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Nike's Ethical Challenge
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Introduction

Nike's ethical challenge arises from a business model that creates valuable products and brands while
relying extensively on independent suppliers in global footwear and apparel networks. The original
essay correctly identifies the tension among profitability, production cost, labor standards, consumer
expectations, and reputation. It presents the problem mainly as a choice between making money and
behaving ethically. The issue is more complex. A company can publish standards, conduct audits, and
support improvement programs while still creating harmful pressure through prices, lead times, order
changes, or weak follow-up. Global sourcing is not unethical merely because production occurs in
lower-income countries. It can provide income, skills, and industrial development when employment is
voluntary, safe, fairly compensated, and open to worker participation. Nike’s responsibility is to
ensure that its public commitments are reflected in purchasing decisions, supplier management,
transparent evidence, and effective remedy.

Historical Background

Nike became a prominent example in debates about factory conditions during the 1990s. Public
reports concerning low pay, long hours, young workers, unsafe environments, and harsh treatment at
contractor facilities damaged the company’s reputation. Nike initially emphasized that many factories
were independently owned. Critics responded that the company designed products, selected
suppliers, set commercial expectations, and benefited from the labor. The controversy led to stronger
codes, monitoring, factory disclosure, and sustainability reporting. The lasting lesson is that
outsourcing manufacturing does not remove a brand’s ethical responsibility for foreseeable impacts
connected with its business.

The Structure of Supply-Chain Risk

Global production separates brand executives from factory workers through layers of contractors,
material suppliers, recruiters, and subcontractors. Senior managers may not directly observe an
unsafe exit, inaccurate time record, recruitment charge, or supervisor’s threat. Distance can hide
problems while commercial pressure travels rapidly down the chain. Suppliers compete for orders and
may accept prices or deadlines that make lawful pay, reasonable hours, and safe production difficult.
Ethical management therefore requires Nike to examine not only factory conduct but also how its
forecasting, design changes, delivery demands, and payment terms shape conditions.
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Stakeholders and Competing Interests

Factory workers are the most directly affected stakeholders, including women, migrants, temporary
employees, and younger workers who may face different vulnerabilities. Other stakeholders include
suppliers, Nike employees, consumers, athletes, investors, communities, governments, and the
environment. Their interests overlap but are not identical. Consumers may want affordable products
and frequent releases. Investors may seek growth. Suppliers need viable prices and predictable
orders. Workers need safety, income, dignity, and voice. Ethical strategy identifies fundamental rights
that cannot be traded away and negotiates legitimate commercial interests within those boundaries.

Minimum-Age Standards and Remediation

International labor standards distinguish acceptable work by older adolescents from employment that
is below the lawful minimum age, hazardous, coerced, or destructive of education. Nike's current
standards require suppliers to verify ages and establish remediation when a violation is found.
Responsible remediation should protect the affected young person rather than consist only of
dismissal. A sound plan removes the person from prohibited work, supports education or appropriate
training, assists with necessary income where feasible, and provides an opportunity for lawful
employment later. Prevention requires reliable age verification and investigation beyond documents
that may be inaccurate.

Voluntary Employment and Recruitment

Migrant workers can become vulnerable when recruiters charge large fees, employers retain identity
documents, contracts change after travel, or employees fear loss of legal status. Debt and restricted
movement can undermine genuine consent. Nike states that its standards prohibit forced, bonded,
and indentured labor and require attention to recruitment risks. Implementation should include
contracts in languages workers understand, worker control of passports, freedom to leave
employment according to law, safe grievance channels, and repayment of improperly charged
recruitment costs. Reviews must examine recruiters and worker testimony rather than depend only
on management records.

Wages and Economic Dignity

Compliance with a legal minimum wage is essential but may not provide a decent standard of living. A
living-wage discussion asks whether normal working hours can support food, housing, healthcare,
transport, education, and a modest margin for a worker and household. Estimates vary by location
and method, but uncertainty does not justify ignoring the gap. Nike can use credible local
benchmarks, support collective bargaining, improve compensation systems, and ensure that
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purchasing prices allow suppliers to meet obligations without depending on excessive overtime. Wage
progress should be reported in terms workers can verify.

Working Hours and Purchasing Pressure

Long hours may result from seasonal demand, weak forecasting, late design changes, labor
shortages, or workers’ need for additional income. A worker’s agreement to overtime is questionable
when ordinary pay is inadequate or refusal threatens employment. Supplier standards should set hour
limits, rest requirements, and premium pay. Nike must also assess its own role. A factory cannot
maintain reasonable schedules when a buyer places urgent orders after a forecast change. Stable
planning and responsible order management are therefore labor protections as well as operational
practices.

Health and Safety

Footwear and apparel production can involve chemicals, heat, repetitive motion, machinery, dust,
fire, and structural hazards. Nike’s current standards recognize a safe and healthy workplace as a
fundamental right. Effective protection includes hazard assessment, ventilation, guarded machinery,
clear exits, fire systems, appropriate protective equipment, training, medical monitoring where
needed, and worker participation. A favorable audit score is incomplete if workers fear reporting
injuries or hazards. Immediate serious danger requires rapid correction and, when necessary,
suspension of production until safety is restored.

Worker Voice

Worker voice is necessary because employees experience conditions continuously while auditors visit
periodically. Nike reports programs focused on engagement, but an engagement survey is not the
same as independent representation. Workers need protection against retaliation, access to lawful
organizing, and grievance systems capable of producing remedy. Company hotlines may help, but
employees may distrust confidentiality. A credible system offers several reporting routes,
communicates outcomes, and monitors whether complainants experience adverse treatment.

Gender Equity

Women form a large part of many apparel and footwear workforces and may face pregnancy
discrimination, unequal promotion, harassment, unsafe transport, and a disproportionate burden of
unpaid care. Nike identifies gender equity as a responsible-supply-chain priority. Progress should be
measured through pay, leadership, maternity protection, health services, safe reporting, and fair
investigation—not merely the number of women employed. Programs are stronger when women
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workers help define the problems and evaluate the results. (NIKE, 2026)

Audits and Their Limits

Factory audits can identify blocked exits, missing records, underpayment, or unsafe equipment. They
can also be manipulated. Managers may coach employees, conceal subcontracting, maintain
inconsistent records, or make temporary changes before a scheduled visit. Auditors may face
conflicts, and checklists may miss coercion or discrimination. Nike should combine announced and
unannounced assessments, worker interviews away from management, grievance data, injury
records, purchasing information, and independent verification. The goal is a functioning management
system and improved worker experience, not merely a passing score.

Transparency

Nike's disclosure of manufacturing facilities was an important change because it allowed researchers,
unions, communities, and consumers to connect the brand with specific locations. Transparency
should extend to understandable information on risks, findings, corrective actions, wages, complaints,
and remedy. Aggregate percentages can show direction but may hide serious problems at individual
facilities. Reports should explain methods and limitations. Stakeholders cannot evaluate a promise
when the evidence remains inaccessible.

Responsible Purchasing

A brand’s ethical responsibility begins before compliance monitoring. Pricing, order volume, forecasts,
payment terms, sample changes, and lead times determine what a supplier can realistically deliver.
Nike states that it considers responsible purchasing and receives supplier feedback. Labor indicators
should therefore influence sourcing decisions, and suppliers that invest in people and safety should
not lose orders solely to lower-priced competitors. When Nike changes an order, it should assess who
absorbs the cost of unused materials, idle time, or emergency overtime. Commercial teams and
compliance teams must operate under consistent incentives.

Long-Term Supplier Relationships

Stable relationships can support investment in equipment, safety, skills, and compensation because
factories can plan with greater confidence. Stability can also create complacency if performance is not
independently reviewed. Nike should provide clear expectations and technical support while imposing
consequences for concealment or repeated noncompliance. Ending a relationship may be necessary
when a supplier refuses to correct serious harm. Responsible exit planning should nevertheless
consider wages owed, worker communication, and whether abrupt withdrawal will leave employees
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bearing the entire loss.

Remedy

Corporate responsibility is incomplete without remedy. A worker charged an improper fee may need
repayment. A person dismissed for reporting a concern may need reinstatement or compensation.
Someone injured because of a preventable hazard may need treatment and appropriate financial
support. Remediation should be assessed by what happens to affected people, not only whether a
new policy is written. Grievance systems require accessibility, independence, prompt action,
confidentiality, and protection against retaliation.

Brand Values and Marketing

Nike's marketing emphasizes aspiration, performance, equality, and individual potential. These
messages create an expectation that people producing the goods are treated consistently with the
values used to sell them. Athlete partnerships and social campaigns can direct attention to important
causes, but communications cannot substitute for operational change. Claims about empowerment or
sustainability should be specific and supported by evidence. The more a company uses ethical
identity as a commercial asset, the stronger its duty to disclose shortcomings honestly.

Environmental Responsibility

Labor and environmental ethics intersect. Workers and neighboring communities may be exposed to
chemicals, waste, water pollution, or climate-related heat. Material production, manufacturing,
transportation, and disposal create environmental effects. Nike's standards include environmental
requirements, but assessment should cover the full product life cycle. A product should not be
described as sustainable solely because one material is recycled. Environmental transition should also
be fair to workers whose jobs, skills, or locations change.

The Role of Consumers

Consumers can pressure brands, ask for transparency, purchase durable goods, and challenge
misleading claims. They cannot investigate every factory or replace government enforcement through
individual choices. Ethical labels help only when standards and verification are credible. Responsibility
remains greatest with companies and public institutions that possess information, bargaining power,
and regulatory authority. Affordable consumption should not depend on hiding the human cost from
buyers.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5



@ ’ACADEMIC

Government and International Standards

Governments are responsible for enforcing labor law, but weak enforcement does not eliminate a
multinational company’s responsibilities. Nike's policies refer to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, ILO principles, UN Guiding Principles, and OECD Guidelines. These frameworks support human-
rights due diligence: identifying impacts, preventing and mitigating harm, tracking progress,
communicating evidence, and enabling remedy. Voluntary programs are most credible when
reinforced by enforceable law, independent worker organization, and access to justice. (“International
Labour Organization”, 2022)

Evaluating Current Progress

Nike now has more developed policies, factory disclosure, supplier standards, and responsible-
sourcing programs than it did during the early factory controversy. Its published reporting on worker
engagement, gender equity, safety, recruitment, and compensation demonstrates organized effort.
These are company-reported indicators and should not be treated as proof that all serious risk has
disappeared. Progress should be tested through independent evidence and workers’ own accounts.
Supply-chain ethics is continuous because products, suppliers, labor markets, and geopolitical
conditions change.

Recommended Strategy

Nike should maintain board-level human-rights oversight and connect executive and sourcing
incentives with verified labor outcomes. It should publish clearer facility-level information where
privacy and safety permit, strengthen independent worker representation, enforce employer-paid
recruitment, and investigate purchasing practices that create excessive hours or instability. Supplier
development should be paired with consequences for deliberate concealment. Workers and local
organizations should participate in defining priorities and remedies. The company should measure not
only compliance activity but whether people experience safer work, stronger voice, and improved
economic security. (NIKE, 2026)

Conclusion

Nike's ethical challenge is not solved by choosing ethics instead of profit as though they are separate
paths. It is solved by changing how profit is earned. Global sourcing can create valuable employment,
but it also gives the brand substantial power over distant workers and suppliers. Nike has developed
labor standards, factory disclosure, monitoring, grievance channels, and programs involving safety,
gender equity, worker engagement, recruitment, and purchasing practices. Those commitments
matter only when commercial decisions make compliance possible and affected workers obtain
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remedy. Nike’s reputation will depend less on the language of its campaigns than on independent
evidence that its business improves rather than undermines the lives of people who make and move
its products.
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