Beyond Risk:
A Practical Guide to Seeing Modern Slavery Differently

1. The Lens We Use Shapes What We See

The lens we use shapes:

What we see
N

What we measure
N

What we prioritise
N

How we respond

Most organisations approach modern slavery through arisk lens. This lens has an
important role to play in understanding exposure, governance and accountability.
But every lens reveals some things while making other things harder to see. The risk
lens begins with: Where are we exposed? Modern slavery begins with: Who is being
harmed? Modern slavery is not primarily a risk to manage. It is a reality to meet.

Two Different Starting Points:

Risk Lens Human Lens

Where are we exposed? Who is being harmed?

What could damage us? What is actually happening?

What do we need to report? What response reflects who we are?
Demonstrates Control Understands Reality

2. Why Visibility Is So Difficult

Modern slavery behaves very differently from the kinds of problems organisations are
accustomed to managing.

Hidden by Design:

Health & Safety Modern Slavery

Visible Hidden

Accidental Intentional

Short causal chains Long fragmented chains
Detected by audits Designed to evade audits

Workers speak Workers are unable to speak safely



If modern slavery is hidden, intentional and designed to evade detection, then we
should not be surprised when traditional governance and assurance processes struggle
to identify it.

Organisations cannot rely solely on traditional audits and reporting to understand what
is happening. They were designed for a different purpose.

Modern slavery requires visibility. Visibility is not the same as assurance. Assurance
asks whether systems are operating as expected. Visibility asks what is actually
happening.

Organisations need other ways of seeing.

Five Questions Worth Asking:

Where might harm be occurring that we currently have limited visibility into?
Which workers within our supply chains are least able to speak safely?

What assumptions shape how we currently understand this issue?

What information are our systems good at capturing and what might they miss?
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What response would best reflect who we are and what we say matters?

Why this matters:
Organisations that improve visibility achieve:

Earlier identification of serious harm
More effective use of time and resources
Stronger supplier relationships

More credible reporting

Better decision making
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Greater alignment between values and action

3. A Practical Model

Traditional approaches prioritise organisational exposure. This model prioritises
potential harm to people and the organisation's ability to influence conditions.

Rather than focusing solely on spend, geography or audit scores, consider two
questions. Severity: How serious is the potential harm to people? Influence: How much
ability do we have to affect conditions?



Focus first where harm is most severe and influence is greatest. This produces
different priorities than traditional risk-based approaches.

Low Influence High Influence
High Severity Understand & Collaborate Priority Action
Low Severity Monitor Engage & Improve

4. Gaining Visibility
Organisations gain better visibility when they:

Look where workers cannot safely speak

The greatest harm is often found where visibility is lowest. Workers who are free to
speak, complain or leave are often not the workers experiencing the most severe
exploitation. Pay particular attention to environments where workers are dependent,
isolated, indebted, fearful of retaliation or unable to safely raise concerns.

Prioritise understanding before control

The goal is not to prove there is no problem. The goal s to better understand reality.
Strong responses begin with curiosity, humility and a willingness to encounter
conditions as they are, rather than simply demonstrating compliance or control.

Build relationships, not just reporting systems

Trust often reveals what audits cannot. Questionnaires, audits and reporting processes
have some value, but meaningful visibility frequently emerges through relationships
where suppliers, workers and partners feel safe discussing challenges, imperfections,
failures and uncertainty.

Focus on severity and influence

Not simply spend, sector, geography or ease of reporting. Prioritise where the potential
harm to people is greatest and where your organisation has the greatest ability to
influence conditions. These priorities may differ significantly from those produced by
traditional risk-ranking methodologies.

Value transparency over appearance

Organisations learn more when challenges can be discussed openly. The pursuit of
perfect reporting can sometimes discourage honest conversations. Credibility, trust
and engagement is strengthened when organisations are transparent about what they
know, what they do not know, and what they are still learning.



Recognise that response is collective

No organisation can respond to modern slavery on its own. Modern slavery exists within
systems and systems cannot be fully understood or changed by any single organisation
acting alone.

Meaningful visibility often requires collaboration with suppliers, workers, local
organisations, NGOs, industry peers, governments and others who see different parts

of the system. The question is not: How do we solve this ourselves? But rather:

e Who else sees what we cannot?
e Who else shares responsibility for this part of the system?
e Who could help us respond more effectively together?

Summary
Modern slavery is not primarily a risk to manage. It is a reality to meet.

The lens we use shapes what we see, what we measure, what we prioritise and
ultimately how we respond.

Every lens both reveals and conceals.
The question is not simply whether we are looking.

The question is what our lens allows us to see.
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