
Forced Labour Indicators 

Tool Guidance

This guide takes you step-

by-step through the Forced 

Labour Indicators tool 

within Radar, the Sedex risk 

assessment tool. 

Note that a general guide using Radar, including the Pre-

Screen, Risk Assessment and Site Assessment tools, is 

available in our separate Radar Guidance document.

Background to the tool
Forced labour occurs on a spectrum of exploitation. Where does decent work end and labour exploitation begin, 

and where does labour exploitation end and forced labour begin?

In long and complex supply chains, it can be difficult for businesses to have enough visibility of the issues, or 
enough influence with suppliers and recruiters, to ensure all workers receive decent working conditions, free from 
exploitation. The Forced Labour Indicators tool aim to draw members’ attention to pragmatic operational indicators 

of forced labour within their supply chains. These indicators can - either independently or in various combinations 

– indicate the potential risk of forced labour through a worker’s employment cycle. The reports were first made 
available to Sedex members in 2017, and were updated for the integration with Radar in 2021. We will continue to 

evolve the reports as we learn more about the relative strengths of forced labour indicators.

How it works
The reports within the tool draw on non-compliances and observations raised during audits to identify where 

operational indicators have been identified within your supply chain. The number of indicators identified at specific 
sites, and their strength (definite, strong or possible), are weighted to calculate a site’s audit indicator score. This 
is presented alongside additional risk information that can help you understand if the site is considered to be 

exposed to forced labour risks, such as the risk of forced labour within the country and sector, the presence of 

vulnerable workers and the site’s employment practices.

Important considerations when reviewing the tool’s reports

Users of the tool are encouraged to first review Sedex’s Guidance on Operational Practice & Indicators of Forced 

Labour, which expands on the International Labour Organisation (ILO)’s operational indicators of trafficking in 
human beings, and forms the basis of the indicators within the reports.

Before using the information contained within the reports, users should also consider that:
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	● Audit indicators are aligned with the issue title selected by the audit company, rather than the auditor’s 

description of the issue. It is important to always review the auditor’s description and make further 

judgement regarding the severity of any issue raised or observation made.

	● The inclusion of operational indicators does not necessarily mean that forced labour exists at a given site; 

they are provided as an indication of an increased risk that bears further enquiry. Equally, the absence of 

indicators is not evidence that forced labour does not exist at a site.

	● Information extracted from the reports can be very sensitive and we recommend that they should 

be managed carefully on a need-to-know basis, communicated only across appropriate senior team 

members in members’ businesses and ought not to be shared outside of your organisation.

	● The reports should be used in conjunction with the SMETA sensitive issue guidance and other resources. 

Customers are encouraged to use the report findings to help frame their discussions with suppliers 
around the appropriate management systems in place to help address issues of labour exploitation. 

	● A site’s audit indicator score should not be used in isolation, but rather as an additional reference tool to 

help support your responsible sourcing programme.

Addressing forced labour within your supply chain

Sedex encourages investigation, evidence gathering and root-cause analysis of labour exploitation, in order for 

stakeholders to develop their own long-term solutions to a serious issue that is notoriously difficult to resolve.

When engaging with suppliers, Sedex recommends basing conversations on sites implementing effective 
management systems to address this issue over time. Sedex’s Management Controls Guidance supports 

suppliers to put in place robust management systems to meet labour standards, including freely chosen 

employment, to avoid common challenges (such as a lack of staff or employee knowledge or poor record keeping) 
and to address problems if they arise. It includes checklists, case studies and useful tools such as the “5 Why’s” 

methodology to understand what needs to be done, and to identify root causes of issues.

If forced labour is discovered

In certain instances, forced labour issues may be found. In these cases, as a guiding principle, any immediate or 

on-going actions, taken by facility management and/or members, should focus on what is best for any possible 

victim in question. The primary responsibility when dealing with a potential victim is to ensure their safety and 

welfare, as well as the safety of their family and peers.

Due to the sensitivity in this area, it is imperative that robust evidence is present in order to avoid any issues of 

defamation or legal action. Sedex recommends taking further advice from organisations experienced in the 

field of forced labour, some of which provide practical guidance toolkits on remediating forced labour. Example 
organisations include:

	● Anti-slavery International

	● Ethical Trading Initiative

	● Fairtrade

	● Impactt

	● IOM

	● Issara Institute

	● Stronger Together

	● The Mekong Club

	● Unseen

	● Verité

	● Walk-free

Please note: the indicators are not exhaustive and are not intended to be used as a substitute for legal advice; 

consequently, all liability for any claim or loss is excluded.
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Forced Labour Indicators Tool: 

Practical Guidance
Radar Report IDs:

4.1 Indicators of Forced Labour

4.2 Country Indicators

4.3 Site Indicators

The forced labour indicator tool uses audit and risk data to help draw attention to where forced labour is – or may 

be – an issue in your supply chain.

With the forced labour indicators tool, you can do the following:

Before using the reports, it is important to first read our Guidance on Operational Practice & Indicators of Forced 

Labour. This document explains in further detail why and how indicators of forced labour should be considered, 

and what is meant by forced labour. It also outlines key considerations when forced labour is found or suspected.

See how many 

indicators of forced 

labour have been 

recorded from audits in 

your supply chain

Analyse what types of 

forced labour indicators 

have been recorded, and 

their strength (possible, 

strong, or definite)

Review indicators of 

forced labour recorded 

at a specific supplier 
site
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FAQ: What are the indicators of forced labour?

The forced labour indicators used within the tool are drawn from the Sedex Guidance on 

Operational Practice & Indicators of Forced Labour, which builds upon the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO)’s eleven indicators of forced labour:

To translate the ILO’s indicators into the context of social audit non-compliances and 

observations, Sedex has introduced an additional category of management systems failures 

is used within the forced labour indicator framework. Management systems are critical to 

ensuring compliance with the law and a failure in management systems can indicate an 

increased risk of forced labour.

 

Abuse of vulnerability

Deception

Restriction of movement 

Isolation
 

Physical and sexual violence
 

!x

x!?x
Intimidation and threats

 

Retention of identity documents

Withholding of wages
 

Debt bondage
 

!

 

Abusive working and living 

conditions 

Excessive overtime
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How to use the Indicators of Forced 

Labour report
Radar Report IDs:

4.1 Indicators of Forced Labour

4.11 Explore the data

Map: Audit data

The global map highlights where indicators of forced labour have been recorded from audits 

shared with your company. Countries are coloured according to the following key:

	● Blue: Indicators have been recorded from audits in the country

	● Yellow: Audits have been conducted in the country, but no indicators have been 

recorded

	● Dark grey: Suppliers are located in the country, but no audit data are available

	● Light grey: None of your suppliers are located in the country

The size of the red circle in a country reflects the number of supplier sites in the country. Hover 
over the circle to see the number of sites; or hover over country to see how many audits in that 

country have indicators, and how many indicators have been recorded. 

The default setting displays data from audits conducted since 2017. To change the date range, 

adjust the audit date filter.

	

		TIP: Click into the circle within a country to open a new view – country indicators – which 

offers a more detailed insight into the indicators found within that country.
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Data Sheet

Click on the Data Sheet button at the top of the page to explore the forced labour indicator 

data. 

	● The data sheet contains details of the sites included on the map, including the forced 

labour risk scores for each site, a breakdown of the indicators found according to their 

strength (possible, strong, definite) and other risk factors to consider, such as whether 
the site employs workers from higher risk countries.

	● The inherent risk score helps you to assess the risk of forced labour based on the 

location and activity of the supplier site. It is includes a country context risk score that 

uses third party data sources and a sector-specific score based on focused desk 
research. Additional weighting is added if the activity of the site is associated with a 

good produced with forced labour in that country, based on the US DOL list.

	● The ‘Activity risk flag’ column uses the US Department of Labor’s list of goods 
produced by forced labour to highlight if the activity of the site is known to have a high 

risk of forced labour.

	● The ‘workers from high risk sending countries’ column uses SAQ information to 
highlight if the site employs workers from countries considered to be at higher risk of 

exploitation based on a combination of poverty, poor governance, volumes of outward 

migrants and number of migration routes.

	● The audit indicator score allows you to rank supplier sites according to the number 

and strength of indicators recorded. The greatest weighting towards the score is 

awarded to ‘definite’ indicators, and the least to ‘possible’ indicators.

	● Use the information to create a shortlist of sites that require further attention. This 

should typically include any sites with ‘definite’ indicators, as well as those with a high 
audit indicator score and medium or high forced labour score. 

Next step:

Visit the Site Indicator report to assess the indicators that have been recorded at your 

shortlisted sites in more detail.

	

		TIP: The audit date filter allows you to control which audits contribute to a site’s audit 
indicator score. Allowing an extended date range can help you to understand whether a 
site has history of indicators occurring across multiple audits, which might suggest there’s 
a systemic issue that the site has been unable to address. 
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FAQ: What do definite, possible and strong mean for indicators?

Indicators can be used to help identify not just actual, but also likely or possible situations of 

forced labour. If certain indicators are found in combination, there is an increased risk of forced 

labour situations occurring. Indicators are categorised according to their ‘strength’:

	● Definite: warrants a finding of non-compliance with the “Employment is Freely 
Chosen” standard.

	● Strong: signals an increased risk for forced labour, but further investigation may be 

needed to determine the context and any interplay with other indicators, in order to 

establish whether or not it rises to the level of forced labour.

	● Possible: if found alongside other possible indicators, may warrant further 

investigation.

	

		TIP: Read our forced labour indicator guidance document to understand how a 

combination of indicators might lead to an increased risk of forced labour. 
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How to use the Country Indicator 

report 
Radar Report IDs:

4.2 Country Indicators

4.21 Explore the data

The country indicator report provides a more detailed assessment of the issues recorded within a given country.

Map

The map allows you to see whether indicators are more prevalent in certain areas within a 

country. 

	● The darker the shade of blue, the more indicators have been recorded. 

	● If many indicators are recorded across multiple sites in a particular region, this might 

indicate that labour exploitation is, sadly, commonplace throughout the industry 

within that country or region. Try to find out if any research or initatives already exist 
that could help you to understand the underlying issues, and whether there are 

recommended steps you can take to help improve the situation. This could include 

checking whether any of your own business practices contribute to the problem.

	● If considering sourcing from a new supplier operating in the region, ensure that a 

heightened risk of forced labour is factored into your risk assessment. Ensure that you 

review the capacity of the supplier to manage modern slavery risks.

To help members assess the risk of forced labour within countries, we will be looking at the 

viability of making data from all sites within the Sedex database available within these reports.
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Charts and tables

	● The numbers at the top of the page tell you how many indicators have been recorded 

from audits within the selected country. Notice how they update according to your 

filter selections. 

	● The bar chart shows which of the indicator categories (e.g. debt bondage, deception 

etc.) the audit findings belong to. You can also assess the proportion of indicators per 
category considered definite, possible or strong indicators of forced labour.

	● Below the chart, a table lists the forced labour risk scores for four economic sectors 

within the country. A ranking is also included to help you to understand how the score 

compares to other countries. The lower the ranking, the worse the score relative to 

other countries.

	● The migration and recruitment component of the country risk score is included to 

help you understand whether migrant workers are likely to have paid a fee for their 

employment, leaving them vulnerable to indebtedness and forced labour. 

	

		TIP: To find out more about how the country forced labour risk scores are calculated, read 
our methodology briefing note. 

Data Sheet

	● The data sheet allows you to see the full list of indicators recorded within the country, 

including which sites they were recorded at. Use the ‘issue details’ columns to see the 

auditor’s description of the issue. 

	

		TIP: To see indicators across all countries, use the country filter at the top of the data 
sheet. To run your own analysis on the data, you can export the information into Excel 
using the ‘Download > Crosstab’ button.
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FAQ: What should I do if a site has a high audit indicator score?

It’s important to note that forced labour can occur in different contexts, and that a high score 
does not necessarily indicate that a supplier is complicit in, or aware of, a potential forced 

labour situation.

While forced labour can be employer-led, the exploitation can also result from the actions of 

intermediaries (e.g, labour providers, other recruitment intermediaries), or other ‘hidden’ third 
parties outside of the labour supply chain (see the example in Fig. 1). It is also important to be 
mindful that some sites are not aware that some non-compliances have knock on effects onto 
forced labour, for example if non-payment of wages means workers do not feel they can leave 

employment. 

If a site receives a high audit indicator score, it is essential to avoid reacting hastily. The scores 

should be used to help with the process of prioritising which sites to investigate further. 

Next steps

Visit the Site Indicator report to assess in more detail the indicators that have been recorded at 

the site. There you will be able to review the auditor’s descriptions to make further judgement 

regarding the severity of any issue raised or observation made.

Figure 1: Example of different forced labour models.

Source: Sedex Guidance on Operational Practice & Indicators of Forced Labour

Indicator Strength Model Comments

Workers cannot leave employment until they 

have worked to pay off debts owed to the 

employer.

 

Definite

!

 

Employer

Forced labourers are often working in an attempt 

to pay off an incurred (or sometimes inherited) 

debt during recruitment or employment. The debt 

can arise from wage advances or loans to cover 

recruitment or transport costs or from daily living or 

emergency expenses, such as medical costs. 

According to the ILO, debt bondage, or bonded 

labour, reflects an imbalance in power between 

the worker and employer or its labour provider 

or external agent. It has the effect of binding 

the worker to the employer for an unspecified 

or excessive period of time and often bears no 

resemblance to the “normal” loan from a bank or 

other independent lender for repayment.

Workers cannot leave employment until 

they have worked to pay off debts owed 

to the labour broker or other intermediary 

who has facilitated the work, for transport, 

accommodation or other services

 

Definite

!

 
!

Recruiter, 

Employer

Workers cannot leave employment until they 

have worked to pay off debts owed to a third 

party individual unconnected with the work 

who controls them or who has managed them 

into debt

 

Definite

!

Hidden
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Migrant workers and recruitment fees 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) is clear that “no recruitment fees or related costs 
should be charged to, or otherwise borne by, workers or jobseekers.” Yet, despite being against 

international conventions and many national laws, many low-skilled migrant workers pay fees 

to obtain contracts and complete recruitment formalities. Such unethical recruitment practices 

can burden migrant workers with debt – sometimes many times more than their monthly 

earnings – that they can never realistically pay off. This practice leads many migrant workers to 
end up in a situation of forced labour.

If you identify that excessive fees have been paid by migrant workers in your supply chain, 

it’s vital that that they are repaid and that the supplier takes steps to ensure that foreign 

workers are recruited responsibly in future. Many multinational companies have committed 

to the Employer Pays Principle, an initiative of the Institute for Human Rights and Business 

(IHRB), which guides employers committed to responsible recruitment to pay the full costs of 
recruitment.

As a buying organisation you will need to consider funding associated costs: such as an 

investigation, the development of repayment plans and the verification of repayment, and 
whether to collaborate with other businesses to ensure that the costs of repayment are shared 

fairly between all those responsible for the ethical recruitment of workers. 

Further guidance and examples of best practices are provided in the publications listed below:

	● General principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment (ILO)

	● The Montreal Recommendations on Recruitment: A Road Map towards Better 

Regulation (IOM)

	● Six Steps to Responsible Recruitment: Implementing the Employer Pays Principle 

(IHRB)

	● Repayment of Recruitment Fees to Workers: 4 Emerging Best Practices, Issara 

Institute

	● Standards for Repayment of Migrant Worker Recruitment Fees and Related Costs, 

Impactt
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How to use the Site Indicator report
Radar Report ID:

4.3 Site Indicators

Data Sheet

If you have reached the Site Indicators report, it probably means you have identified a site 
which has a high audit indicator score and/or has a high forced labour risk score. 

The report is a data sheet that allows you to understand in greater detail all indicators identified 
from one or more audits at a specific site. Here you can understand the category of an 
indicator, it’s strength, the auditor’s description of the issue, and whether or not it remains open.. 

Next steps

	● It is important to review the auditor’s description and make further judgement 

regarding the severity of any issue raised or observation made. Check the audit report 

and corrective action plan to understand the context of any indicators recorded, and 

whether the cause of the issue, or a responsible party, has been identified.  

	● If the indicators suggest a confirmed case of forced labour/modern slavery, you have a 
responsibility to take action to address the situation. As a guiding principle, any immediate 

or on-going actions should focus on what is best for any possible victim in question. 

	● For example, in the case of excessive recruitment fees, continuing to trade with the supplier 

can provide them with the economic security that will allow them to repay workers. The 

Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) includes guidance on how to address a modern slavery 
situation responsibly in their modern slavery Base Code Guidance. In the UK, the Retailer 

Protocol for Handling Reported Cases of Modern Slavery in the UK Supply Chain by 

the British Retail Consortium (BRC), Gangmasters Labour Abuse Authority and Stronger 
Together provides guidance and is aimed at driving consistent application of good practice 

in the processes that retailers apply in handling reported cases of forced labour, human 

trafficking, debt bondage and other forms of modern slavery in their UK supply chain.

	● If the indicators suggest forced labour is possible or likely (rather than definite), review 
other risk information to help you make an informed judgement as to the likelihood 

that workers could be in a situation of forced labour. This might include using 

information from colleagues who have visited the country or supplier recently, internet 

searches on forced labour in the country, or NGOs and trade unions with knowledge 

and expertise on the region or sector. Use this information to decide whether further 

investigation by a specialist organisation might be necessary. 

	

	 TIP: When engaging with suppliers, Sedex recommends basing conversations on sites 

implementing effective management systems that will help them to manage risks and 
improve working conditions on a continuous basis. Sedex’s Management Controls 

Guidance supports suppliers to put in place robust management systems to meet labour 

standards and avoid common challenges.
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Key takeaways

Forced labour is very difficult to identify in a definitive manner, as multiple factors need to be in place to definitively 
identify a situation as forced labour. Indicators can be used to help identify not just actual, but likely or possible 

situations of forced labour. If certain indicators are found in combination, there is an increased risk of forced labour 

situations occurring.

Key message

Use the forced labour indicator tool to try to uncover where in your supply chain forced labour issues might be 

occurring and who they are affecting. Work with your suppliers to improve their understanding of their own risks 
and strengthen their systems to address issues, and ensure that you investigate and handle potential forced 

labour situations in a way that considers first and foremost the well-being of workers and their families.
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Further resources
Base Code Guidance: Modern slavery, Ethical Trading Initiative, 2017  

https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/eti_base_code_guidance_modern_
slavery_web.pdf

General principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment, International Labour Organization (ILO), 2019 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/
wcms_536755.pdf

Guidance on Operational Practice & Indicators of Forced Labour, Sedex, 2017  

https://www.sedexglobal.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Sedex-Guidance-on-Operational-Practice-
and-Indicators-of-Forced-Labour.pdf

Managing risks associated with modern slavery: A good practice note for the private sector, CDC/DFID/

EBRD/IFC, 2018  

https://assets.cdcgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/03105819/Managing-Risks-Associated-with-

Modern-Slavery.pdf 

Tackling Modern Slavery in Businesses: a Toolkit for UK Employers and Labour Providers,  

https://www.stronger2gether.org/product/toolkit-for-business-tackling-modern-slavery-in-businesses/  

(free other country/sector-specific toolkits are also available on www.stronger2gether.org)
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You can find more guidance documentation and learning  
content on sedex.com and eLearning. 
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