales, 

while additional audits generate revenues for auditing firms and assignments for consultants. 

Although profit-seeking by commercial actors is unsurprising, non-profit actors such as 

local NGOs and unions also attend to their conflicting functional needs, often prioritizing financial 

needs over broader missions. Reflecting on local NGOs and labor unions, a brand explains,  

They only raise their voice for the garment workers because they get funds from 

foreigners—and that is their “living,” their “business.” They can earn from this sector. […] 

If they raise their voice for the tea picker, they won’t get anything from anyone. But if they 

raise their voice for the garment workers, they can go to Oxfam, can go to UNICEF, can 

go to the other giants like ETI [Ethical Trading Initiative] or anyone else and say, “In 

Bangladesh, look at this life… people are in a bad way, they are dying, they have no shelter, 

they have no safe sanitation. And if you give us donations, we can make it better.” (B14)  

 

Goal adopters also believe compliance mitigates reputational risk. By “going with the 

standards of the industry” (B08), they expect to minimize the risk of stakeholder backlash. The 

risk-protection buffer created by being perceived as a socially responsible brand, a compliant 

supplier, or a preferred implementation partner (for auditors or consultants) is attractive to all 

actors. One brand notes, ‘The risk goes down, there are no last-minute surprises, and reputation is 

maintained. Media and other stakeholders are always watching’ (B16) (interview notes).  

Beyond market access and risk management, goal adopters view compliance as improving 

operations, that is, streamlining supply chains, boosting workers’ productivity, reducing person-

hour losses from attrition and strikes, and preventing production disruptions by avoiding accidents. 
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Describing mindset shifts after the Rana Plaza collapse, one consultant states,  

The owners [suppliers] recognized that if a building collapses, not only do people [workers] 

die, but they also lose their buildings and assets. […] They understood that they should not 

[ignore compliance]. Whatever work they do, they must do it safely. (TP07) 

 

Taken together, these payoffs make auditable compliance the safest and most rewarding form of 

“progress,” reinforcing a focus on what can be verified under scrutiny rather than on what would 

most improve worker outcomes. Calibrated to this threshold, internal pursuit stops where audits 

stop, leaving the means–ends gap unclosed from within. 

Compromising Progress on the Field Goal for Auditable Compliance  

By juxtaposing actors’ tactical maneuvers with contextual circumstances in the field, this 

aggregate dimension shows how a fixation on being audited as “compliant” creates organizational 

conditions that lead actors to compromise progress toward the field goal of worker well-being. As 

proliferating compliance infrastructures push organizations to become audit-ready, organizations 

respond in ways that, while enabling compliance to be attested, ultimately weaken the goal 

effectiveness of implemented practices. This compromise of progress perpetuates MED by 

materially reproducing the gap. Although visible compliance with prescribed practices improves, 

progress toward the field goal stalls, and the gap is reenacted in everyday practice.  

Overshooting processes. When numerous actors independently promote and police 

compliance, the field fills with redundant compliance routines*—namely, overlapping auditing, 

documentation, and reporting structures surrounding rule-following. Brands commission 

proprietary code-of-conduct audits, require preferred standards, or insist on specific auditing firms, 

adding layers of effort and scrutiny that suppliers and auditors (who often serve multiple brands) 

must navigate simultaneously. Recalling past experiences at a supplier, a brand manager explains, 

“Almost every week, I faced different buyers and auditors […] I used to face three third-parties 
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[auditors] daily. I had to run between different rooms with the same documents” (B14). 

Although redundancy helps audit-readiness by repeated learning, it also multiplies inputs 

(e.g., monitoring hours, data entry, audit fees), draining implementers’ capacity to think and act 

beyond compliance. Because rewards and sanctions hinge on demonstrating compliance, adopters 

bear the associated burden. Yet, fatigue prompts internal frustration about whether this is the best 

use of resources that could, for instance, be used to build dormitories for migrant workers, finance 

a living wage, or invest in holistic remediation measures. Under anonymity, one supplier confides,  

I don’t feel it is right that we need this certificate and that certificate. The brand comes here 

and checks, those third-party auditors check, and the certificates check the same things. 

[…] If we spent that money on our workers, they would be better off. (S01) 

 

Thus, compliance mechanisms ensure goal pursuit only up to a limit; beyond it, they become 

counterproductive for goal progress, tying up resources in redundancy and away from the workers, 

the intended or target beneficiaries.  

Undershooting targets. To illustrate how an excessive focus on appearing compliant can 

prompt behaviors that undermine worker well-being, we first highlight key contextual concepts. 

The fact that interviewees were discussing heterogeneous beneficiary-needs* suggests that 

workers’ needs vary with their circumstances (e.g., age, skill, migrant status, family situation, and 

location). For instance, local workers may request limited overtime, whereas migrant workers 

often rely on overtime earnings to finance an eventual return home. As one supplier explains,  

 They [migrant workers] count their time and make estimates like, “When I go back, I 

should take 25, 30, or 40 thousand rupees [USD 275–440] with me.” He came here with 

the idea that, after returning home, he would build a house or do this and that. […] So, if 

he doesn’t get a 12-hour workday, he feels it was a waste to come here. (S19) 

  

Respondents also concede that factory work can exploit underage workers, yet, for some 

adolescents, it offers escape from poverty, trafficking, or more hazardous work. Likewise, living-

wage needs vary with workers’ socio-economic conditions and household composition.  
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Another contextual concept, practice–need mismatch*, describes practices that do not 

reflect workers’ actual needs. Weighing safety measures against financial need, a consultant notes,  

In these parts, like in India or Bangladesh, people are very poor. Even their basic needs are 

sometimes not fulfilled. So, they are always thinking about money. And with that on their 

mind, what will they think about safety?! You give them 200 takas [USD 1.64] more, 

whatever the place is, they will go. They need those 200 takas! […]. Suppose a building 

worker is on a high-rise construction site. You are offering him 500 takas [USD 4.10] to 

paint the 19th floor. And you are not giving him rope, not giving him a helmet, you are not 

giving him anything! He would still go up there and paint! And if someone else offers 700 

takas [USD 5.74] to paint the 50th floor, he would be there! (TP07) 

 

We now show how overshooting processes may undershoot targets. First, with resources 

tied up in sustaining process redundancy, goal-distanced actors often engage in surface-level 

remedies, doing just enough to pass audits and secure a compliant label, usually leaving root causes 

unaddressed. For example, they prioritize resolving or quick-fixing the issue identified in the audit 

while ignoring why it emerged. A brand reflects,  

The problem is that we always use the “Band-Aid” approach, just addressing the surface. 

We never deep dive into the root causes; we don’t want to see the root cause. Even if we 

do understand, sometimes we are not able to address it. […] So, typically, whatever the 

task is, we stay at the surface level. (B06) 

 

Another dysfunctional behavior involves practice implementers taking half measures; that 

is, practices are implemented in silos, where changes remain disconnected from complementary 

organizational functions and practices. Worker participation committees, for instance, should be 

formed through fair elections to enable dialogue and grievance resolution. However, our data 

caution that workers remain uninformed, elections are often staged, and management typically 

maintains control. Nevertheless, holding regular committee sessions and updating the 

documentation helps suppliers meet compliance requirements. As one brand explains,  

We can’t call these committees fake. […] They have the documents, but they haven’t 

informed the workers. They do not pass the message that you have to vote and elect your 

member [representative]. No. It’s just, “Upcoming audit… here are the documents!” (B20) 
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 Moreover, actor rebound occurs when requirements exceed the capacity or interests of 

goal adopters, prompting withdrawal to avoid the risk of non-compliance. For example, suppliers 

are legally permitted to employ adolescent or juvenile workers (14–18 years old) provided they 

ensure non-hazardous work, proper working hours, adequate nutrition, and schooling. Finding 

these requirements taxing, many suppliers ban all workers under 18 from their premises. Factory 

banners reading “Child labor prohibited – anyone under 18 is not allowed to enter” illustrate this 

rebound. The first author spoke with an adolescent selling food outside a major Indian garment 

exporter and asked why they were not working inside. The response, “I am waiting to turn 18,” 

suggests this adolescent does not benefit from the rebound. A similar rebound follows when the 

legal minimum wage increases. Brands advocating fair wages often also relocate sourcing to more 

“cost-effective” regions, as one NGO exclaims,  

A company [brand] follows wherever the cheap wages are. [As a brand,] you are following 

the cheap wages all the way from Manchester to Korea to China to India to Bangladesh, 

and now to Myanmar. […] So, it’s a hypocrisy! When you say that you want to improve 

the living wage and you follow the cheap wage, wherever it is… I don’t understand this! I 

mean, how?! What is the mechanism?! (TP03) 

 

Bans on child labor and limits on working hours ideally aim to prevent exploitation and 

protect workers’ rights. However, progress remains limited when such restrictions are 

implemented without addressing weak or missing support systems*. If the field, for example, 

guaranteed schooling or care for children removed from work and compensated workers for lost 

overtime through living wages, compliance would more likely achieve the intended progress. 

However, such support systems are underperforming or absent. Commenting on the lack of 

assistance for displaced child labor, one brand manager reflects, “Millions of child laborers are 

there! [As a brand] you are banning those child laborers, [but] are you taking responsibility for 

those families?!” (B08). Similar support failures arise in worker unions and, frequently, the NGOs 
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tasked with facilitating these practices to improve worker well-being. 

Although actors recognize these support gaps, they often pursue compliance myopically, 

overlooking the harm they cause and allowing social problems to persist or even be exacerbated. 

For instance, although actors know that banning child labor from the fashion-export sector does 

not guarantee remediation but may push vulnerable children into less regulated and potentially 

more hazardous work, many let such problems persist. As one brand representative shares,  

As children find no opportunities in the thousands of [garment] factories or the thousands 

of safest factories we have, they work outside the factory. […] They become involved with 

drugs or undertake truly risky [hazardous] tasks. These are challenges we [as a country] 

face. In my opinion, providing them with opportunities inside factories is better than 

exposing them to dangerous areas outside. We brands can ensure their wages, safety, 

benefits, and rights. But outside the factory, we aren’t monitoring them! (B23) 

  

Interviewees further note that workers’ financial freedom is often overlooked in working-hour 

regulations, and that unemployment from factory shutdowns is often ignored when safety upgrades 

are prioritized. These examples demonstrate that, within their immediate scope, actors knowingly 

accept potential negative consequences for beneficiaries to achieve compliance. 

Altogether, goal-distanced actors prioritize compliance over workers’ actual needs yet tie 

resources to redundant routines. Their tactical maneuvering around implementing practices to pass 

audits leaves many problems unresolved and necessitates ignoring the potential worsening of 

others. Thus, while compliance is demonstrated externally through strong audit performance, 

internally, weak implementation reenacts means–ends gaps in everyday practice.  

Reinforcement Dynamics 

Beyond the three aggregate dimensions, two recurring dynamics emerge in how actors 

relate to the persistent gap between compliance and goal progress. Through self-silencing, actors 

who privately register the limits of compliance and the insufficiency of their goal pursuit efforts 
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refrain from voicing this critique publicly, leaving compromised progress unchallenged. Through 

instrumentalizing, actors invoke goal-progress shortfalls to reaffirm compliance as necessary. 

 Self-silencing. Actors’ proximity to beneficiaries often lets them see the problems 

compliance leaves unresolved. For example, child labor and worker ill-being may persist around 

factories even when they are certified as compliant. We might therefore expect outwardly 

committed actors to voice these concerns. Yet our data show that, although many privately register 

them, they refrain from openly questioning the effectiveness of the compliance regime and the 

adequacy of how they pursue the field goal internally. One auditor who sets out daily to enforce 

child labor bans through inspections explains, on condition of anonymity,  

They [children] are working in automobile factories; they are working in hazardous 

industries. […] It doesn’t necessarily mean that through these audits and all these 

initiatives, we have actually eradicated the problem. We have merely ensured that these 

particular factories [are compliant] because brands will be bothered when child labor 

appears in their supply chain. We simply safeguard the brand’s image! (TP15)  

 

 The auditor’s admission that audits “simply safeguard the brand’s image” reveals a private 

recognition that compliance preserves the appearance of commitment even as it falls short of the 

field goal. Yet voicing this recognition is costly. Because core goals now rest on a compliance-

based rhetoric of commitment and goal pursuit is calibrated to auditability, open critique would 

undercut the rhetoric, expose the insufficiency of internal goal pursuit, and invite demands for 

costlier action beyond current audit thresholds. Actors, therefore, stop short of turning private 

recognition into open critique, as if to avoid rocking the boat. As one manager notes, “brands know 

what goes on in the factories,” but “keep their mouth and eyes shut for the sake of the business” 

(B03). Self-silencing thus withholds the critique that might otherwise prompt course correction, 

allowing compromised progress on the field goal to persist. 
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Instrumentalizing. Persistent underachievement should, in principle, erode confidence in 

the means used to pursue a goal. However, our findings suggest otherwise. Narratives of limited 

goal progress, or “undershot targets,” are often invoked to portray compliance as indispensable. 

As one supplier notes, “If this [compliance] does not happen, then ultimately [the] worker will be 

victimized” (S10). Continued worker vulnerability thus appears not as proof against the 

effectiveness of compliance, but as evidence of its necessity and a request for its reinforcement.  

 Why actors favor this interpretation becomes clearer when considered alongside their core 

goals. Speaking anonymously, one supplier reveals a stake in a low-wage labor pool: “If they 

[workers] earned [more] or became educated, where would we get labor?!” (S19). A brand 

manager likewise presents low wages as a national competitive asset: “The main competency of 

[Bangladesh] is the [low] minimum wages. If that is also jeopardized [by living wages], suppliers 

will not be happy” (B06). Substantive pursuit would require costly actions (e.g., closing wage 

gaps, investing in worker development, or moving away from low-cost sourcing models) that could 

unsettle core goals. Compliance, by contrast, is less disruptive for the actor and easier to 

demonstrate under scrutiny. Actors can thus advocate compliance as a means to help workers while 

benefiting from the conditions that keep workers vulnerable. Such advocacy amidst modest 

progress eases both the compliance-based rhetoric of commitment and the calibration of goal 

pursuit to auditability. Suppliers can preserve low-cost business models; brands can legitimate 

themselves as responsible actors; and auditors, NGOs, and consultants can sustain their relevance 

in a system predicated on a continued need for improvement. 

Theoretical Framework 

The findings show how organizations rhetorically couple means with ends (first aggregate 

dimension), restrict means to those that are auditable and aligned with core goals (second aggregate 
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dimension), and compromise contributions to substantive ends in favor of auditable compliance 

(third aggregate dimension). Each contributes distinctly to the perpetuation of MED. The first 

keeps the gap from being challenged externally, the second keeps it from being closed internally, 

and the third reenacts it in everyday practice. Figure 2 integrates these dimensions and the 

reinforcement dynamics into a theoretical framework.  

------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

 ------------------------------ 

The first aggregate dimension, constructing a compliance-based rhetoric of commitment, 

shields the means–ends gap from external challenge. Outwardly, actors frame compliance as valid 

conduct, gaining pragmatic and moral legitimacy (Suchman, 1995; Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 

2017), and recast outcome-oriented goals such as worker well-being as narrower, checkable 

processes, thereby rendering displayed compliance public evidence of commitment. This 

rhetorical coupling of means with ends perpetuates MED by redirecting external scrutiny from 

underachieved ends to visible means, shielding the gap from the external pressure that might 

otherwise challenge it and could press organizations toward more substantive pursuit. The second 

aggregate dimension, calibrating goal pursuit by auditability, keeps the gap from being closed 

internally. Passing audits converts compliance-earned legitimacy into social support for actors’ 

core goals, granting them a social license to operate (Gehman, Lefsrud, & Fast, 2017). Pursuing 

the field goal beyond what audits check or prescribe therefore yields benefits that are difficult to 

appropriate, and is thus commercially unwise (Milgrom & Roberts, 1992), so effort is internally 

limited to auditable thresholds—what gets scored tends to get pursued (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; 

Kerr, 1975). This calibration forecloses actors’ discretion to pursue the goal beyond the 
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compliance threshold, preventing the gap from being closed internally.  

By conjoining the first two aggregate dimensions, we theorize auditability-based goal 

replacement, a mechanism through which organizations appropriate heightened scrutiny by letting 

compliance stand in externally for commitment to field goals while internally calibrating field-

goal pursuit toward auditability and alignment with core goals. Neither aggregate dimension can 

sustain this substitution alone when scrutiny extends to both organizational practices and claims 

of commitment. Rhetoric without audit-verifiable compliance would be exposed when scrutiny 

seeks evidence, whereas calibrated pursuit without rhetoric would pass audits but earn no credit 

for commitment. Instead, the organization would appear merely to be doing the minimum, and 

underachievement would count as evidence against its commitment claims. Goal replacement thus 

holds the gap open externally through commitment rhetoric and internally through calibrated 

priorities, making displayed compliance both proof of commitment and a stopping point for goal 

pursuit. What should serve as a floor becomes a ceiling. As one manager puts it, “The minimum 

wage is treated as the ‘maximum wage.’ If it’s 9,235 rupees [USD 102], that’s what each and every 

worker will be getting—9,235. Nobody will be getting a starting salary of 15,000 rupees [USD 

165]!” (B22).  

The third aggregate dimension, compromising progress on the field goal for auditable 

compliance, materially reproduces the gap that goal replacement holds open. It contributes to the 

perpetuation of MED by hollowing out the implementation of compliance-related practices in day-

to-day work (Graafland & Smid, 2019; Jastram, Otto, & Minulla, 2023). Because audit-readiness 

absorbs organizational effort into redundant routines, repeated audits, and expanding 

documentation, the visibility of means strengthens while their goal effectiveness weakens. 

The two reinforcement dynamics stabilize this configuration. Self-silencing operates along 
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the relationship from goal replacement to compromised progress, keeping the former invisible and 

the latter in place. Because scrutiny verifies compliance rather than outcomes (Wijen, 2014), the 

resulting shortfall is registered more readily by context-embedded actors who engage directly with 

beneficiaries than by the broader field audiences conducting the scrutiny. For these actors, 

compliance provides seeming evidence of due care, whereas critique calls commitments into 

question and may invite social sanctions (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Corrective feedback therefore 

fails to form, allowing the shortfall to persist. Instrumentalizing operates in the reverse direction, 

reinforcing goal replacement through compromised progress. Because compliance offers a 

checkable and rewardable alternative to the substantive action that effective goal pursuit would 

require, actors can satisfy the scrutinizers while presenting modest gains as evidence of progress 

(Schembera et al., 2023). Compromised progress thereby becomes grounds for renewing the 

substitution, closing the configuration into a self-reinforcing loop. 

DISCUSSION 

Advancing the Means–Ends Decoupling Literature  

We asked how organizations contribute to the perpetuation of MED under conditions of 

heightened field scrutiny. We identify goal replacement as an organizational-level mechanism 

through which displayed institutional conformity (i.e., compliance) substitutes for commitment to 

adopted field goals. Goal replacement installs compliance as both the outward proof of 

commitment and the internal stopping point for goal pursuit, holding the gap open externally and 

internally at once, and relegating field goals to mere framework conditions for core-goal 

advancement. Compromised progress reenacts the gap in everyday practice. Two reinforcement 

dynamics stabilize this substitution. By keeping goal replacement invisible to outside evaluators, 

self-silencing lets the gap be reproduced materially, while instrumentalizing feeds 
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underachievement back into goal replacement. Scrutiny is satisfied, and commitment claims 

remain credible, even as the means–ends gap continues. These insights advance MED scholarship 

in three ways. 

To begin with, our study highlights organizations’ role in perpetuating MED by showing 

how actors leverage the MED-conducive field conditions of rationalization, fragmentation, and 

opacity (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Wijen, 2014), and appropriate the scrutiny infrastructures 

layered onto them to advance their core goals. Rationalization, through formal organizing (Drori, 

Meyer, & Hwang, 2009), accounting and control (Power, 1997), and increasing professionalism 

(Bromley & Meyer, 2021), supplies the vocabulary and templates for rhetoric that validates 

compliance, enabling organizations to profess allegiance to field goals while prioritizing internal 

agendas. The ambiguous causal links between means and ends that opacity creates (Wijen, 2014) 

further enable actors to divert stakeholder attention by casting process adherence as outcome 

achievement (Pache & Santos, 2010), often with such conviction that they welcome scrutiny to 

check their behavior and thus bolster their legitimacy. Self-silencing conceals goal replacement 

from outside evaluators, allowing actors to do just enough toward field goals to satisfy multiple 

institutional demands in a fragmented field (Meyer et al., 1987). Instrumentalizing further 

leverages shortfalls to strengthen accounts of why compliance is an ostensibly apt and needed 

response. Thus, consistent with organizational agency and actors’ ability to purposively maneuver 

amid institutional constraints (King et al., 2010; Oliver, 1991), we show how field-level conditions 

are not merely inhabited but strategically harnessed to make compliance legible as commitment 

under scrutiny, thereby maintaining the means–ends gap.  

Next, our study clarifies why, despite claiming commitments, many organizations continue 

to rely on ineffective means, leaving MED unresolved even where heightened scrutiny should 
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nudge organizations to close it. By redefining internal success criteria from achieving field goals 

to displaying compliance, goal-replacing actors prioritize the visibility and auditability of practices 

that support core goals over costly investments in policy quality and depth of implementation, 

although such investments could drive progress (Graafland & Smid, 2019; Olsen et al., 2022). 

They may also marginalize beneficiary participation in defining and validating impact claims 

(Kim, 2025), as such input is neither readily auditable nor rewarded in relation to core goals. Self-

silencing could further sideline the reflexive discourses through which actors would otherwise 

justify nonconformance with dysfunctional prescriptions (Dick & Coule, 2020), sever feedback 

loops, and suppress learning, experimentation, and course correction—pathways shown to restrain 

MED (Athanasopoulou et al., 2025). Likewise, because compliance is already rhetorically coupled 

to the field goal, instrumentalizing can discourage the sensemaking that would otherwise align 

means and ends in more substantive terms (Schembera et al., 2023). Altogether, the dynamic we 

unveil suggests a purposive relocation of agency from goal-oriented action that could restrain 

MED to managing exposure and sustaining conformity that protects core goals (King et al., 2010). 

Because the aspirational aspect of adopted goals is emphasized externally but not internalized, we 

think of goal replacement as a symbolic commitment, calling into question the authenticity of 

commitment claims when internal pursuit diverges from them. Whereas policy–practice 

decoupling makes the adoption of practices symbolic (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), goal replacement 

renders the commitment symbolic while the practices themselves are visibly implemented and 

audit-verified.  

Lastly, our findings explain how compliance-without-progress remains credible and viable 

under heightened scrutiny that extends to the commitment claims themselves. Whereas extant 

accounts of the persistence of MED (e.g., Dick, 2015; Kaufmann et al., 2025) establish that 
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displayed compliance can serve underlying organizational interests regardless of outcomes, we 

show that MED persists because compliance can be offered to the evaluators as a structural 

substitute for adopted field goals. Specifically, goal replacement renders audit-verified compliance 

a credible proxy for commitment, such that compliance ceases to be a weak means to a complex 

end and instead becomes the operative criterion by which such “commitment” is claimed, assessed, 

and defended. Thus, it enables actors to argue that, by being compliant, they have fulfilled a 

policy’s main goal (here, worker well-being) rather than relying on compliance merely for its 

secondary benefits (Dick, 2015). By observing this dynamic across actor types in our sample, we 

suggest that goal-ineffective compliance is more than a strategy for acceding to the demands of 

more powerful actors (Kern et al., 2018) or an approach for coordinating relational dynamics 

(Kaufmann et al., 2025). Instead, compliance operates as a self-perpetuating substitute for adopted 

goals under heightened scrutiny.  

Extending the Repertoire of Organizational Responses to Institutional Complexity  

We theorize goal replacement as a subtle but strategic response to institutional complexity 

under heightened scrutiny (Greenwood et al., 2011; Oliver, 1991; Vermeulen et al., 2016). When 

scrutiny makes covert non-implementation less tenable and overt goal alteration more visible 

(Bromley & Powell, 2012; Callery & Kim, 2025; Haack et al., 2021), and when substantive pursuit 

of field goals burdens core goals (Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015), goal replacement allows actors 

to maintain merely symbolic public commitments while managing, if not fully eliminating, 

conflicts between the two goal sets. Under these conditions, goal replacement becomes a “middle 

path,” a way to appear committed that is cost-effective for the organization, though not for the 

field, provided organizations can craft supporting rhetoric and produce audit-verified evidence. By 

highlighting compliance with auditable minimum standards and selectively showcasing actions, 
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organizations can cultivate an image of virtue that may earn them a “virtue premium” (Durand, 

Koh, & Limkriangkrai, 2013: 167) from stakeholders who infer genuine effort or sacrifice for field 

goals, thereby rewarding actors’ core goals (Barnett & Salomon, 2012). In fields where legitimacy 

is hard to earn and easy to lose, organizations may use goal replacement as a relatively scrutiny-

safe form of continuing “business as usual” (Wright & Nyberg, 2017:1634). Rather than watering 

down the adopted goals over time (Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017) or covertly altering them (Callery 

& Kim, 2025), goal replacement leaves the declared goal intact and visible while displacing its 

operative role. Actors can thus keep their commitment claims credible, while the “old walk” of 

core-goal pursuit continues beneath the “new talk” of field-goal commitment. 

This response differs from other institutional responses in that organizations do not attempt 

to evade scrutiny but leverage it, converting the very infrastructure erected to govern them into a 

resource for advancing core goals. Unlike classic policy–practice decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 

2012; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), goal replacement relies on visible implementation of prescribed 

practices ensured through scrutiny. Unlike selective coupling (Pache & Santos, 2013), which 

centers on choosing which competing demands to meet, goal replacement limits the pursuit of 

widely institutionalized demands at compliance-relevant thresholds. Beyond organizational 

hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1993), it exhibits means-aligned but ends-divergent consistency such that 

talk and visible action align on compliance, but the working end shifts toward passing evaluation.  

Goal replacement is sustained by the visibility of practices and the invisibility of intent. 

Intent is implicit, rooted in internal aspirations that are difficult to assess externally (Czarniawska, 

1997), whereas practices can be explicitly showcased (Fiss & Zajac, 2006). Outsiders can read 

declared goals and inspect practices, but cannot discern the spirit in which those goals are pursued. 

When metrics and rankings stand in for commitment (Espeland & Sauder, 2007), actors prioritize 
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behavior that strengthens such metrics (Muller, 2018) and bolster aspirational talk with 

conspicuous, audit-verified deeds. Our findings sharpen such critiques of rankings and metric 

fixation by specifying goal replacement as the mechanism for substituting compliance for 

commitment and auditability as the substitution threshold—the point at which auditable 

performance becomes legible enough to “count” as commitment. We likewise warn against 

overreliance on transparency regimes (Bernstein, 2017; Power, 1997) that have emerged to 

advance societal progress. Although such regimes can intensify scrutiny, they can also narrow the 

space of legitimate action to what is measurable and reportable (Gold & Heikkurinen, 2018). Even 

when declared goals remain unmet for long periods, unclear causality, long time horizons, and 

uncertain counterfactuals allow compliance signals to remain credible to many evaluators, 

sustaining goal replacement. 

Societal and Practical Implications  

Addressing complex societal problems requires substantive, meaningful commitments 

from organizations, many of which are complicit in creating those very problems (Wright & 

Nyberg, 2017). Although compliance can yield modest gains even in the guise of symbolic 

commitment, goal replacement limits organizations’ transformative potential as societal actors. 

Incremental actions may signal advancement to monitoring bodies and satisfy public audiences, 

yet they obscure the deeper investments and structural integration needed to resolve social 

problems effectively (Boiral, 2007; Christmann & Taylor, 2006). Once compliance is elevated into 

the success criterion for securing stakeholder rewards, the dynamics we document stabilize field-

goal underachievement in favor of actors’ underlying interests (Shepherd, Parida, Williams, & 

Wincent, 2022; Shevchenko, Lévesque, & Pagell, 2016). With goal replacement, deep 

commitments to societal objectives are unlikely to institutionalize. What remains instead is a cycle 
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in which paying the cost of compliance as a side payment to society furthers organizations’ core 

goals, reassures stakeholders, and misleads them into perceiving substantive momentum, all while 

societal problems linger. Thus, our research cautions stakeholders against the naïveté of accepting 

compliance-backed rhetoric as sufficient proof of commitment, and proposes raising the bar for 

goal adopters to match their pursuit to their promises.  

However, raising that bar cannot mean adding more scrutiny of the same kind. 

Stakeholders’ demand for societal progress is channeled into an evaluation infrastructure that 

verifies conformity rather than progress (Bartley, 2007; Power, 1997). Goal replacement exploits 

this very misalignment. Audits supply the verified evidence that commitment rhetoric requires. 

Additional monitoring would therefore only enlarge the stock of audit-legible proof, while 

beneficiary-level progress remains outside of what audits verify. The auditing industry is poorly 

positioned to correct this misalignment on its own because audits are typically commissioned by 

the actors under evaluation (e.g., suppliers) or by those vouching for them (e.g., brands) and 

because auditors’ revenue grows with audit volume rather than progress toward the field goal 

(LeBaron et al., 2017). As long as underachievement serves as grounds for further auditing, 

recurring shortfalls expand the market for evaluations that leave the means–ends link 

unquestioned. This, however, does not imply that the field would be better off without auditing or 

any compliance at all; some monitoring remains necessary to curb policy–practice decoupling, 

establish minimum standards, and reduce egregious harm. Rather, even ordinarily beneficial 

practices can be taken too far, such that incremental costs outweigh incremental benefits (Busse, 

Mahlendorf, & Bode, 2016). Beyond the point at which additional audits merely duplicate existing 

verification, the resources they absorb could instead be directed toward beneficiaries. While 

clearing audits and displaying compliance may be more cost-effective for organizations than 
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substantive field-goal pursuit (e.g., by paying living wages), redundant auditing becomes a costly 

detour for a field expecting goal progress. The expansion of the auditing industry is therefore a 

poor indicator of progress toward the field goal. 

Making goal replacement harder to sustain requires rethinking the evaluation itself. 

Because self-silencing and instrumentalizing stabilize goal replacement, each offers a lever. 

Regarding self-silencing, actors themselves are unlikely to break it because it safeguards their core 

goals. However, it can be bypassed. Future transparency regimes could mandate that beneficiary-

level shortfalls be disclosed alongside firms’ commitment claims and declared goals, extending 

the disclosure obligations that due diligence legislation already imposes (Wilhelm, 2024). As 

causality between organizational practices and societal outcomes is difficult to establish (Wijen, 

2014), such assessments could settle for coverage, that is, making visible whether beneficiaries 

within the direct sphere of a firm’s commitments experience conditions consistent with the 

declared goal. Independent evaluations that already document aggregate underachievement (e.g., 

Gaffar & Kämpfer, 2023) could be linked to the specific beneficiaries covered by a firm’s 

commitment claims. Worker-driven governance models that prioritize beneficiary voice indicate 

that such designs are feasible, albeit not yet widespread (Kuruvilla & Li, 2021; Reinecke & 

Donaghey, 2021). With beneficiary-level shortfalls visible alongside passed audits, compliance 

would become harder to present as sufficient evidence of commitment.  

Instrumentalizing, in turn, is alluring only as long as audit-verified compliance continues 

to count as proof of commitment. Deterring it requires that transparency regimes stop treating a 

passed audit as settling the question of commitment and instead count it only as evidence that 

minimum standards have been met. Commitment would have to be demonstrated through the 

actor’s observable trajectory of response to documented shortfalls, a criterion that lies well within 
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the actor’s scope of actions. The data for such assessment exist too—findings and corrective-action 

plans tracked over consecutive audit cycles can reveal whether an actor diagnoses root causes and 

adjusts the prevailing means, or whether the same findings recur as the same conduct is re-audited 

(Locke et al., 2009). Where overlapping audits merely duplicate such verification, part of that 

capacity could be redirected toward evaluating these response trajectories. A recurring beneficiary-

level shortfall met with yet another audit rather than a changed practice would then reveal that goal 

pursuit stops at auditability, and count against the commitment claim it currently renews. We 

expect instrumentalizing to then lose its payoff. To avoid conflicts of interest, both forms of 

assessment would have to be commissioned independently of the evaluated actors or those 

vouching for them, with assessors answering to beneficiaries or representatives accountable to 

them. We do not claim that either recommendation is “game-proof,” as any new criterion can 

become a metric to maneuver around (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Muller, 2018). Still, we hope 

they would make goal replacement harder to sustain, and less attractive relative to substantive 

pursuit of the adopted field goal. 

Boundary Conditions, Limitations, and Suggestions for Future Research 

Goal replacement presupposes a means–ends gap to perpetuate and should be more viable 

the more verifiable and rewardable compliance is relative to progress toward complex ends, and 

the more pursuing the field goal conflicts with core goals. Because these enabling conditions recur 

beyond worker well-being, goal replacement should generalize to other fields where heightened 

scrutiny meets complex goals, such as anti-discrimination (e.g., training and reporting eclipsing 

equality gains), healthcare (e.g., protocol adherence substituting for patient outcomes), and 

academic research (e.g., publication metrics overshadowing knowledge creation). However, we 

expect its viability to decline under certain configurations of, for example, organizational purpose, 



How Goal Replacement Perpetuates Means–Ends Decoupling | Page 46 
 

ownership structure, and stakeholder guardianship. When the field goal is constitutive of 

organizational purpose and embedded in governance, incentives, and resource allocation, as in 

some mission-driven or hybrid organizations (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Jung & Shin, 2022), 

pursuit may be less readily subordinated to auditability. Yet nominal mission orientation alone is 

insufficient when functional needs still compete with the field goal, as some nonprofit actors may 

become business-like (Maier, Meyer, & Steinbereithner, 2016). Concentrated ownership (e.g.,  

Berrone, Cruz, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012) can similarly restrain goal replacement when owners who 

share the field goal use their control rights to hold managers accountable for progress rather than 

only for compliance. The mechanism should also weaken under effective stakeholder 

guardianship, that is, when stakeholders are close enough to beneficiaries to observe shortfalls, 

powerful enough to impose consequences, and invested in progress at the beneficiary level. 

Guardianship is most fully realized when beneficiaries or representatives accountable to them gain 

voice and sanctioning power (Kim, 2025; Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997). Because our single-

field design does not systematically vary these configurations, establishing when goal replacement 

holds, weakens, or collapses requires dedicated boundary-condition exploration (Busse, Kach, & 

Wagner, 2017). 

Our research entails some limitations that the study design mitigates but cannot fully 

eliminate. We situate our inquiry in an issue-based field, where actors with divergent interests 

coalesce around shared concerns (Hoffman, 1999) and contestation over means and ends is 

common (Helms, Oliver, & Webb, 2012). We hold goal adoption constant amid this heterogeneity 

by sampling visibly mobilized actors and verifying adoption through declared commitments, 

contractual engagement, and documented field activity. Future research could extend our 
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organization-level analysis by examining how inter-organizational dynamics shape goal 

replacement across fields varying in maturity and fragmentation (Zietsma et al., 2017).  

Assessing MED is notoriously difficult because, by definition, field goals are complex and 

difficult to quantify (Bromley & Powell, 2012). We therefore restricted our analysis to how 

organizations pursue the field goal, relying on data that exposed gaps between declared 

commitments and enacted goal pursuit, rather than evaluating MED as such. Illuminating behavior 

around means nonetheless invites tracing ends, that is, examining beneficiaries’ lived experiences 

and broader societal impacts (e.g., Kim, 2025) to test whether and when the gap we document in 

organizational pursuit materializes in beneficiaries’ circumstances.  

Our findings on overshooting processes further invite research into the marginal 

productivity of compliance and the inflection point beyond which a too-much-of-a-good-thing 

effect sets in (Busse et al., 2016; Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). Future research could locate this point 

by pairing measures of compliance intensity, such as audit frequency or the number of overlapping 

standards goal adopters must satisfy, with beneficiary-level outcomes. Goal replacement would 

lead us to expect heavily scrutinized fields to settle beyond this point when audit volume is 

rewarded as evidence of commitment, irrespective of the marginal impact of additional audits. The 

extent of this overshoot would then indicate the resources that might be redirected toward 

substantive pursuit. We recommend that applied work use our framework diagnostically to assess 

whether a given field’s compliance regime still curbs policy–practice decoupling or has tipped into 

perpetuating MED. Stakeholder-focused studies could likewise clarify how goal replacement 

affects audience trust and whether unsubstantiated commitment claims erode a field’s credibility 

over time. Finally, compliance may be only one signal from which organizations construct their 



How Goal Replacement Perpetuates Means–Ends Decoupling | Page 48 
 

rhetoric of commitment; identifying other verifiable signals that can substitute for substantive 

field-goal pursuit represents an important avenue for inquiry.  

More broadly, by connecting research on organizational responses to conflicting goals with 

MED scholarship through goal replacement, our study highlights a gap in institutional scholarship. 

Institutional theory has long focused on how societal expectations mold organizational behavior 

(Zucker, 1987) but has said far less about how institutionalized practices recursively shape societal 

outcomes (Barnett et al., 2020; Galleli & Amaral, 2026; Greve & Teh, 2018). We therefore call 

for a research agenda centered on institutional impact, that is, the realized advancement of the 

societal aim an institution emerged to address, assessed also against the resources its apparatus 

consumes. Institutional impact goes beyond an institution’s success in shaping actor behavior, 

because behavior can change while the founding aim stands still. It is likewise distinct from how 

widely a practice diffuses and how deeply it becomes institutionalized (Strang & Meyer, 1993). A 

practice can be near-universally adopted and taken for granted yet produce little or even negative 

movement on its founding aim while consuming substantial resources, as social auditing illustrates 

(Jellema et al., 2022). Goal replacement is one organization-level mechanism producing this 

divergence, though we believe it is not the only one. Future research should thus examine the 

conditions under which institutions deliver impact, such as whether outcomes or only processes 

are observable, where rewards attach, and whether beneficiary-level feedback reaches decision-

makers. With societal debates in many economies of the Global North circling notions of 

bureaucracy and “red tape,” it is worth asking what an institution costs, what it delivers, and 

whether the benefits justify the costs, not all of which are measurable in monetary terms. 

Answering such questions would ground these debates in evidence rather than assertion, and may 

thereby foster much-needed societal cohesion.  
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CONCLUSION 

 We began by wondering why, despite ostensibly committed actors, many social problems 

persist, and some are worsening, which led us to the field of worker well-being in global fashion 

supply chains, where heightened scrutiny meets a complex field goal. Through goal replacement, 

organizations let audit-verified compliance stand in for commitment to the field goal while 

calibrating internal goal pursuit to what audits check. Stabilized by self-silencing and the 

instrumentalizing of shortfalls, this substitution keeps commitment claims credible even as the 

means–ends gap endures. This research thus reveals inconvenient truths (Wright & Nyberg, 2017) 

about actor behavior, institutional impact, and apparent stakeholder naïveté, highlighting the limits 

of institutional interventions and unmasking the supposed organizational commitment to broader 

societal goals. While we do not discount the compliance approach to shaping actor behavior per 

se, nor that some organizations may be genuinely committed to field goals, we hope our findings 

encourage audiences to probe the motives behind organizational rhetoric, prompt scholars to attend 

to institutional impact rather than adoption of institutional prescriptions alone, and help ensure that 

institutionally prescribed solutions do not ossify into hollow rituals. It would be a pity if the 

minimum wage remained the maximum wage. 

 

FOOTNOTE 

1. Supplemental material includes Table SM.1 (a database detailing organizations, interviewees, 

interviews, as well as code frequencies), SM.2 (the interview guideline with illustrative 

questions), and Table SM.3 (additional illustrative quotations for all first-order concepts). 
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Table 1  

Overview of Interviews 

Actor categorya  

(No. of interviews) 

Actor type 

(No. of interviews) 

Headquarters location 

(No. of interviews) 

Interviewee job area 

(No. of interviews) 

Interviewee locationb 

(No. of interviews) 

Brandsc (28) 

[57 minutes average]  

Brand or retailer (24), 

Sourcing intermediary (4) 

Australia (1), Bangladesh (1), 

France (3), Germany (13), 

Hong Kong (2), Japan (1), 

Norway (1), Spain (1), 

Sweden (1),  

United Kingdom (3),  

United States (1) 

Social compliance 

management (21),  

Ethical sourcing (2), 

Social auditing (5) 

India (6), 

Bangladesh (19), 

Germany (3) 

Suppliers (27) 

[46 minutes average] 

End-product supplier (25), 

Component supplier (2) 

Bangladesh (3),  

India (24) 

Human Resources, admin 

and compliance (24), 

Environmental, health and 

safety (1), 

General management (2) 

India (24), 

Bangladesh (3) 
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Table 1 (Continued) 

Overview of Interviews  

Actor categorya 

(No. of interviews) 

Actor type 

(No. of interviews) 

Headquarters location 

(No. of interviews) 

Interviewee job area 

(No. of interviews) 

Interviewee locationb 

(No. of interviews) 

Third-party actorsc (20) 

[60 minutes average] 

Audit and certification (8), 

Non-governmental 

organization (NGO)/Multi-

stakeholder initiative 

(MSI) (7), 

Labor union (2), 

Private consulting (2), 

Research think-tank (1) 

Bangladesh (6), Belgium (1), 

France (1), Germany (1), 

Greece (1), Hong Kong (1), 

Netherlands (5),  

Switzerland (2),  

United Kingdom (1),  

United States (1) 

Audit and certification 

development (2), 

Compliance auditing (6), 

Sustainability training (1), 

NGO/MSI representative 

(7), 

Union leadership (2), 

Sustainability and 

compliance consultant (2) 

India (4), 

Bangladesh (12), 

China (1), 

Germany (1), 

Turkey (1), 

Netherlands (1) 

Notes for Table 1:   

a: A unique identifier is assigned to each interview (brands as B01 to B27; suppliers as S01 to S27; third-party actors as TP01 to TP20) 

b: Regardless of the physical location of the interviewee, their job responsibilities concern supply chains in India and Bangladesh 

c: Interviewees with the same parent firm: B03 and B04; B08, B09, and B10; B17 and B18; and TP17, TP18, and TP19. The individual B11 was interviewed 

twice: B11.1 (first occasion) and B11.2 (second occasion).  
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Figure 1  

Data Structure 
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Figure 2  

Theoretical Framework 
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Supplemental Material for  

“The Minimum Wage is the Maximum Wage”: How Goal Replacement Perpetuates Means–Ends Decoupling  
 

Table SM.1. Elaborated Database 

Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

B01 Apparel brande United States Own CoC and internal policies, 

SAC, SLCP 

Assistant 

Compliancej Manager 

(2007) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:59:45 53 

B02 Home décor brand France Own CoC and internal policies Social Responsibility 

Expert (2010) 

Anonymized, 

India 

00:49:52 54 

B03i Sourcing 

intermediaryf 

Hong Kong Own CoC and internal policies, 

clients’ (brands’) CoC, ICS, 

SEDEX, amfori BSCI, WRAP 

Compliance Manager 

South Asia (2001) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:38:38 50 

B04i Social Compliance 

Manager (2004) 

Ghaziabad, 

India 

01:10:52 48 

B05 Apparel brand United 

Kingdom 

Direct and third-party social 

auditing based on ETI, and 

SEDEX, Accord, Alliance, SAC 

Ethical Compliance 

Manager (2005) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:56:32 24 

B06 Multiproductg 

brand 

Australia  Own CoC and internal policies, 

ILO Better Work program, ACT, 

Accord 

Head of Ethical 

Sourcing (2004) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:09:27 27 

B07 Multiproduct 

brand 

Japan  Own CoC and internal policies Senior Manager, 

Admin & HR (2004) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:31:48 22 

B08i Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

FLA, ILO’s Better Work 

program, SLCP, Accord, SAC 

Manager, Supply 

Chain Sustainability 

(1998) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:11:26 47 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

B09i Corporate 

Sustainability 

Manager (2006) 

Anonymized, 

Germany 

00:32:56 24 

B10i Social Sustainability 

Manager (2008) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:00:47 35 

B11.1, 

B11.2h 

Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

German Partnership for 

Sustainable Textiles, Accord, 

FLA  

Senior Sustainability 

Coordinator (2008) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

B11.1:  

Not 

recorded;  

 

B11.2: 

00:58:23 

33 

B12 Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

FLA IndustriALL Global Union, 

Accord, ACT, German 

Partnership for Sustainable 

Textiles, LWG 

Social & 

Environmental 

Sustainability 

Manager (2010) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:06:55 19 

B13 Sourcing 

intermediaryf 

Germany/ 

Hong Kong  

Parent company’s CoC, amfori 

BSCI, SAC, Accord 

(Social) Compliance 

Auditor (2010) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:31:48 28 

B14 Apparel and 

footwear brand 

United 

Kingdom  

Own CoC and internal policies, 

ETI base code; SAC, SA8000 

Sustainable Sourcing 

Manager (2012) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:51:05 42 

B15 Apparel and 

accessories brand 

France  Own CoC and internal policies, 

amfori BSCI, SEDEX, WRAP, 

SAC  

Compliance Auditor 

(2008) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:56:03 49 

B16 Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

OECD guidelines, ILO’s Better 

Work, ETI, SAC, ACT, SLCP 

Compliance 

Coordinator (2004) 

Bengaluru, 

India 

Not 

recorded 
17 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

B17i  

Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany Own CoC and internal policies, 

FLA, ETI, OECD Guidelines 

Senior Manager – 

Social and 

Environmental (2007) 

Bengaluru, 

India 

Not 

recorded 

15 

B18i Director Social and 

Environmental (2005) 

Anonymized, 

Germany 

00:54:13 34 

B19 Apparel, footwear 

and home 

furnishings brand 

United 

Kingdom 

Own CoC and internal policies, 

ETI, Accord, ACT, UNGP 

Compliance Officer 

(2013) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:18:27 37 

B20 Multiproduct 

retailerg 

Spain  Own policies, amfori BSCI, 

SEDEX SMETA, ICS, SAC, 

Accord  

Compliance Auditor 

(2011) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:06:51 38 

B21 Multiproduct 

retailer  

France  Own CoC and internal policies, 

Accord, ICS, amfori BSCI, SCI, 

OECD Guidelines, UNGP 

Compliance Auditor 

(2011) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:48:05 12 

B22 Apparel and 

accessories brand 

Sweden Own CoC and internal policies, 

SAC, ETI, Accord 

Manager – Social 

Compliance (1999) 

Noida, India 01:03:36 23 

B23 Apparel and 

accessories brand 

Norway Own CoC and internal policies, 

ETI, Accord, SAC, Fairtrade, 

UNGP, OECD Guidelines 

CSR Specialist 

(2013) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:22:24 40 

B24 Accessories brand Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

SMETA, SLCP, ETI, SAC  

Operations India – 

Audits and 

Inspections (2001) 

Noida, India 00:54:49 47 

B25 Apparel, footwear 

and accessories 

brand 

Germany  Own CoC and internal policies, 

amfori BSCI, Accord 

Group Head – CSR, 

Audit and 

Compliance (2013) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:19:50 40 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

B26 Sourcing 

intermediaryf 

Bangladesh Brands’ CoC and policies Senior Compliance 

Officer (2011) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:51:17 11 

B27 Apparel brand Germany amfori BSCI Manager, CSR and 

Social Compliance 

(2009) 

Anonymized, 

Germany 

00:28:53 7 

S01 Accessories 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies HR and Compliance 

Executive (2009) 

Dehradun, 

India 

00:26:15 15 

S02 Accessories 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

OHSAS 18001, SA8000, SEDEX, 

SMETA 

HR and Compliance 

Officer (2008) 

Moradabad, 

India 

00:55:47 22 

S03 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies HR and Admin 

Manager (2007) 

Jaipur, India 00:26:13 19 

S04 Fashion 

accessories 

supplier  

India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SMETA 

Head – HR & 

Compliance (2006) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:28:48 21 

S05 Accessories 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies Compliance 

Responsible (2011) 

New Delhi, 

India 

00:37:23 43 

S06 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, own 

CoC, amfori BSCI, SEDEX  

General Manager – 

HR and Compliance 

(2008) 

Gurugram, 

India 

00:31:23 32 

S07 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies HR & Compliance 

(2003) 

Noida, India 00:59:45 54 

S08 Home furnishings 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SA8000, ISO, SEDEX 

Compliance Officer 

(2005) 

Panipat, India 00:41:21 39 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

S09 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SEDEX, Fair Trade, OHSAS 

18001, SA8000, WRAP 

Deputy General 

Manager Compliance 

(2006) 

Indore, India 01:08:04 74 

S10 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SA8000 

Corporate HR Head 

(2010)  

Bengaluru, 

India 

01:30:43 55 

S11 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies Manager HR and 

Admin (2001) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:29:22 28 

S12 Accessories 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies Head HR, Admin and 

Compliance (2001) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:49:21 64 

S13 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

ISO14001, Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations Certification, 

WRAP Gold 

Assistant Manager – 

Compliance (2009) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:52:04 28 

S14 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

WRAP, amfori BSCI 

Manager HR and 

Admin (2013) 

Noida, India 01:08:55 53 

S15 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SEDEX, amfori BSCI, SLCP, 

WRAP, SAC 

Senior Manager, EHS 

and Compliance 

(1993) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:46:43 42 

S16 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies Head of HR and 

Compliance (2000) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:44:10 41 

S17 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SEDEX, amfori BSCI, SAC  

Deputy Head of HR 

and Compliance 

(2005) 

Faridabad, 

India 

00:43:10 48 

S18 Apparel supplier India Sister unit of amfori BSCI and 

SEDEX compliant supplier 

HR Manager (2006) New Delhi, 

India 

00:52:52 61 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

S19 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies General Manager 

(2008) 

Noida, India 00:59:46 51 

S20 Apparel and 

accessories 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SA8000 

HR and Compliance 

Manager (2005) 

Gurugram, 

India 

00:44:58 22 

S21 Footwear 

components 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies HR and Compliance 

Manager (2010) 

Dehradun, 

India 

00:36:14 22 

S22 Apparel and home 

furnishing 

supplier 

India Brands’ CoC and policies, own 

policies 

Head of Compliance 

(2006) 

Gurugram, 

India 

00:50:17 50 

S23 Apparel supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SA8000 

HR Head (1997) Noida, India 00:32:14 35 

S24 Fabric supplier India Brands’ CoC and policies, 

SMETA, SAC 

President (1999) Coimbatore, 

India 

00:33:10 24 

S25 Fashion 

accessories 

supplier 

Bangladesh Brands’ CoC and policies Compliance 

Executive (2013) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:55:36 65 

S26 Apparel supplier  Bangladesh Brands’ CoC and policies General Manager – 

Compliance & HR 

(1996) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:37:56 28 

S27 Apparel supplier Bangladesh Brands’ CoC and policies, SAC, 

SMETA 

Assistant Manager – 

HR, Admin & 

Compliance (2013) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:41:17 37 



How Goal Replacement Perpetuates Means–Ends Decoupling | Supplemental Material | Page 7 of 23 
 

 
 

Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

TP01 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Hong Kong Developing and carrying out 

social audits (e.g., SA8000, 

SMETA, amfori BSCI) for and on 

behalf of clients; active globally 

Business 

Development 

Manager (2008) 

Guangdong, 

China 

01:42:55 65 

TP02 Multi-stakeholder 

organization  

Switzerland Provides capacity-building on fair 

wage practices; active globally 

Social Compliance 

Consultant (2001) 

Istanbul, 

Turkey 

Not 

recorded 
12 

TP03 Non-profit, civil 

society 

organization 

Netherlands  Capacity building and training at 

the grassroots level; active 

globally 

Managing Director 

(2002) 

New Delhi, 

India 

01:22:55 27 

TP04 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Switzerland Social audits and inspections of 

suppliers based on various 

standards and Brands’ CoCs; 

active globally 

Sustainability Trainer 

(2013) 

Hamburg, 

Germany 

00:33:06 25 

TP05 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Netherlands  Social audits and inspections of 

suppliers based on various 

standards and Brands’ CoCs; 

active globally  

Business 

Development 

Manager (2009) 

Rotterdam, 

Netherlands  

00:48:52 29 

TP06 Non-profit, multi-

stakeholder 

organization 

United 

Kingdom 

Offers standards based on ILO 

principles to member companies, 

trade unions, and NGOs; works 

with suppliers for capacity 

building; active globally 

Bangladesh Country 

Manager (2003) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:35:53 39 

TP07 Social compliance 

consulting firm 

Bangladesh Private company consulting 

suppliers and vendors on social 

compliance and CSR projects; 

active in Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Managing Director 

(2008) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:19:54 48 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

TP08 Labor union Bangladesh National level labor union 

engaged with the RMG sector in 

Bangladesh; campaigns for 

workers’ rights and welfare in 

Bangladesh 

President (1989) Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:06:33 33 

TP09 Labor union Bangladesh National level labor union 

engaged with the RMG sector in 

Bangladesh; campaigns for 

workers’ rights and welfare in 

Bangladesh 

General Secretary 

(2006) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:39:04 13 

TP10 Research think-

tank organization 

Bangladesh Research advocacy and advisory 

services for the registered labor 

unions in Bangladesh 

Deputy Director 

Research (2000) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:50:50 34 

TP11 Social compliance 

consulting firm 

Bangladesh Private company consulting 

suppliers and vendors on social 

compliance and CSR projects; 

active in Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Deputy General 

Manager-Social 

Compliance & Safety 

(2001) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:47:23 28 

TP12 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Greece Certification to a range of 

international standards (e.g., ISO 

14001, OHSAS 18001, and 

SA8000, amfori BSCI, SEDEX); 

active globally 

Social Compliance 

Auditor (1998) 

New Delhi, 

India 

00:55:48 27 

TP13 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Germany  Social audits for Brands’ CoCs 

and various other standards (e.g., 

SA8000, SMETA, amfori BSCI); 

active globally 

Social Compliance 

Auditor (2005) 

Kolkata, India 00:50:09 28 
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Id.a Actor details Interviewee details Interview details 

 Description 

(Organization) 

Headquarters 

(Country) 

Field Engagement 

(Notable policies and practices) 

Description  

(Job title; field 

experience since) 

Locationb  

(City, 

country) 

Audio 

Lengthc  

Code 

Freq.d 

 

TP14 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

France Social audits and inspections of 

suppliers based on various 

standards and Brands’ CoCs; 

active globally 

CSR and 

Sustainability Auditor 

(2013) 

New Delhi, 

India 

00:55:23 30 

TP15 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

Belgium Social audits and inspections of 

suppliers based on Brands’ CoCs 

and various standards (e.g., 

amfori BSCI, ICS, SCAN, SLCP, 

and SEDEX); active globally  

Lead Auditor (2014) Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

01:00:40 36 

TP16 Social auditing 

and certification 

firm 

United States Social audits and inspections of 

suppliers based on client’s CoCs 

and various standards and 

certifications (e.g., SA8000, ISO, 

amfori BSCI, SEDEX, SLCP, and 

SAC); active globally   

Senior Auditor 

(2007) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:54:04 22 

TP17 Multi-stakeholder 

organization 

 

Netherlands   

 

A multi-stakeholder initiative that 

engaged with fire, structural, and 

building safety issues in 

Bangladesh’s RMG sector  

  

Anonymized (2015) Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:56:38 28 

TP18 Anonymized (2011) Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:46:26 47 

TP19 Anonymized (2011) Chittagong, 

Bangladesh 

01:05:07 58 

TP20 Non-profit, civil 

society 

organization 

Bangladesh Multinational civil society/ 

development organization active 

globally 

Social Compliance 

Developer (2015) 

Dhaka, 

Bangladesh 

00:54:18 23 

 

Notes for Table SM.1  

a:  A unique identifier is assigned to each interview (brands as B01 to B27; suppliers as S01 to S27; third-party actors as TP01 to TP20) 

b:  Regardless of the physical location of the interviewee, their job responsibilities concern supply chains in India and Bangladesh 

c:  Measured in hours:minutes:seconds 

d:  Number of coded segments in each interview 
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e:  ‘Brand’ refers to a company with a unique name, design, or logo (a distinct identity). A brand may sell products to end consumers through 

direct or indirect retail channels 

f:  ‘Sourcing intermediary’ refers to an intermediary firm procuring products from multiple suppliers and supplying to various brands 

g:  ‘Multiproduct brand’ or ‘Multiproduct retailer’ refers to a brand or retailer, respectively, selling a diverse portfolio of products (in addition to 

just fashion products) 

h:  The individual B11 was interviewed twice, and hence the interview is divided into B11.1 (first occasion) and B11.2 (second occasion)  

i:  Interviewees with same parent firm: B03 and B04; B08, B09 and B10; B17 and B18; and TP17, TP18, and TP19 

j:   The term “compliance” is used synonymously with social compliance 

 

 

Acronyms used in Table SM.1  

ACT  Action, Collaboration, Transformation Initiative 

Admin  Administration 

BSCI  Business Social Compliance Initiative 

CoC  Code of Conduct  

CSR  Corporate Social Responsibility 

EHS  Environment, Health & Safety 

ETI  Ethical Trading Initiative 

FLA  Fair Labor Association 

HR   Human Resources 

ICS  Initiative for Compliance and Sustainability 

ILO  International Labour Organization 

ISO   International Organization for Standardization 

LWG  Leather Working Group 

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization 

OECD  Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

OHSAS Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series 

RMG  Ready-made Garment 

SAC  Sustainable Apparel Coalition 

SCAN  The Supplier Compliance Audit Network 

SCI        Social Clause Initiative 

SEDEX  Supplier Ethical Data Exchange 

SLCP  Social & Labor Convergence Program 

SMETA Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit 

UNGP  United Nations Guiding Principles  

WRAP  Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production  
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SM.2. Interview Guideline (Illustrative Questions)* 

 

I – Introduction and warm-up 

1. Interviewee’s professional background 

• Could you briefly describe your current roles and responsibilities in the organization? 

• What does a typical day in your work look like? 

• Could you describe the key external stakeholders (e.g., suppliers, brands, government bodies) you interact with, and in what 

capacity? 

2. Organization-level details and their vision and motivation for social sustainability and worker well-being 

• How would you describe your firm’s primary activities? 

• What motivates or drives your work towards social sustainability? 

II – Meanings and understandings  

3. Discussing what social sustainability and social compliance means to the actor    

• How would you define “social sustainability” in your day-to-day work?  

• How do you understand the term “social compliance”? 

• To what extent, if at all, do you see a relationship between social compliance and social sustainability? Could you describe it? 

III – On social compliance 

4. Drivers and implementation  

• From your perspective, what are the arguments for or against implementing social compliance in this sector? 

• What motivates your organization to engage with social compliance? 

• Could you walk me through the main processes or practices your organization follows regarding social compliance? [Probes: 

Could you elaborate on standards, training, audits, and follow-up action?] 

• What challenges have you faced in maintaining social compliance? [Probe: How were these addressed?] 

IV – Perceived worker-level impact  

5. Worker perspectives and feedback 

• Have you observed any worker-level changes, positive or negative, arising from compliance measures? If so, please elaborate.  

• How does your organization gather worker feedback on compliance efforts? [Probe: How do workers view compliance?] 

• Which sustainability areas need improvement, and why? [Probe: What is not working as expected?] 

• Aside from compliance, are there any other initiatives your organization undertakes to reach its sustainability goals? If so, please 

elaborate. 

V – Beyond compliance: Social sustainability efforts 

6. Working hours 

• How are working hours and overtime limits determined in your organization?  

• What are your thoughts on maintaining working-hours for the supply chain workers? 

• How do workers typically respond to overtime limits? [Probe: What are the observed impacts on their financial well-being?] 
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7. Workers’ health & safety 

• Reports mention health and safety risks in this sector. Do you share this view, and if so, what factors do you believe contribute to 

these risks? 

• Which measures does your organization implement to ensure worker health and safety?  

• What factors do you believe contributed to serious incidents (e.g., Rana Plaza) in this industry? 

8. Wages and livelihoods 

• How does your organization assess wage adequacy (e.g., minimum vs. living wage)? 

• What challenges exist in transitioning to living wages?  

9. Child labor 

• What is your view on child labor in this sector? 

• How does your organization approach this issue? 

• Can you describe any remediation efforts undertaken? 

10. Any other social or workplace issue/s mentioned by the interviewee 

VI – Collaboration and systemic challenges 

11. Exploring inter-actor collaboration, associated challenges, and outcomes 

• What role, if any, do you see for other organizations (such as brands, NGOs, labor unions, government bodies, or as mentioned) in 

supporting or influencing your compliance and sustainability goals?  

• Could you share examples of your collaborative efforts with these organizations? [Probe: Ask for specific, detailed examples] 

• What benefits and challenges have you observed in these collaborative efforts? [Probe: What worked and what did not?] 

• In your view, what broader systemic factors affect compliance and worker well-being?  

VII – Conclusion and wrap-up 

12. If you had a ‘wish list’ of changes you would like to see in this sector regarding social sustainability, what would they be and why? 

13. Is there anything else you’d like to share or clarify that we haven’t touched upon?  

 

*Note on the utilization of the interview guideline 

SM.2 presents illustrative interview questions around key points of interest, rather than a rigid protocol. Given the diversity of participants (e.g., 

suppliers, brands, and various third-party organizations), we adapted our questions to the actor type, time availability for the interview, and 

interview mode (e.g., in person, online). Some interviews were conducted in Hindi; all questions are given here in English. Using a semi-

structured approach further helped ensure coverage of key themes while allowing participants to steer the conversation and introduce new insights. 

Core topics were consistently addressed across interviews, but we emphasized exploring key or interesting issues in depth rather than following a 

uniform set or sequence of questions for each participant. 
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Table SM.3. Illustrative Data and Brief Descriptions for First-Order Concepts 

First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Grounding compliance in 

the local law  

 

Actors validating compliance 

as a legitimate choice by 

emphasizing alignment with 

local legal frameworks (e.g., 

labor laws in India and 

Bangladesh). 

“The [brand’s] code of conduct is basically [about] complying with the local labor laws, all the laws that are 

applicable to the factories.” (B23) 

 

“If buyer tells us [to do] something, it would only tell us what is according to the [national labor] law. If it’s not as 

per the law, they couldn’t ask us to do that, or could they?! Buyers’ compliance parameters, whatever they are, 

they are formed according to the law.” (S07) 

 

“Within their [Brand’s] code of conducts, there is a provision as well that whatever the code of conduct says, you 

must respect the country law.” (TP10) 

Embracing members’ 

liability  

 

Actors justifying compliance 

as their duty tied to their 

membership in the field.  

“If such a big brand is paying a good amount of money to the company [supplier], then why would a company [the 

supplier] do anything [engage in noncompliance] such that its [the brand’s] name will be soiled?!” (S01) 

 

“Because of the buyer’s requirement on the social issues, we need to ensure that all these things [child labor] are 

eliminated throughout the supply chain. We should not have any child labor deployed in any stage in our supply 

chain.” (S17) 

 

“Many of them [brands] are associated with these multi stakeholder initiatives like ETI [Ethical Trading Initiative] 

for example. And ETI has a very clear-cut cap on the number of working hours.” (B22)  

Emphasizing audit-based 

scrutiny 

 

Actors showcasing 

compliance as unavoidable 

due to heightened stakeholder 

oversight in the field (e.g., 

audits, inspections, 

reporting). 

“These things [noncompliance] do not stay hidden. If something is going wrong in a factory, that thing definitely 

comes out. Because… we are sitting in the market. Everyone knows which company is [doing] what. Workers 

tell everything!” (S05) 

 

“Because [there is] surveillance of Accord, Alliance, the brands, and the third parties.” (B10)  

 

“NGOs and many organizations like Goodweave also check that [compliance] through random checks. When we 

[third-party audit firms] audit, we check them [suppliers]. We are auditing, [and] they [are] also auditing. Without 

informing anyone [unannounced], we can rush into this [to audit].” (TP14)  
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Anchoring compliance in 

organizational roles 

 

Actors describing the 

managerial structures and 

specific job roles responsible 

for upholding compliance. 

“If a guy has been hired for compliance... he has been hired so that he can maintain the things that need to be 

maintained. He should ensure that the requirements expected from us are fulfilled.” (S11) 

  

Taking pride in their assigned role of ‘social compliance auditor,’ one auditor states: “My audit style is ‘IOD.’ That 

means Interview, Observations, and Document review. Whatever I see, whatever I hear, and whatever I observe, 

I will write that as it is!” (TP12) 

 

One interviewee explains their previous role at a multi-stakeholder initiative: “The [Job title] pushes the factory to 

do this or do that! As he is the main responsible, like [as if it was] his own factory. So, the full responsibility for 

those hundred factories was mine. I was liable [responsible] for those hundred factories.” (TP18) 

Conflating meanings: social 

sustainability is compliance 

 

Actors defining or 

reinterpreting social 

sustainability in terms of 

compliance (e.g., fulfilling 

codes of conduct, local laws). 

“Adhering to that particular thing [policy] is ‘compliance.’ Now sustaining that particular practice is social 

sustainability for me.” (B02)  

 

“Sustainability means ensuring that our [compliance] policies continue to be implemented. That’s our main focus—

following our policies and procedures.” (S08) 

 

‘Social sustainability is the factory’s implemented management system for being socially compliant to related 

subjects in light of laws, regulations, and the brand’s standards.’ (TP02) (Interview notes) 

Helping the labor force by 

being compliant  

 

Actors stressing the positive 

impact of compliance on 

workers’ well-being, 

highlighting health, safety, 

and labor rights. 

“With social compliance, we can monitor the code of conduct related to the workers’ health and safety, the legal 

laws—Factory Act, and all these things. So, that is going to impact the workers. […] We can ensure their 

[workers’] health and safety, wages and benefits, working hours, freedom of association, transparency, and so 

on. So, we can directly relate to the workers with these things.” (B04) 

 

“Their [workers’] well-being is in terms of all the [compliance] things... like first and most important is [payment 

of] wages, the monetary terms. If I make them happy with the monetary terms, if they are satisfied with their 

salary part or their earnings, in short or indirectly, their families would be happy!” (S13) 

 

“That [ensuring compliance to building safety codes] meant implementing the structural safety, fire safety, and 

electrical safety in the RMG sector to ensure the workers’ safety because if the building is safe, the workers will 

be safe. Otherwise, new things [accidents] can happen. Just like the Rana Plaza.” (TP19) 
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Adjusting objectives: 

worker well-being with 

compliance 

 

Actors positioning social 

compliance as their aim, 

considering the worker well-

being goal to be achieved 

with the achievement of 

compliance. 

“I have my own code of conduct. According to this code of conduct, I go to the factory, I see the factory, and after 

that, I send my report to my superior with my comments on whether this factory is workable for our order. That 

is the ultimate goal.” (B15)  

 

“The [Indian] Factory Act has always defined a few things. Regardless, when they [buyers] come, they first submit 

their code of conduct. We also agree upon their code of conduct before entering a business. So, in the factories, 

when there are findings based on that code of conduct, they always intervene and audit the business. So, our focus 

is to follow the buyer’s code of conduct.” (S09) 

 

“Social compliance and sustainability, for me, is just like a Bible, just like Quran. There is some process, and the 

process is very clearly mentioned, what to do and what not to do.” (TP11)  

Goal complexity* 

 

Underlying root-cause 

complexities that characterize 

the multifaceted worker well-

being goal. 

“You need to look more at the root cause and why they [workers] need to work so much. I agree with that motivation 

that I [worker] will [want to] earn as much as possible. But is it possible?! Are they getting paid the regular hours 

they are working?! Is it sufficient?! So, you are talking again. You are talking about minimum wages not meeting 

living conditions.” (B18) 

 

Connecting child labor to nationwide poverty, one supplier states: “In the Indian context, it [child labor] is a national 

problem. Because… you can see the poverty!” (S17) 

 

“It’s all sort of connected! If you go through this whole thing, the social compliance issues, they are all connected. 

[…] The minimum wage is connected to both long working time and also [to driving] forced labor.” (TP17) 

Citing the limitation of 

resources 

 

Actors describing their 

limited capital, time, 

knowledge, and skills as 

obstacles to pursuing the 

worker well-being goal.  

Discussing limitations imposed by end customers’ willingness to pay for a living-wage product, one brand manager 

admits: “From the buyers’ side, we are not paying them [suppliers] much… to the factory owners. [That is] 

because [of] our [end] customers. The customers will not come to us if we increase 20 cents per piece. They will 

go for the cheaper alternative.” (B14) 

 

Speaking of their lack of knowledge and capacity to effectively promote workers’ well-being, one Indian supplier 

shares: “Associations [such as Apparel Export Promotion Council] could figure out good solutions to many things 

if they work together for that. But I think nobody has that time or intent to spend the input, especially when there 

is no money to be made in the first place.” (S19) 
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Describing suppliers’ thin profit margins, a consultant explains why suppliers are reluctant to the provisioned hiring 

of adolescent (14–18 years old) workers as follows: “It is a big extra work. People think that, since there is already 

a lot of [compliance] pressure on them, they don’t want to take on any additional pressure. […] Why?! You might 

ask, ‘Why aren’t they taking on extra pressure? They could hire one or two extra people to take care of 100 

adolescent workers. So, what is the big fuss?’ It’s the cost! ‘How!?’ From the start of this [garment export] 

business [in Bangladesh] until now, it’s already been three decades. In the first decade, the business was fantastic 

— you know, the profit was high. But over time, things have changed and prices [profits] have gone down! If 5 

years ago I earned $2 profit on a shirt, now it’s tough to make even 20 cents.” (TP07) 

Discrediting the exploration 

of more ambitious 

measures# 

 

Goal adopters disparaging 

more robust goal-pursuit 

measures as unreasonable or 

outlandish. 

Discrediting the need for living wages, one brand argues: “Now, one thing is very interesting: in every garment 

worker family, there is not always just one guy working. The husband, sometimes children… the kids above 18 

years, all work in the garments industry. They get 8,000 [takas] each… [multiplied by] three equals 24,000 takas. 

They try to meet their living costs this way. So, it’s not that one guy is working, and another guy [family member] 

is just sleeping! Everyone tries to work in garments, and [they] try to earn money.” (B01) 

 

Discrediting the need for a premium pay on workers’ overtime, a supplier argues: “Even simple tasks, like stitching, 

have become easier. Before, workers had to use a pedal to stitch everything manually. Now, the machine does 

that for them. All they need to do is place the fabric, and the machine takes care of the rest. The mechanisms are 

designed to reduce manual effort. Even I am sitting here as a staff member, and I don’t leave after eight hours. 

No one asks me why I stay or tells me I’m working overtime. We are working here. Same goes for the 

[production] lines!” (S09) 

 

“In my view, I don’t understand the complete idea of a living wage. I mean, the minimum wage is based on certain 

factors! If you say... 8,000 [rupees] […] or whatever ‘x’ value. Let’s keep it simple: [suppose] 1,000 dollars is 

[minimum wage] in Delhi. That figure came up in some research and [with] some factors. What is the point of 

making it 1,500 [dollars]?!” (TP01) 

Redrawing the boundaries 

of their obligations# 

 

Goal adopters internally 

redefining their obligations to 

worker well-being, arguing 

that deeper engagement (e.g., 

Restating the core goals of a brand, one brand states: “To check the licenses and to check the product tests, and to 

check the wages payment of the workers, is not the core responsibility of the brands.” (B23) 

 

Pointing to the “no child labor sign,” one supplier states: “For that [under 18 years of age labor], we just have our 

policies. We have [the sign] that we do not allow child [under 18 years old] labor. So, if we do not allow it from 

the gate, then our work [regarding] what they [rejected non-adult laborers] are doing [afterwards] or what they 

are not doing, in that our role ends there.” (S08)   
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

wage fairness, child labor 

remediation) is beyond their 

role or remit. 

 

One auditor explains their remit in remediating child labor as follows: “Let me tell you: if an auditor finds any child 

laborer… we cannot follow the child to rehabilitation as a third party. We are not from the labor or child 

departments or directly from the brand. So, an auditor cannot do the follow-up and rehabilitation of a child. It is 

not our duty, and it is not our area.” (TP14)  

Shifting responsibility onto 

other field actors 

 

Actors deflecting 

accountability for social 

issues (e.g., safety, child 

labor) onto other 

stakeholders, engaging in a 

blame-game. 

“As a brand, I think that it is his [supplier’s] factory. He should be responsible for making his workplace safe. 

Anyhow, he should be. And, as his government is here, it is a democratic government; they should help their 

factories by giving money [loans] from the banks. They [the government] can also give some money from the 

[own] funds.” (B14) 

 

“If we go on the streets, we will see children working there. For this, I think the government should come into 

existence. Even the buyers can come into existence. That, ‘okay, I will give this much leverage, or I will give 

some points if you are helping in eradicating these child issues.’” (S23) 

 

“This is nothing but a risk management process or a risk assessment and management approach. They [brands] pass 

on the risk to a third party, which is, let’s say, SA8000. ‘Hey, can you get this factory, which is my supplier, fit?’ 

If something wrong comes up, SA8000 is responsible. SA8000 passes the risk to its auditors like [Audit firm A] 

or [Audit firm B]. So, right from the beginning, it is a ‘passing of the risks’ to different agencies.” (TP03) 

Securing market access  

 

Actors emphasizing the 

importance of compliance for 

bolstering their economic 

prospects, such as getting 

more product orders, selling 

more products, collecting 

more auditing revenue, or 

acquiring funds or donations. 

‘In a way, brands talk about being sustainable, but it [compliance] is about keeping the business up and running and 

making and selling more and more clothes.’ (B16) (Interview notes) 

“Look, issues in [during] audits keep surfacing, but we have no choice. Either we need to comply, or we need to 

stop the buyer’s work. We cannot leave the buyer because business is the main thing.” (S04) 

 

“For third parties, for every audit, we receive a fee. After each audit, we get paid. The brands that are there, they 

pay me a fee.” (TP15) 
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Mitigating reputational 

risk# 

 

Goal adopters complying to 

avert bad press or 

stakeholder sanctions that 

could jeopardize their core 

business or market share. 

“If the factory... the supply base is sustainable [compliant], running nicely and smoothly, their [brand’s] chance of 

getting negative PR [publicity] from the supply chain is reduced.” (B12)  

 

“If such an incident occurs in [Supplier name], like a fire, which also gets covered in the media... [if] that whole 

thing happens. Then, not only will the name of [Supplier name] be tarnished, but also that of the buyer for whom 

you are [the supplier is] working.” (S08) 

 

“The repercussions could be, [in] a factory, [if] there is child labor [found]. It’s in the news. Done! You have a lot 

of recalls from the stores, people are not buying the product.” (TP01)  

Improving operations#  

 

Goal adopters, e.g., brands 

and suppliers, viewing 

compliance as a tool to 

streamline internal workflows 

and strengthen supply chain 

exchange and coordination. 

“Buyers’ main target [by ensuring compliance] is that they [could] work long term with the factory. If they work 

long term, then they do not have to spend so much time to add [switch] new factories.” (B07) 

 

“We want to provide as many facilities and benefits to the workers as possible. It is safer if it stays compliant. 

Because..., these days, we, too, get many benefits from compliance. Our work processes get improved. We get 

workers easily. So, that’s quite a big deal!” (S03) 

 

“It [compliance] is not just about [avoiding] the violations, I would say. From the beginning of this... [from] getting 

raw materials to the facility to the final moment the product reaches the consumer. It aligns a lot of supply chain 

processes.” (TP14) 

Redundant compliance 

routines* 

 

Numerous, highly repetitive 

practices and procedures 

(e.g., social audits) are 

evident in the field. 

“Plenty of audit is there... Americans [brands] prefer the WRAP, and Europeans prefer the amfori BSCI and 

SEDEX. Nowadays, there is Higg Index, Higg FEM [Facility Environmental Module], and Higg FSLM [Higg 

Facility Social & Labor Module] ... Everyone is producing their own baby, but no one is ready to take care of the 

baby!” (B25) 

 

“All these audits like WRAP, BSCI, SEDEX, they all have the common code of conduct. Some [of these] audits 

have more and some audits have less [codes]. […] But most things are similar.” (S25) 

 

“I have this one funny [PowerPoint] slide where they say, ‘There are now 14 standards. Oh, 14?! That’s too many! 

Let’s decide on one common one.’ And then the last comic is, ‘Okay, now we have 15 standards!’ So, it’s always 

going in this direction, and I don’t really think it [should ideally be] very hard [to collaborate] as, in the end, a lot 

of them are trying to do the same thing.” (TP04) 
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Bearing the burden of 

compliance#  

 

Implementing multiple 

compliance practices is seen 

as a significant resource 

burden for those responsible. 

“There are many standards. There is much auditing going on; the same thing happens again and again, and the same 

documents are [being] shown every day. I think it is not a good practice because the factory is liable for [doing] 

everything at the end of the day. I can go there for audit [and] I can tell, ‘do this’; you can go there for audit, you 

can tell, ‘do this.’ But, ultimately, it will [have to] be done by the factory. So, we must also consider whether the 

factory is willing to do all these things.” (B25) 

 

“It becomes very expensive for the factory management also that this brand is saying go with this audit and another 

brand is saying go with that audit.” (S22) 

 

The respondent recalls previous employment: “I have conducted 199 audits in a year. So, it is quite tough for a 

single auditor to conduct 199 audits in a year. Sometimes, we must travel at least eight to nine hours daily. 

Sometimes, even more than 10 hours a day. After traveling for 10 or eight hours in a day and continuing it every 

day, sometimes it is impossible to give that effort [during the audit].” (B23)  

Heterogeneous beneficiary-

needs* 

 

Workers’ socio-economic 

needs differ significantly 

across contexts, reflecting 

variations in age, location, 

and working conditions. 

Illustrating the age-based heterogeneity in overtime needs of workers, one brand shares: ‘The young workers want 

overtime as they are young, can work, and want to make use of that and earn as much as possible.’ (B11.1) 

(Interview notes) 

 

Explaining heterogeneous working conditions in the different supplier factories, the respondent muses: “Maybe you 

have a guy [worker] working 12 hours in a tannery being exposed to so many chemicals, and then you have a 

guy just weaving things, sitting on his sofa. There is a difference!” (TP01) 

 

Explaining the geographical heterogeneity in workers’ financial needs, a consultant states: “The living wage is not 

always the same between the areas. If it is Chittagong, the living wage is different; if it is Dhaka, the living wage 

is different. So, again, there are these vague terms [in calculation]. What is the rice cost in Chittagong?! What is 

the rice cost in Dhaka?! And another thing is inflation. Whenever... if it is a remote village area, that is a different 

thing. If it is a capital area, that is different.” (TP07)   
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Practice–need mismatch* 

 

Standardized compliance 

practices often do not reflect 

the diverse socio-economic 

realities of workers. 

Depicting the mismatch of overtime practices with workers’ financial needs through the use of an example, a 

brand’s compliance officer explains: “You are from this part of the world [Global South], so you know that the 

rural people or the people below the poverty line do not have much entertainment. Like, what do the industry 

workers do in Europe or America?! After the work shift, they may hit a bar or watch a movie. But we do not have 

those kinds of facilities in this part of the world. So, whatever [overtime] they [workers] are doing, they are 

getting some extra money, and that is helping him or her to maintain her family or his family.” (B19) 

 

Describing stagnant compliance requirements failing to meet workers’ evolving needs, a supplier shares: “As such, 

no changes have been made in the code of conduct so far. From what I’ve seen in recent years, there have been 

only minor changes. Otherwise, the minimum requirements for health and safety remain the same, and wages 

and salary haven’t changed either. […] If you ask us, our workers are also interested in working on Sundays. If 

you work on Sunday—even if it’s just one Sunday—they get double wages, which is significant.” (S15) 

 

Critiquing the mismatch of minimum wages and the financial needs of the workers, one interviewee quotes: “We 

[as] the employees who are raising six-digit salaries can’t afford to purchase many of the [essential day-to-day] 

things in a month… [as] they are high for the salary that I get [earn]. As the workers [earning minimum wage], 

how are they purchasing it [basic provisions]?! They are in terrible, miserable shape!” (TP18) 

Engaging in surface-level 

remedies# 

 

Goal adopters meeting only 

the basic audit or standard 

requirements while failing to 

address underlying root 

causes. 

‘Many of the brands do compliance for the sake of doing it. They just do the audits, make reports and get back to 

the [supplier] factory only by next audit, leaving the factories wondering what to do.’ (B17) (Interview notes) 

 

A supplier highlights that most Bangladeshi suppliers fulfill compliance requirements through less-demanding audit 

types: “SA8000-certified factories are rare. However, BSCI [Business Social Compliance Initiative] certified 

factories are at every level in Bangladesh. Maximum factories! […] BSCI-certified factories are not bound to 

give the living wages. Only the SA8000 factories are bound to provide the living wages.” (S26) 

 

One NGO takes a critical stance on the whole compliance approach and questioned: “If you pick up any standard, 

you will see it is more of an assurance of compliance. X factory complies with x code. It doesn’t mean anything! 

Multiple studies across different sectors and standards have shown that the workers have not improved [in] their 

conditions, or the status quo has been certified essentially. Or you have just replaced a law with a voluntary code. 

You know, these things are quite visible! Apart from all other things, the fundamental criticism against the 

standards is that the impacts are not visible. So, the question that is coming up is: Can we think about assuring 

impacts [rather] than assuring compliance?” (TP03)  
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Taking half measures# 

 

Goal adopters implementing 

compliance practices in 

isolated (siloed) ways, 

leaving them disconnected 

from complementary 

organizational functions and 

everyday operations. 

“Personally, having come from both the brand and the auditing background, I think some of that comes down to an 

unrealistic expectation of what audits alone can do. They are a tool to give a snapshot picture of a given situation 

in a certain part of the supply at a given time. So, that [snapshot] in itself is useless! Unless you then use that 

snapshot and take steps to remedy the issues.” (B18) 

A brand manager takes a critical stance on the effectivity of isolated, one-off trainings within the supplier factories: 

“For those one or two hours [of training] … that line manager who is sent for the training, for the one- or two-

hour training, he thinks while taking the training that ‘okay… I have this target in the line. If it is not achieved, I 

will be fired, or I will be punished.’ So, he cannot even concentrate on the training.” (B08) 

Discussing the lack of integration between brands’ sourcing and sustainability negotiations, a supplier remarks: 

“Buyers are always like… on one hand their merchandising team is negotiating the cost and on other side the 

social team is discussing on the living wages.” (S09) 

Effectuating actor rebound# 

 

Goal adopters disengaging or 

refraining from the practices 

when the heightened 

compliance requirements 

exceed their coping capacity 

or interests. 

A supplier critically recalls how a buyer rebounded from their previous verbal emphasis on social sustainability in 

favor of profit maximization: “About three years ago I had this remarkable adventure with one of the brands who 

really appreciated whatever we were doing [in terms of compliance]. I will not name the brand. And then they 

said... “umm... very good, but your price is very high.” And, then they went to Bangladesh and bought it from a 

factory which was not socially responsible. A top European brand... some of the names you were talking about.” 

(S24) 

 

The respondent describes their view of the rebound behavior in the supplier factories through an example: “There 

is a different law for juvenile workers [14–18 years of age] which the factory is not willing to follow. This is the 

basic reason [for not hiring them]. Because [for] the juvenile workers, [suppliers] have a separate guideline for 

the working. They should not work more than four hours. They are allowed to go to school. The factory also has 

to monitor their schooling process. Apart from this, they are not allowed to work in a hazardous process. So, a 

lot of restrictions are there. Also, schooling has to be monitored by the factory. So, factories don’t prefer to hire 

such juvenile workers in the factory.” (B04)  

 

One interviewee comments on how de-certified factories rebounded towards non-signatory brands as follows: 

“There are certain brands out there that aren’t affiliated [signatories for] with any of these organizations [i.e., 

building-safety initiatives]. These brands don’t even engage in [basic] corporate responsibility. So, when these 

[de-certified] factories were informed that their buildings were unsuitable for this and that [reasons], they began 

working for those other brands instead.” (TP17) 
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First-order concept 

Brief description 

Illustrative data 

Weak or missing support 

systems* 

 

Missing or dysfunctional 

social, financial, and 

institutional field-level 

support that could otherwise 

connect compliance benefits 

to workers as end 

beneficiaries. 

Indicating the failing support for underage labor remediation, a brand manager explains: “In my experience, I’ve 

seen situations like this... For example, during an audit, they found an underage worker. The factory accepted the 

finding and provided a remediation plan. But just a few days later, the factory started saying that the child wasn’t 

interested in going to school and needed to earn money to support his family. So, they said they weren’t getting 

any work from him. He left—maybe he joined another place.” (B11.2) 

 

Critiquing the lack of support, a supplier exclaims: “But if you look at the other side, NGOs and the government 

are there. Are they supporting?! Are they doing something for them for their [children’s] education?! […] Free 

education is there [per law], but bringing them to school, that is not there, that is missing there.” (S09) 

 

“What the Accord and Alliance or buyers should have done was they could help these workers [who were laid-off 

from closed-down factories failing to comply with structural requirements] to get jobs. I did not find even one 

that has thought about the worker.” (TP10)  

Allowing social problems to 

persist or exacerbate 

 

Actors knowingly accepting 

that their pursuit of 

compliance leaves workers’ 

problems unresolved or even 

worsens them. 

Sharing the possible negative repercussions of categorically banning child labor, a compliance manager shares: “In 

our third-world country, their [child workers’] first concern is to earn money. So, when we ban child labor [in 

garments industry], these children could end up in other, often more demanding or risky jobs—like working in 

brick kilns or other high-risk jobs.” (B07) 

 

“With doing fifty hours of overtime, one man [worker] cannot earn that kind of money. In Delhi-NCR [Northern 

Capital Region of India], more or less all of the workers come from the outside [as migrant workers from other 

states]. Someone is from UP [Uttar Pradesh], someone is from Bihar, some are from Bengal or Assam, etc. And 

since they have come here to earn money, and when they can’t apply [desired] overtime, how will they make the 

money?! Just with the salary, he [the worker] won’t be able to sustain.” (S07)  

 

“According to BGMEA [Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association], after the Rana Plaza 

disaster until last year, 1,200 factories were shut off. And those 1,200 factories are the factories from small and 

medium ranges which couldn’t persist in the market... in the business competition... fulfilling all those standard 

requirements... the new requirements, and with the [low] prices. So, they shut off their operation. And probably, 

those 0.8 million [laid off] workers used to work in those 1,200 factories. […] What about the condition of those 

left 0.8 million workers?! What are they doing now?! Certainly, they are doing something! Because they are to 

have their ‘bread and butter.’ But is this ‘something,’ a better bread and butter, or is the situation worse than their 

previous employment field?!” (TP06) 
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Notes for Table SM.3  

* –  Contextual concept 
#  –  Concept applicable exclusively to the goal adopters 

 


