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Introduction
Nike’s supply-chain ethics challenge arises from a business model in which the company designs,
markets, and sells products while independent suppliers manufacture most footwear and apparel.
Outsourcing production does not remove responsibility for foreseeable labor and human-rights
impacts because Nike selects suppliers, negotiates commercial terms, forecasts orders, changes
designs, and benefits from the resulting production system. Ethical sourcing therefore cannot be
reduced to factory audits or a written code of conduct. Prices, lead times, order changes, payment
terms, and demand volatility can all influence wages, overtime, job security, and safety. Nike now
publishes supplier standards, manufacturing locations, human-rights expectations, and programs
concerning worker voice, gender equity, health and safety, recruitment, and compensation. Those
systems are important, but company-reported progress should be evaluated alongside independent
evidence and worker experience. The most useful ethical framework is human-rights due diligence:
identify risks, prevent or mitigate harm, track outcomes, communicate transparently, and provide
remedy when workers are affected. Profitability and labor rights are not separate questions because
commercial decisions help determine the conditions under which production occurs.

From Factory Controversy to Formal Standards
Nike became a prominent symbol of global labor controversy during the 1990s, when reports
concerning low wages, long working hours, young workers, unsafe facilities, and harsh supervision at
contractor factories damaged the company’s reputation. The early defense that suppliers were
independently owned proved inadequate because the brand exercised significant economic influence
over where and how products were produced. Over time, Nike strengthened supplier codes,
monitoring, factory disclosure, and sustainability reporting. The company states that its Code of
Conduct and Code Leadership Standards establish minimum labor, health, safety, and environmental
requirements for facilities, and its manufacturing map provides continuing disclosure of contract
factories and material suppliers (NIKE, 2026). This history illustrates an important principle in
corporate responsibility: legal separation does not eliminate ethical connection. A buyer that controls
product specifications, order volume, timing, and commercial expectations can contribute to working
conditions even without directly employing factory workers. The quality of a responsible-sourcing
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program therefore depends on whether commercial and compliance teams operate under compatible
incentives rather than treating ethics as a separate department.

Recruitment, Wages, Hours, and Worker Voice
Labor risk is especially high for migrant and temporary workers because recruitment debt, passport
retention, contract substitution, or dependence on a work permit can limit the practical freedom to
leave a job. Nike’s current standards recognize vulnerabilities affecting women, migrants, and
temporary workers and prohibit forced and bonded labor (NIKE, 2026). Responsible recruitment
should include contracts workers understand before travel, worker control of identity documents,
protection against retaliation, and repayment when prohibited recruitment fees are charged. Wages
require equally careful analysis. Meeting a legal minimum is essential but may not guarantee an
adequate living standard, while excessive overtime may appear voluntary when ordinary pay is
insufficient. Purchasing practices therefore influence labor outcomes. If urgent design changes or
unrealistic deadlines force suppliers to rely on extreme overtime, the buyer is part of the cause.
Worker voice provides an important corrective because employees observe conditions continuously
while auditors visit intermittently. Confidential grievance systems, protection for organizing,
independent representation, and credible remedy are stronger evidence of workplace quality than a
single favorable audit score.

Health, Safety, Gender Equity, and Auditing
Footwear and apparel manufacturing can expose workers to machinery hazards, repetitive motion,
heat, chemicals, dust, fire risk, and structural problems. A responsible system requires hazard
assessment, ventilation, guarded equipment, emergency exits, protective equipment, training,
medical monitoring where necessary, and meaningful participation by workers. Gender equity also
extends beyond the number of women employed. It includes equal access to promotion, fair pay,
maternity protection, protection from harassment, safe transportation, and trustworthy investigation
of complaints. Nike reports FY25 strategic-supplier metrics concerning worker engagement, gender
equity, and safe and healthy workplaces, but such company-reported indicators should be understood
as evidence of program activity rather than proof that risk has disappeared everywhere (NIKE, 2026).
Audits are useful for identifying blocked exits, falsified records, underpayment, or missing safeguards,
yet they can be manipulated when managers coach workers or temporarily improve conditions before
inspection. Stronger oversight combines audits with off-site worker interviews, grievance data, injury
records, payroll analysis, supplier-management systems, and purchasing information from Nike itself.

Responsible Purchasing and Remediation
A brand’s ethical responsibility begins before a compliance visit because commercial terms determine
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what suppliers can realistically deliver. Nike states that it incorporates labor information and living-
wage context into business decisions and participates in supplier-feedback programs concerning
purchasing practices (NIKE, 2026). This approach is important because stable forecasting and realistic
lead times can reduce emergency overtime, while viable pricing gives suppliers more room to meet
wage and safety obligations. Ethical sourcing also requires remedy after harm occurs. A migrant
worker charged an improper recruitment fee may need repayment; an employee dismissed for
reporting abuse may need reinstatement or compensation; a worker injured because of a preventable
hazard may need medical care and financial support. Writing a corrective-action plan is not the same
as repairing the impact. Responsible exit matters as well. Nike may need to terminate a supplier that
conceals serious violations, but an abrupt withdrawal can leave workers unpaid or unemployed.
Remediation should therefore be evaluated by outcomes for affected people rather than by whether
the brand completed a procedural checklist.

Transparency, Environment, and Consumer Claims
Nike’s public manufacturing map is significant because it allows researchers, unions, communities,
and consumers to connect the brand with specific production locations. Transparency becomes more
useful when it also explains risk, methodology, corrective actions, wage progress, grievances, and
limitations rather than providing only aggregate success percentages. Labor and environmental ethics
are increasingly linked because workers and surrounding communities can be exposed to heat, air
emissions, chemicals, water pollution, or waste. Sustainability claims should therefore cover the
product life cycle rather than focusing on one recycled material or one factory initiative. Consumers
can encourage transparency and challenge misleading claims, but responsibility cannot be shifted
onto individual shoppers who lack the information and bargaining power of multinational brands.
Governments retain responsibility for enforcing labor law, while companies have due-diligence
obligations shaped by internationally recognized frameworks such as the UN Guiding Principles, ILO
fundamental principles, and OECD guidelines. Voluntary corporate programs are strongest when they
complement rather than substitute for enforceable law, independent worker organization, and access
to justice.

Conclusion
Nike’s supply-chain ethics cannot be reduced to a choice between profitability and social
responsibility. The more important question is how profit is generated and whether the company’s
purchasing, sourcing, and supplier-management practices make lawful and dignified work realistically
achievable. Nike has developed a substantially more formal system than it had during the early
factory controversies, including supplier standards, manufacturing disclosure, grievance channels,
responsible-supply-chain programs, and attention to recruitment, safety, gender equity, worker voice,
and compensation. Current company materials also state that strategic suppliers are evaluated
beyond minimum compliance and that responsible purchasing practices are intended to incorporate
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labor conditions into business decisions (NIKE, 2026). These commitments should be judged through
independent evidence, transparency, and worker outcomes rather than the existence of policies
alone. A credible ethical strategy aligns commercial incentives with human-rights standards, protects
vulnerable workers, investigates problems honestly, and provides remedy when harm occurs. Nike’s
brand values will be most convincing when the experience of people who make and move its products
supports the principles used to market them.
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