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Disclosures of labour practices: Perspectives of legitimacy and impression management 

Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to analyse how an influential supplier of electronics manufacturing 
services (i.e., Foxconn) discloses its labour practices. The analysis is conducted through the 
theoretical lens of legitimacy and impression management. This particular firm is selected as 
it provides a rich case on labour practice disclosures in a setting where significant labour 
malpractice incidents occurred from 2009 to 2011. The sample period covers 12 years of the 
firm’s labour practice disclosures (2008–2019) to match with publicly available information 
that is used to construct expert comparative accounts on the disclosures. We corroborate the 
comparative accounts with sociological studies and responsibility reports from the major 
customer (i.e., Apple). . We found that the disclosures become more detailed over successive 
years. Occupational health and safety issues are predominantly reported, followed by issues 
relating to vocational guidance and training and then employment policy. Regarding 
impression management strategies, defensive strategies embedded in the disclosures are rarely 
detected, and assertive strategies are persistently used from 2008 to 2019 to maintain 
legitimacy. The comparative accounts show the persistent use of one defensive strategy (i.e., 
omission) to maintain and regain legitimacy. In other words, as an economic strategy, material 
labour practice issues are persistently omitted in the disclosures. The incidents discernibly 
affect how Foxconn discloses labour practices. Our study contributes to the limited extant 
research on suppliers’ labour practice disclosures from the perspective of legitimacy theory 
and impression management. The results will be of great interest to researchers, investors, 
assurers, and other stakeholders. 

Keywords 
Comparative accounts, Corporate social responsibility; Employee-related disclosure; Foxconn; 
Impression management; Labour practice disclosure 

1. Introduction

The global supply chain offers a crucial context for the analysis of corporate labour 
practices and related disclosures (Sikka, 2008, 2011). As customers and buyers, firms in 
developed countries actively disclose their labour practices within the supply chain, and their 
disclosures have attracted keen attention in the literature (e.g., Akbar and Deegan, 2021; 
Antonini et al., 2020; Birkey et al., 2018; Deegan and Islam, 2014; Islam and Deegan, 2010; 
Islam and McPhail, 2011; Islam et al., 2021; Islam and Van Staden, 2021; Parsa et al., 2018). 
However, little is known about suppliers’ labour practices and related disclosures per se, even 
though labour malpractices pervade throughout supply chains. Motivated by this research 
opportunity, we focus on an influential supplier of electronics manufacturing services (EMS), 
namely, Hong Hai Precision Industry Ltd, also known as Foxconn. EMS suppliers provide 
contract manufacturing for brand owners, such as Apple, Microsoft and Dell (Barnes et al., 
2000). Thus, Foxconn and other EMS suppliers are situated in the upper stream of the supply 
chain of consumer electronics. Given China’s advantages in contract manufacturing (e.g., 
production speed, infrastructure and its expansive supplier base) (Chen and Ku, 2002), 1 
Foxconn and other EMS suppliers choose to produce in China. 

1  See https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2020/06/23/china-is-the-worlds-factory-more-than-
ever, accessed 6 December 2021. 
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Our study analyses Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures from 2008 to 2019. This 
sample period corresponds to the high-profile labour practice incidents that occurred in 
Foxconn’s business operations. For example, in 2009 an employee of Foxconn committed 
suicide after he was suspected of stealing a prototype of an iPhone. This incident was reported 
in a range of news media, including the South China Morning Post, The New York Times, The 
Los Angeles Times and The Guardian.2 Foxconn experienced further incidents the following 
year. In 2010, 17 workers attempted suicide (SSACM, 2010). In 2011, an explosion at a factory 
occurred, causing three deaths and injuring 15 workers. These high-profile incidents have 
generated business repercussions. For example, as Foxconn manufactures products for Apple 
at 27 sites,3 Apple collaborated with the Fair Labour Association (FLA) to inspect Foxconn’s 
sites in 2012 and 2013.4 As a result, Apple tightened labour practice requirements for all its 
EMS suppliers and commended them ‘for taking quick action on several fronts simultaneously’ 
(Apple, 2011, p. 19). In addition to receiving pressure from buyers of their EMS, these 
incidents were reported in news media and Foxconn was subjected to widespread criticism.5 

Overall, our sample period comprises three phases of legitimacy: a ‘legitimacy loss’ 
phase (2009–2013: regaining legitimacy is primary) and two ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phases 
(2008 and 2014–2019: maintaining legitimacy is primary). The year 2008, the beginning of the 
sample period, is described as a legitimacy maintenance phase as this is immediately prior to 
the high profile labour incidences described above Labour practice disclosures are often used 
to maintain and regain legitimacy (Islam and Deegan, 2010; Kent and Zunker, 2013, 2015). 
The more contested the practices are, the more legitimation is required. In this study, we use 
impression management research to systematically examine the strategies used to construct and 
maintain corporate legitimacy to better understand how Foxconn uses labour practice 
disclosures in legitimation through the theoretical lens of impression management. Thus, our 
research question (RQ) is: 

Is there any variation in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures devoted to impression 
management during the period 2008 to 2019? 

To answer our RQ, we coded Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures by labour practice 
issues and impression management strategies by focussing on the thematic analysis of 
Foxconn’s labour practice-related narratives. We found that the disclosures become 
increasingly detailed over the period of analysis. Among different labour practice issues, 
occupational health and safety is predominantly reported, followed by vocational guidance and 
training and then employment policy. The incidents of 2009–2011 (i.e., entering a ‘legitimacy 
loss’ phase) appear to exert discernible effects that led to the reduction of the length of 2009–
2013 disclosures and the amount of occupational health and safety information. With regard to 
impression management strategies, in the three phases of legitimacy, assertive strategies (e.g., 
ingratiation, self-promotion, entitlement and enhancement) are used more than defensive 

 
2 See https://www.scmp.com/article/688130/payout-over-mans-iphone-suicide; 
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/27/technology/companies/27apple.html?_r=2&scp=1&sq=foxconn&st=cse; 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2009-jul-29-fi-apple-iphone29-story.html; 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/jul/22/apple-worker-suicide-prototype-missing, accessed 15 
November 2021. 
3 Apple listed its top 200 suppliers in 2018, and 24 of 27 manufacturing sites of Foxconn are in China. This list 
can be found at www.apple.com/nz/supplier-responsibility/pdf/Apple-Supplier-List.pdf (accessed 25 June 
2018). 
4  Information from the Fair Labour Association can be found at http://www.fairlabor.org/about-us/history, 
accessed 6 April 2017. 
5 For example, The New York Times published a series of i-Economy reports that won a Pulitzer Prize on 15 April 
2013. 
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strategies embedded in disclosure (e.g., acknowledgement, apology and/or corrective action, 
and denial). The incidents of 2009–2011 (i.e., entering a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase) also appear 
to affect the use of impression management strategies. First, the impression management 
strategies of ingratiation and self-promotion are reduced in the 2009–2013 disclosures. Second, 
to regain legitimacy, apology and/or corrective action are detected in the 2009–2013 
disclosures. Third, we found that Foxconn used acknowledgement and denial more in the 
‘legitimacy maintenance’ phases. Overall, these changes in the strategies can be interpreted via 
the theoretical lens of legitimacy and impression management. 

Leveraging the power of non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs’) reports as informed 
and expert comparative accounts of Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures, we found another 
under-researched strategy, namely, ‘omission’. Material labour practice issues are persistently 
omitted in Foxconn’s disclosures. Moreover, this strategy persists, even where the underlying 
labour practices have improved. Finally, by synthesising sociological studies, Apple’s supplier 
responsibility reports and news, we corroborate the validity of the comparative accounts and 
provide initial explanations for omissions in the disclosures. 

Our study contributes to different groups of literature. First, our study provides evidence 
of communication by suppliers in the global supply chain of non-financial information (e.g., 
Akbar and Deegan, 2021; Islam and Deegan, 2008; Islam et al., 2021; Li and Haque, 2019; Li 
et al., 2018). Distinct from the current published literature, we embrace comparative accounts 
of labour practices that are relatively underused. Second, we enrich the accounting literature 
investigating corporate impression management strategies (e.g., Cooper and Slack, 2015; Li 
and Haque, 2019; Yang and Liu, 2017). Specifically, we expand on the prior studies by 
applying impression management theory to a novel yet important type of non-financial 
disclosure (labour practice disclosures) and examining different impression management 
strategies (e.g., ingratiation, self-promotion and omission) over two phases of legitimacy. 
Third, given that EMS suppliers and their labour practices have attracted keen research interest 
(Lucas et al., 2013; Xu and Li, 2013; Li et al., 2018; Li and Haque, 2019), our study contributes 
to this group of literature by offering more insights into Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. 

Broadly, our study speaks to the literature on human rights (McPhail and Adams, 2016; 
Islam et al., 2021). Spending on consumer electronics increased from USD 36.8 trillion (tn) in 
2009 to USD 46.8 tn in 2018 and is projected to reach USD 56.3 tn in 2023. The increase in 
demand for product drives increasing demand for labour in the supply chain; the number of 
workers for EMS suppliers will increase from 15,135,086 in 2018 to nearly 19,100,000 in 2023 
(Ozelkan, 2018). Therefore, EMS suppliers play a significant role in alleviating labour 
malpractice incidents and other issues of human rights abuse in global supply chains 
(Mantouvalou, 2012). 

The findings should be of great interest to many stakeholders. For example, for investors 
who use labour practice disclosures in making decisions, our findings remind them to actively 
seek alternative sources of information (e.g., NGO reports) when interpreting the disclosures 
made directly by manufacturing firms. As Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures are subject to 
external assurance (e.g., Bureau Veritas is the external assurer in 2015), our findings suggest 
that the use of external assurance does not preclude the omission of material labour practice 
issues. Thus, aligning with Michelon et al. (2015) and Gürtürk and Hahn (2016), we encourage 
investors, financial analysts and other users to actively consider alternative sources of 
information, even if labour practice disclosures have been externally assured. 

Our findings are meaningful to external assurance providers, given that the demand for 
assurance services for non-financial disclosures is increasing (Farooq and De Villiers, 2017). 
In addition to what has been disclosed, external assurers need to diligently examine what has 
not been disclosed in non-financial disclosures. In our study, the information omitted (e.g., the 
use of dispatched workers and student interns is beyond legal requirements) is financially 
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material. Thus, without acknowledging such omissions, external assurers may face litigation 
risk. 

Finally, our findings would be of interest to regulators. Because Foxconn’s labour 
practice disclosures comply with voluntary disclosure standards set by the Global Reporting 
Initiative, our findings align those of with Boiral (2013) and Hahn and Lülfs (2014), suggesting 
that voluntary disclosure standards are unable to hold non-financial disclosures as an 
accountability mechanism. Our findings motivate regulators to consider further moves to 
ensure that the disclosures present the underlying non-financial performance in a true and fair 
way. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Prior literature is discussed in the following 
section. Our research question is developed in Section 3. The research design is illustrated in 
Section 4. Our findings are presented in Section 5. Section 6 concludes. 

 
2. Literature review 

2.1 Accounting research on labour practice disclosures 

There is accounting research investigating organisations’ labour practice disclosures in 
developed countries (e.g., Day and Woodward, 2004; Kent and Zunker, 2013, 2015; Kent et 
al., 2021; Mäkelä, 2013; Vuontisjärvi, 2006; Williams and Adams, 2013). For example, Kent 
and Zunker (2013, 2015) found that labour practice disclosures in Australia are out of balance 
and incomplete; and Williams and Adams (2013, p. 480) examined the disclosures of a bank 
in the UK (1980–1995) and found ‘little evidence of NatWest’s acceptance of a moral 
responsibility to take account of the interests of employees and its accountability thereof’. In 
contrast, labour practice disclosures in developing countries attract relatively less attention 
(Islam and Deegan, 2008; Li and Haque, 2019; Li et al., 2018). For example, by combing 
interviews on management with content analysis, Islam and Deegan (2008, p. 851) investigated 
changes in the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association’s disclosures 
(including labour practice disclosures) from 1987 to 2005. They found ‘a direct relationship 
between changes in powerful stakeholders’ concerns … and the operating and reporting 
practices of the organisation’. Considering the Rana Plaza building collapse in Bangladesh, 
Akbar and Deegan (2021) analysed 11 garment suppliers’ non-financial disclosures (including 
their labour practice disclosures) in 2016 and found that their disclosures were affected by the 
institutional environment in which they operate. 

As far as we can ascertain, Li et al. (2018) and Li and Haque (2019) are the two closest 
studies to ours. Focusing on how EMS suppliers communicate labour practice issues, Li et al. 
(2018) analysed four suppliers (including Foxconn) and found that their disclosures on labour 
practice issues (2008–2013) were adjusted according to news media sentiment. Examining a 
novel textual characteristic (linguistic hedging) in labour practice disclosures (2009–2013) and 
applying impression management theory, Li and Haque (2019) found that 10 EMS suppliers 
(including Foxconn) used linguistic hedging as an impression management strategy. 

Our study distinguishes itself from these studies in three ways. First, instead of 
considering several EMS suppliers at a time, we focus on an influential EMS supplier operating 
in China, namely, Foxconn. Second, we investigate how Foxconn has used various impression 
management strategies to achieve legitimacy at different phases of legitimacy. In contrast, Li 
et al. (2018) did not research impression management strategies, and Li and Haque (2019) 
investigated a specific strategy (linguistic hedging) for regaining legitimacy. Our study 
provides an elaborative account of how various impression management strategies (e.g., 
ingratiation, self-promotion and omission) were adopted, conducted and changed depending 
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on different phases of legitimacy. Third, the comparative accounts sourced contemporaneous 
with Foxconn’s disclosures enable us to better understand the strategies used in Foxconn’s 
labour practice disclosures. Our study uses the information provided by Apple, NGOs and 
media to construct and verify comparative accounts on Foxconn’s disclosures, thus enabling 
us to explore previously unknown aspects of labour practice disclosures (e.g., the omission of 
material information). 
2.2 Accounting research on impression management 

As impression management theory concerns the motivations and strategies for managing 
impressions on stakeholders (Rosenfeld et al., 1994), studies in the accounting discipline apply 
the theory to interpret corporate disclosure (e.g., Brennan and Merkl-Davies, 2014; Brennan et 
al., 2009; Brennan et al., 2010; Craig and Brennan, 2012; Edgar et al., 2018; Merkl-Davies 
and Brennan, 2011, 2017; Merkl-Davies et al., 2011; Shrives and Brennan, 2015, 2017; Yang 
and Liu, 2017), in particular in annual reports (Edgar et al., 2018; Shrives and Brennan, 2015, 
2017). 

As Cooper and Slack (2015, pp. 802–803) suggested, the literature can be advanced from 
at least three aspects: (1) considering narratives in other types of corporate disclosure (i.e., 
‘most prior studies examining disclosures have solely focussed on the annual report’); (2) 
constructing comparative accounts (i.e., ‘most prior studies … have not sought to contrast this 
company-based view, or impression emergent from this, against a comparative account’); and 
(3) adopting a longitudinal setting (i.e., ‘longitudinal studies provide an opportunity to study 
innovation and change in reporting practice’). Cooper and Slack’s (2015) second suggestion 
on constructing comparative accounts aligns with that of Perkiss et al. (2021, p. 4) that ‘in 
comparison to impression management, similar research into counter accounts is scarce’. 

As Dey et al. (2011, p. 66) suggested, this comparative aspect or account (counter 
account) ‘is drawn from independent, though not necessarily objective, sources and control 
over content does not remain with the corporation’.6 Empirically, the comparative accounts 
provided by NGOs and civil society groups attract considerable attention (e.g., Brennan and 
Merkl-Davies, 2014; Denedo et al., 2017; Joutsenvirta, 2009; Perkiss et al., 2021; Tregidga, 
2017). For example, embracing the impression management theory, Perkiss et al. (2021) 
analysed how Nestlé used different media channels to respond to comparative accounts of its 
Ivory Coast supply chain provided by NGOs (including FLA). Concerning the effects of 
comparative accounts, Apostol (2015) (Romania), Denedo et al. (2017) (Niger), Thomson et 
al. (2015) (UK), Tregidga (2017) (New Zealand) and Vinnari and Laine (2017) (Finland) found 
that constructing and using comparative accounts assists vulnerable stakeholders in voicing 
their concerns and affects how firms behave. For example, for human rights disclosures, Islam 
et al. (2021) found that stakeholders do not accept suppliers’ human rights disclosures and 
question the suppliers’ moral power in relation to human rights performance. Analysing the 
comparative accounts on a gold mining project in Romania, Apostol (2015, p. 231) found that: 

counter-accounts allowed the voice of marginalised societal groups to be heard (e.g., locals 
opposing the location of the mine). It also succeeded in mobilising a large enough portion of 
civil society for the purpose of initiating change, i.e. blocking an undesired project. 

Our study speaks to a body of research that uses comparative accounts to better analyse 
corporate disclosure (Adams, 2004; Archel et al., 2009; Boiral, 2013; Cooper and Slack, 2015; 
Joutsenvirta, 2009; Rodrigue, 2014; Williams and Adams, 2013). For example, using different 

 
6 In the literature, this comparative aspect or account has been referred to using many different terms (e.g., silent 
accounts, shadow accounts, reporting performance portrayal gaps, counter accounts, anti-accounts and external 
accounts) (Denedo et al., 2017). 
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sources of information to construct comparative accounts of a UK firm’s non-financial reports, 
Adams (2004, p. 749) concludes that ‘the most noticeable feature of Alpha’s reports is their 
lack of full disclosure regarding its ethical, social and environmental impacts’. Similarly, using 
news events to construct comparative accounts of 23 mining firms’ non-financial reports in 
2007, Boiral (2013, p. 1061) found that ‘only 10 percent of significant news events concerning 
sustainable development were reported clearly and explicitly in the sustainability reports’. In 
addition to different content, comparative accounts reveal that corporate disclosure tends to 
have different frames. For example, examining the environmental disclosures of a firm in 
Finland (1985–2001) and the corresponding comparative accounts provided by an NGO 
(Greenpeace), Joutsenvirta (2009) revealed that in the firm’s environmental disclosures, a 
defensive frame that defends the firm from the public criticism plays a key role. Overall, 
focusing on firms located in developed countries, this body of research supports the usefulness 
of comparative accounts in analysing how firms use disclosures to maintain legitimacy and 
credibility. 

We contribute to the literature on impression management in three ways. First, our study 
contributes to the limited extant research on suppliers’ labour practice disclosure via the 
theoretical lens of impression management. Second, we cover Foxconn’s labour practice 
disclosures from 2008 to 2019, thereby enabling us to show how Foxconn has changed its 
impression management strategies over time. Third and equally importantly, we use other 
information sources to construct comparative accounts of Foxconn’s disclosures. Following 
prior studies of comparative accounts, we believe that the comparative information sources are 
of particular value because they help construct informed, relatively neutral and expert 
comparative accounts of Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. 

 
3. Theories and development of research question 

3.1 Legitimacy theory 

As Brunsson (1989, p. 216) suggested, firms ‘in modern societies are public not only in 
the sense that their structures, processes, and ideologies are open to observation, but also in 
their ultimate dependence on public acceptance’. Public acceptance or legitimacy is defined as 
‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ 
(Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Foxconn’s legitimacy premises that it can produce coordinated 
actions while simultaneously meeting society’s different expectations (Brunsson, 1989). To 
satisfy social expectations and gain and maintain legitimacy, we expect Foxconn to use labour 
practice disclosures to demonstrate its compliance, persuading society to grant legitimacy 
(Islam and Deegan, 2010; Kent et al., 2021; Li et al., 2018). 

As Ashforth and Gibbs (1990, pp. 178–180) discussed, Foxconn may use substantive and 
symbolic strategies to maintain and regain its legitimacy. Substantive strategies indicate ‘real, 
material change in organizational goals, structures, and processes or socially institutionalized 
practices’, whereas by using symbolic strategies ‘rather than actually change its ways, the 
organization might simply portray- or symbolically manage- them so as to appear consistent 
with social values and expectations’. Firms are likely to use symbolic strategies in peripheral 
practices. Suppliers in the global supply chain (e.g., Foxconn) ‘will succeed to the extent that 
they develop efficient production activities and effective coordination structures’ (Scott and 
Meyer, 1992, p. 141) (i.e., technical efficiency). Compared with technical efficiency, labour 
practices are relatively peripheral to suppliers. Therefore, if meeting the social expectations for 
integrous labour practices lowers technical efficiency, Foxconn may tend to use symbolic 
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strategies to preserve ‘organizational practices that are believed within the organization to be 
technically efficient’ (Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 2008, p. 93). Labour practice disclosures 
would be used as part of symbolic strategies (Kent and Zunker, 2013, 2015; Williams and 
Adams, 2013). Given that impression management research examines the strategies used to 
construct and maintain corporate legitimacy more systematically, we can better interpret 
Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures through the lens of impression management. 

 
3.2 Impression management theory 

Initially, impression management theory focused on individuals and how individuals tend 
to manage their self-impressions in different scenarios (Goffman, 1959). As Section 2.2 shows, 
the theory’s application scope is expanded to include firms and their narratives in disclosures. 
The theory considers how firms ‘control and manipulate the impression conveyed to users of 
accounting information’, such as labour practice disclosures (Clatworthy and Jones, 2001, p. 
311). A key component of impression management theory is the construction or identification 
of different impression management strategies (Leary and Kowalski, 1990). Motivated by the 
need for legitimacy (e.g., after the high-profile incidents), Foxconn would strategically manage 
the impression it conveys to society (Li and Haque, 2019). Thus, the theory is able to better 
interpret different strategies used in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. Such strategies are 
many and can be classified in the first order into assertive and defensive (Bolino and Turnley, 
2003; Bolino et al., 2008; Ogden and Clarke, 2005; Tedeschi and Melburg, 1984). Assertive 
strategies aim to ‘establish a particular identity and build reputational characteristics’ (Ogden 
and Clarke, 2005, p. 332), and defensive strategies mitigate ‘a “predicament”, whereby 
undesirable traits have been attributed to the actor(s)’ (Cooper and Slack, 2015, p. 804). 

Over our sample period (2008–2019), the sporadic incidents threatening Foxconn’s 
legitimacy trigger a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase. In regaining legitimacy during a ‘legitimacy loss’ 
phase, defensive strategies may help Foxconn construct ‘a normalizing account that separates 
the threatening revelation from larger assessments of the organization as a whole’ or 
symbolically disassociate from the incidents (Suchman, 1995, p. 598). For example, we would 
detect that Foxconn uses labour practice disclosures to minimise labour malpractices or 
attribute the incidents to some factors beyond its control. Assertive strategies also contribute 
to regaining legitimacy. They frame the social impressions of Foxconn’s achievements in 
labour practices and persuade society to confer legitimacy (Deegan, 2002). 

In maintaining legitimacy, assertive strategies are ‘more subtle techniques’ to develop ‘a 
defensive stockpile of supportive beliefs, attitudes, and accounts’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 595). For 
example, Foxconn’s disclosures might promote its competence and abilities in addressing 
labour malpractices, thus maintaining society’s trust in Foxconn. Defensive strategies are also 
useful in maintaining legitimacy. The disclosures could be used to justify and apologise for 
exposed labour malpractices to protect past accomplishments. Following several studies (e.g., 
Cooper and Slack, 2015; Edgar et al., 2018; Ogden and Clarke, 2005; Yang and Liu, 2017), 
we focus on the thematic analysis of Foxconn’s labour practice-related narratives. Due to the 
lack of research investigating labour practice disclosures through the lens of impression 
management, there is no customised list of impression management strategies available. Table 
1 shows our list of tailored impression management strategies applicable to the labour practice 
disclosures of Foxconn. Column 1 shows strategy labels we detected. Corresponding 
definitions are presented in column 2, and column 3 shows examples extracted from Foxconn’s 
labour practice disclosures. More detailed explanation of how we derived Table 1 are shown 
in the Appendix. 
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Table 1. Impression management strategies tailored for analysing Foxconn’s labour 
practice disclosures 

Table 1 shows  impression management strategies detected and the corresponding examples for them. 
Name Description  Examples extracted from Foxconn’s labour 

practice disclosures  
Panel A: Assertive    
Ingratiation Foxconn seeks to gain the 

audience’s approbation by 
communicating its visions, 
goals and policies of 
labour practices. 
 

‘Foxconn is an equal opportunity employer, and 
our employment policies require that 
recruitment, promotion, wages, training 
opportunities, and retirement must be people-
oriented, non-discriminatory, lawful, and fair, 
without discrimination based on gender, age, 
nationality, religion, political affiliation, 
birthplace, nation of origin, language, disability, 
gender identity or union membership’ (Foxconn, 
2014, p. 25). 
 

Self-promotion Foxconn promotes its 
competence and abilities 
to secure and advance 
labour welfare. 
 

‘Foxconn is proactive in supporting and training 
workers from rural backgrounds, and invests in 
programs to improve their skill set with the aim 
of enhancing their quality of life’ (Foxconn, 
2017, p. 27). 
 

Entitlement Foxconn claims 
responsibility for positive 
events and outcomes of 
labour practices. 
 

‘Foxconn invests more than RMB 20,000,000 in 
recreational activities each year, including many 
major gatherings for the mid-autumn festival, 
talent shows, street dancing lessons from famous 
instructors abroad at various sites, monthly 
group weddings, and dating forums’ (Foxconn, 
2011, p. 16). 
 

Enhancement Foxconn enhances its 
positive events and 
outcomes of labour 
practices. 
 

‘Established food safety test center: Foxconn is 
the first company in Mainland China to establish 
a national laboratory dedicated to ensuring 
employee food safety’ (Foxconn, 2014, p. 41). 
 

Panel B: Defensive    
Acknowledgement  Foxconn presents negative 

events and outcomes of 
labour practices without 
any explanation or 
comments. 
 

‘Of the twelve incidents, there was one big fire, 
another four were lesser serious fire incidents, 
up 33% from year 2008’ (Foxconn, 2009, p. 29). 
 

Denial  Foxconn claims and 
explains that the publicly 
known negative events and 
outcomes of labour 
practices do not exist. 
 

‘Each of our campuses recruits employees at 
wages that are higher than the local minimum 
wage’ (Foxconn, 2017, p. 25). 

Excuse  Foxconn weakens its 
responsibility for negative 
events and outcomes of 
labour practices. 
 

‘In addition, employees may work overtime 
during the week, over the weekend, and during 
the holiday at their own free will’ (Foxconn, 
2012, p.13). 
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Justification Foxconn accepts at least 
partial responsibility for 
negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 
practices and provides 
explanations for them. 
 

‘In 2015, there were three fire-related incidents 
and 16 industrial accidents at the company’s 
facilities across China, a decrease compared to 
2014’ (Foxconn, 2015, p.41). 
 

Apology and/or 
corrective action 

Foxconn asks forgiveness 
for negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 
practices and/or takes 
action to correct them. 
 

‘A fire prevention task force had been set up 
under the direct supervision of the CEO office to 
enhance the awareness of fire prevention and to 
shorten the response time of fire hazards’ 
(Foxconn, 2009, p. 29). 
 

Omission7  Foxconn withholds 
negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 
practices.  

 

 
Figure 1 shows the relationships between Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy framework and 

the impression management strategies presented in Table 1. The first half of Figure 1 is adopted 
from table 1 of Suchman (1995, p. 600). Specifically, we focus on two phases of legitimacy: 
‘legitimacy loss’ and ‘legitimacy maintenance’. In our study, the ‘legitimacy loss’ phase covers 
2009–2013, and the ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phases include 2008 and 2014–2019. The second 
half of the figure groups impression management strategies involving corporate narratives into 
two categories: assertive and defensive. As discussed in Section 3.2, we link impression 
management strategies with legitimacy strategies in each specific scenario (i.e., maintaining 
legitimacy and regaining legitimacy). 
  

 
7 Different from other defensive strategies embedded in disclosure, omission refers information not being included 
in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. Thus, for examples of omission, readers may refer to Table 4. 
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Figure 1 Combination of Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy framework and impression 
management strategies 

Figure 1 shows how impression management strategies are related to different legitimacy phases. 
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3.3 Deriving the research question 

Public exposure of labour malpractices in Foxconn occurred in 2009, 2010 and 2011 (Li 
et al., 2018; Li and Haque, 2019), followed by scrutiny and inspection by FLA in 2012 and 
2013. Thus, Foxconn experienced a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase (2009–2013) and two ‘legitimacy 
maintenance’ phases (2008 and 2014–2019). In adopting legitimacy theory, our study is based 
on legitimacy changes across these phases and the contested labour practices, the implicit idea 
being that the more contested the practices, the more legitimation is required in terms of using 
different impression management strategies. Some studies (Brown and Deegan, 1998; Deegan 
et al., 2000; Deegan et al., 2002; Islam and Deegan, 2010; Kent and Zunker, 2013) suggest that 
in a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase, firms would provide more information to demonstrate their 
compliance with society’s expectations by regaining legitimacy. For example, firms with a 
greater need to regain legitimacy (measured by the number of negative media articles in the 
year prior to 2004) have longer labour practice disclosures (Kent and Zunker, 2013). 

Consistent with these studies, we posit that in the ‘legitimacy loss’ phase (2009–2013), 
Foxconn discloses more information by using more ‘defensive’ strategies to acknowledge and 
tone down its labour malpractices. In the ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phases (2008 and 2014–
2019), Foxconn’s disclosures return to a ‘normal’ level, and they use more assertive strategies 
to appeal to stakeholders. This corresponds to ‘Scenario 1’ of Table 2.  

Another group of studies (e.g., De Villiers and Van Staden, 2006; Kuruppu et al., 2019; 
O’Donovan, 2002; O’Dwyer, 2002) found that in a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase, firms may reduce 
disclosures and take substantive actions, as firms perceive those disclosures as being unable to 
persuade stakeholders to re-grant legitimacy. If this is the case, Foxconn may have reduced its 
labour practice disclosures and the use of impression management strategies in its ‘legitimacy 
loss’ phase (2009–2013). This corresponds to ‘Scenario 2’ of Table 2. 

There is a third possibility considered based on the legitimacy theory. If Foxconn is 
concerned that reducing the disclosures could provoke backlash and disappoint stakeholders 
(Higgins et al., 2015; O’Dwyer, 2002), it is likely to keep its disclosures and the use of 
impression management strategies relatively constant over the different phases. This 
corresponds to ‘Scenario 3’ of Table 2. Thus, how Foxconn would change its disclosures and 
use impression management strategies is ex-ante uncertain. We commence our analysis by 
examining the proportion of disclosures devoted to different labour practice issues, followed 
by the proportion of disclosures devoted to different impression management strategies 
(measured by the number of sentences). Because we focus on impression management 
strategies, our research question (RQ) is: 

Is there any variation in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures devoted to impression 
management during the period 2008 to 2019? 

Table 2 Three possible scenarios based on the legitimacy theory 
Table 2 summarises three possible scenarios of the variation in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures and its use 
of impression management strategies. 
 
Scenarios Phases of legitimacy Change in the length 

of disclosures 
Change in the use of impression 
management strategies 

   Defensive Assertive 
Scenario 1  
 Legitimacy Loss  + +  
 Legitimacy Maintenance −  + 
Scenario 2 
 Legitimacy Loss  − − − 
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 Legitimacy Maintenance + + + 
Scenario 3     
 Legitimacy Loss  No change No change No change 
 Legitimacy Maintenance No change No change No change 

 

4. Research method 

4.1 Data 

We extract Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures from annual standalone sustainability 
(social and environmental) reports for 12 years (2008–2019). In investigating Foxconn’s labour 
practices, different NGOs released reports in 2010, 2012, 2013, 2017, 2018 and 2019. The first 
three years’ reports are related to the three high-profile incidents in 2009, 2010 and 2011. The 
reports of 2017, 2018 and 2019 are based on undercover investigations conducted by China 
Labour Watch. As mentioned in Section 2.2, we use the reports to construct the comparative 
accounts. To assure the validity of our comparative accounts, we later triangulate the accounts 
with sociological studies and Apple’s reports. Table 3 summarises the reports coded by our 
study. All reports are in English. Thus, no translation was needed. 

Table 3 The reports coded by our study 
Table 3 lists the reports coded in the study. Column 1 shows years, column 2 presents the location of Foxconn’s 
labour practice disclosures, and column 3 shows detailed information from NGOs’ labour practice reports. 
 
Year Foxconn’s Labour Practice Disclosures NGOs’ Labour Practice Reports 
2008 Labour practice disclosures are located on 

pp. 21–36 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

 

2009 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 19–40 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

 

2010 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 12–31 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. Students and Scholars Against Corporate 
Misbehaviour (SSACM) inspected two 
factories located in China, with a 24-page 
report in English (i.e., SSACM, 2010). 
 
2. Union of Universities in China, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan (UUCHKTW) inspected 12 
factories located in China, with a 92-page 
report in English and Chinese (i.e., 
UUCHKTW, 2010). 

2011 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 11–24 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

 

2012 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 10–23 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. Fair Labour Association (FLA) inspected 
three factories in China, with a 195-page 
report in English (i.e., FLA, 2012a). 
 
2. FLA conducted a verification to check 
whether Foxconn corrected its malpractices, 
with a verification report (i.e., FLA, 2012b).  
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2013 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 11–19 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. FLA conducted a verification to check 
whether Foxconn corrected its malpractices, 
with a verification report (i.e., FLA, 2013a). 
 
2. FLA conducted its final verification to 
check whether Foxconn corrected its 
malpractices, with a verification report (i.e., 
FLA, 2013b). 

2014 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 24–47 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

 

2015 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 27–45 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

 

2016 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 28–47 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 
 

 

2017 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 24–43 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. China Labour Watch (CLW) conducted 
undercover investigations and interviewed 
employees in Foxconn, with a 23-pages 
report in English (i.e., CLW, 2017). 

2018 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 24–39 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. CLW conducted undercover investigations 
in Foxconn, with a 94-page report in English 
(i.e., CLW, 2018). 

2019 Labour practice disclosures are located on 
pp. 36–63 of annual standalone sustainability 
reports. 

1. China Labour Watch (CLW) conducted 
undercover investigations and interviewed 
employees in Foxconn, with a 72-page report 
in English (i.e., CLW, 2019a). 
2. China Labour Watch (CLW) conducted 
undercover investigations and interviewed 
employees in Foxconn, with a 51-page report 
in English (i.e., CLW, 2019b). 

 

4.2 Data analysis 

We use a quantitative content analysis for Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. This 
approach is frequently used in the literature (e.g., Kent and Zunker, 2013, 2015; Kent, et al., 
2021). For descriptive purposes, we code the disclosures with a set of coding themes that 
reflects prevalent labour practice issues (Li et al., 2018). The coding themes are presented in 
Table 4 and are based on international labour standards8 and the Global Reporting Initiative.9 
Then, we examine the labour practice disclosures, with impression management strategies 
shown in Table 1. Constructing the comparative accounts, we group the labour practice issues 
identified by NGOs following the coding themes in Table 3. 

To reduce the subjectivity of coding, we constructed two detailed sets of coding 
instructions. Sentences are chosen as the coding unit for two reasons. First, the context of 
sentences helps ensure a more accurate categorisation (Milne and Adler, 1999). Second, while 

 
8 The labour standards are discussed in International Labour Organization’s Fundamental Conventions and Rules 
of the Game: A Brief Introduction to International Labour Standards. 
9  See https://www.globalreporting.org/how-to-use-the-gri-standards/gri-standards-english-language/ (accessed 
16 September 2021). 
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using statements as the coding unit may provide even better context for categorisation, 
identifying statements is associated with increased subjectivity. In other words, we exchange a 
degree of analytical sensitivity for improved reliability. To further mitigate the subjectivity of 
coding, the first author and assistants separately coded all reports shown in Table 3, following 
the coding instructions, with any differences resolved through discussion. 

Table 4 The coding themes of labour practice issues 
Table 4 shows the coding themes of labour practice issues. Column 1 shows themes, and column 2 presents 
examples extracted from Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. 
 

Theme Examples extracted from Foxconn’s labour practice 
disclosures 

Freedom of association ‘Labor unions are free to establish and operate at all 
Foxconn sites around the world’ (Foxconn, 2008, p. 
17). 

Collective bargaining ‘98% of employees covered by Collective 
Bargaining Agreement with Labor Union’ 
(Foxconn, 2014, p. 25). 

Forced labour ‘Foxconn prohibits employment of under-aged 
workers and forced labor’ (Foxconn, 2012, p. 12). 

Child labour ‘Foxconn prohibits employment of under-aged 
workers and forced labor’ (Foxconn, 2012, p. 12). 

Equality of opportunity and treatment ‘Foxconn is an equal opportunity employer, and our 
employment policies require that recruitment, 
promotion, wages, training opportunities, and 
retirement must be people-oriented, non-
discriminatory, lawful, and fair, without 
discrimination based on gender, age, nationality, 
religion, political affiliation, birthplace, nation of 
origin, language, disability, gender identity or union 
membership’ (Foxconn, 2014, p. 25). 

Employment policy ‘The employee age from 16 to 18 is defined as 
“young worker” at Foxconn and has to be covered 
by the young worker policy under the HR system’ 
(Foxconn, 2009, p. 20). 

Employment promotion ‘We also provide opportunities for merit-based 
promotion and compensation, as well as on-the-job 
training for all employees’ (Foxconn, 2015, p. 27). 

Vocational guidance and training ‘The institute opened on September 19, 2011 and 
provides free and superior service for all employees’ 
(Foxconn, 2011, p. 23). 

Employment security ‘Even in a tough economy, Foxconn did not waver 
on its commitment to employees and the culture that 
kept them challenged and provided a work–life 
balance’ (Foxconn, 2009, p. 2). 

Wages ‘Foxconn provides remuneration to all employees 
based on merit’ (Foxconn, 2015, p. 30). 

Working time ‘Foxconn Group provides a series of programs to 
help employees keep a balance between their work 
and personal life’ (Foxconn, 2008, p. 23). 
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Occupational safety and health ‘A fire prevention task force had been set up under 
the direct supervision of the CEO office to enhance 
the awareness of fire prevention and to shorten the 
response time of fire hazards’ (Foxconn, 2009, p. 
29). 

Maternity protection ‘Since the introduction of this initiative, the 
company has welcomed 316 “Foxconn babies”’ 
(Foxconn, 2017, p. 32). 

Supplier assessment for labour practice ‘As an EICC member, Foxconn requires that all 
suppliers not only carry out social and 
environmental responsibility and obey the 
applicable national and regional laws and 
regulations, but also comply with a business ethics 
code’ (Foxconn, 2017, p. 44). 

Others ‘As of December 31, 2011, Foxconn’s total 
population had increased to 1.1 million employees, 
in line with the Group’s global expansion’ 
(Foxconn, 2011, p. 12). 

 
5. Results and discussion 

We discuss the analysis of Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures in Section 5.1 and the 
analysis of NGOs’ labour practice reports in Section 5.2. A final discussion is provided in 
Section 5.3. For the two analyses, first, we investigate which prevalent labour practice issues 
were disclosed during the period of analysis (Sections 5.1.1 and 5.2.1). Second, we examine 
the use of impression management strategies (Sections 5.1.2 and 5.2.2). 

 
5.1 Analysis of Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures 

5.1.1 Issues covered by Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures 

Our analysis of Foxconn’s disclosures revealed four interesting phenomena. First, 
Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures included more details over time. For example, in relation 
to wages, Foxconn (2011, p. 14) provided general information in 2011: ‘as of February 1, 2011, 
Foxconn increased workers’ compensation in mainland China, and since then, it has exceeded 
the minimum pay rate for each region’. However, the disclosure in 2018 provides more detail: 
‘each of our campuses recruits employees at wages that are higher than the local minimum 
wage by 10%–26%’ (Foxconn, 2018, p. 26). This result aligns with the conclusion of Adams 
(2017) in the sense that as firms have richer experiences of labour practice disclosures, their 
disclosures are more detailed and specific. 

Second, as Figure 2 shows, among labour practice issues, occupational health and safety 
is most discussed, followed by vocational guidance and training and employment policy. 
Although other issues, including wages, freedom of association and collective bargaining, are 
equally important and meaningful to Foxconn’s workers (Lucas et al., 2013; Xu and Li, 2013; 
Li et al., 2018; Li and Haque, 2019), they are consistently underreported. 

Third, as Figure 2 shows, the disclosures from 2009 to 2013 are different from those for 
other sample years. As mentioned in Section 1, Foxconn strives to regain its legitimacy from 
2009–2013. However, the disclosures are much shorter in length compared with the disclosures 
in other years (e.g., 2014–2018). For example, the disclosures in 2011 include 101 sentences, 
whereas Foxconn used 152 sentences in 2008 and 173 sentences in 2014 to disclose its labour 
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practices. A comparison of the weights of different labour practice issues revealed that 
occupational health and safety was reported much less during 2009–2013. Thus, the result is 
consistent with the second scenario discussed in Table 2. Theoretically, the result is consistent 
with a notion derived from the legitimacy theory that given that occupational health and safety 
became a ‘sensitive’ issue to Foxconn from 2009 to 2013, it would reduce the disclosures in 
this regard ‘in the hope that this will assist in reducing the importance of the issue’ (De Villiers 
and Van Staden, 2006, p. 767). Reducing labour practice disclosures, especially information 
on occupational health and safety, is a strategy for regaining legitimacy. In contrast, in 2008 
and 2014–2019 (before and after the effects of high-profile labour practice incidents), as 
occupational health and safety were not ‘sensitive’, Foxconn would disclose more information 
about occupational health and safety to maintain its legitimacy. 

Fourth, the length of labour practice disclosures significantly increased in 2019, to greater 
than 250 sentences, with more information on vocational guidance and training and 
occupational health and safety being disclosed. After carefully searching news media, we found 
that Foxconn experienced a major change in leadership.10 Specifically, in 2019, the founder of 
Foxconn retired, and a younger professional manager took over as the new chairperson. As 
non-financial decisions (e.g., labour practice disclosures) are affected by managers’ personal 
characteristics (Cronqvist and Yu, 2017; Gillan et al., 2021), we suspect that the increase in 
labour practice disclosures is related to the change in leadership. 

Overall, we can match Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures with different needs of 
legitimacy: the 2009–2013 disclosures correspond to regaining legitimacy, and disclosures in 
other years are related to maintaining legitimacy. 
 

 
10  Readers may refer to https://www.forbes.com/sites/willyshih/2019/06/12/changing-of-the-guard-at-
foxconn/?sh=577133563f94 (accessed 21 May 2022); https://fortune.com/2019/04/16/data-sheet-foxconn-terry-
gou-ceo/ (accessed 21 May 2022); https://www.reuters.com/article/us-foxconn-chairman-exclusive-
idUSKCN1RR0DB (accessed 21 May 2022). 
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Figure 2 Labour practice issues in the Foxconn’s disclosures (2008–2019) 
Figure 2 shows the number of sentences reporting various labour practice issues in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures. The details of labour practice issues are presented in 

Table 3. 
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5.1.2 Impression management strategies in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures 

Our analysis of impression management strategies in Foxconn’s disclosures is presented 
in Figure 3. As Panel A in Figure 3 shows, assertive strategies are persistently used more than 
defensive strategies embedded in disclosure (e.g., denial and excuse). This result is consistent 
with prior studies of impression management strategies. For example, Edgar et al. (2018) found 
that among 1,672 statements analysed, very few (about 6.10%) were defensive statements. This 
dominant use of assertive strategies by Foxconn corroborates the view that two main goals of 
non-financial disclosures are: (1) improving reputation and (2) signalling commitment to social 
and environmental issues (Higgins et al., 2015). To achieve these goals, assertive strategies 
that ‘establish a particular identity and build reputational characteristics’ (Ogden and Clarke, 
2005, p. 332) would be used more. It is noteworthy that Foxconn used less assertive strategies 
during the period 2009–2013. Thus, the results shown in Figure 3 are more consistent with the 
second scenario discussed in Table 2. An interpretation is that in a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase, 
using assertive strategies would expose a firm to greater pressure and increased scrutiny 
(O’Dwyer, 2002).11 Panel A of Figure 3 also reports less use of defensive strategies embedded 
in disclosure during 2009–2013. Albeit theoretically, these defensive strategies are closely 
related to regaining legitimacy, as shown in Figure 1. Following Kuruppu et al. (2019), we 
argue that when Foxconn is in a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase and receives pressure from salient 
stakeholders (e.g., its main customers), it prefers to take remedial action and not use defensive 
strategies to (possibly) provoke stakeholders. Overall, the results shown in Figure 3 support 
the explanatory power of the second scenario in Table 2. 

As Panel B of Figure 3 shows, ingratiation, self-promotion, entitlement, and 
enhancement were persistently used from 2008 to 2019. For example, Foxconn (2011, p. 14) 
claims that ‘it strives to improve employee welfare and creates an atmosphere of health, 
harmony and advancement’. This statement corroborates the notion that labour practice 
disclosures are used to improve reputation (e.g., self-promotion emphasises Foxconn’s 
competence and abilities to advance labour welfare) and please stakeholders (e.g., ingratiation 
focuses on Foxconn’s commitment to labour welfare). Moreover, as Panel B shows, Foxconn 
refrained from the use of ingratiation and self-promotion strategies in its ‘legitimacy loss’ 
phase. For example, there were 34 sentences of self-promotion in 2008, yet this number 
dropped to 15 in 2011. A possible interpretation is that as ingratiation and self-promotion are 
loosely connected with concrete or specific outcomes of labour practices, Foxconn perceives 
the two as ineffective in persuading stakeholders. 

While defensive strategies are used less frequently, we found two interesting patterns in 
Panel B. First, in the ‘legitimacy loss’ phase, Foxconn used apology and/or corrective action 
in its disclosures. For example, ‘in 2013, Foxconn also established a subsidy for victims of 
disasters and donated an amount of RMB 9,597,000 to employees of the Yaan and Dingxi 
districts’ (Foxconn, 2013, p. 13). This is consistent with our interpretation that from 2009 to 
2013, Foxconn preferred to take remedial action and report the remedial action in its 
disclosures. Second, in a ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phase, Foxconn tends to use the strategies 
that are rarely used in the ‘legitimacy loss’ phase, aiming to protect accomplishments. For 
example, we found that Foxconn used ‘acknowledgement’ five times and ‘denial’ nine times 
in 2019; in contrast, Foxconn used ‘acknowledgement’ two times in total from 2009 to 2013, 
and we did not detect any use of ‘denial’ from 2009 to 2013. Thus, Foxconn seems to recognise 

 
11 For example, an Irish manager said that ‘we in fact dropped environmental reporting … because we felt we had 
occasions where people had used it as a hostage to fortune, saying basically, “well you’ve said this, why are you 
doing that?”’ (O’Dwyer, 2002, p. 424). 
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some defensive strategies (e.g., denial) as less effective and even blatant, thereby limiting their 
use. 

Overall, the results presented in Figure 3 suggest that Foxconn’s use of impression 
management strategies is adjusted according to different legitimacy phases. In a ‘legitimacy 
loss’ phase, the assertive strategies closely connected with specific positive outcomes of labour 
practices (i.e., entitlement and enhancement) are largely kept in the disclosures, yet the 
strategies without such connections (i.e., self-promotion and ingratiation) would be removed. 
Thus, the use of assertive strategies is reduced in a ‘legitimacy loss’ phase. While Foxconn is 
likely to avoid using defensive strategies in this phase, it would still disclose an apology or 
corrective action to please stakeholders. In contrast, in a ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phase, 
Foxconn tends to use more ingratiation and self-promotion to bolster its reputation, thereby 
including more assertive strategies in the disclosures. In a ‘legitimacy maintenance’ phase, 
Foxconn uses more defensive strategies that could provoke stakeholders (e.g., denial). 

 



  

Page 20 of 37 
 

Figure 3 The use of impression management strategies in Foxconn’s disclosures (2008–2019) 
In Figure 3, Panel A shows the number of sentences used for assertive and defensive strategies (‘N/a’ represents that the sentence is not relevant to impression management). It 

is noteworthy that defensive strategies considered do not include omission because omission is not embedded in disclosure. Panel B shows the number of sentences used for 

assertive and defensive sub-strategies (‘N/a’ represents that sentence is not relevant to impression management). 
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5.2 Analysis of NGOs’ labour practice reports 

5.2.1 Triangulation of the comparative accounts 

Before we leverage the power of NGOs’ (i.e., SSACM, UUCHKTW, FLA and CLW) 
labour practice reports as informed and expert comparative accounts of Foxconn’s labour 
practices, we need to consider whether these reports are reliable. Based on three aspects, we 
suggest that the reports are reliable, and the NGOs are less likely to exaggerate Foxconn’s 
labour malpractices. First, as SSACM and UUCHKTW are temporary research groups 
composed of students and staff from universities without expertise in or advanced experiences 
of labour practices, they are more likely to overlook problems in Foxconn’s labour practices 
(e.g., safety concerns in workplaces). In contrast to SSACM and UUCHKTW, FLA, with 
expertise in labour practices, is invited by Apple, which holds a close business relationship 
with Foxconn, to inspect Foxconn. As FLA’s inspections are open to and conducted with the 
cooperation of Foxconn, FLA may downplay issues.12 CLW’s inspections are undercover, and, 
therefore, are less subject to Foxconn’s influences. CLW is an NGO devoted to labour practices 
in China with offices in the United States and China, and its reports have been frequently used 
by mainstream news media, including The Washington Post, CNBC, Bloomberg and the South 
China Morning Post.13 Moreover, the four NGOs are independent of each other. Thus, these 
reports also substantiate one another. 

Second, the findings of sociological studies published in peer-reviewed journals also 
support the NGOs’ reports. Analysing labour malpractices in EMS suppliers in China, Chan 
and Pun (2010) and Chan et al. (2013, 2015a) largely reinforced the NGOs’ reports. For 
example, Chan et al. (2015a, p. 89) found that: 

if a target is not fulfilled, Foxconn Chengdu workers have to stay on the production line to 
finish it, sometimes working an entire twelve-hour shift. Worse yet, workers frequently report 
that overtime is not fully documented, with the result that overtime wages are unpaid or 
under-paid. … In another situation, workers were often required to work on Saturdays and 
Sundays during the production peak season. While they should be paid double in accordance 
with the law, they were instead given rest days during low seasons to offset the overtime 
premiums. 

Corroborating the NGOs’ reports, sociological studies found a range of similar chronic 
issues in labour practices (Pun, 1999, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b). For example, 
‘systemic provision of dormitories for internal migrant labour within or around factories 
facilitates continuous access to fresh labour reserves from the countryside and depresses wage 
demands’ (Pun and Smith, 2007, p. 29). In addition, student interns are found to work long 
hours for low wages (Chan, et al. 2015b; Smith and Chan, 2015). 

Third, Apple’s supplier responsibility reports corroborate the NGOs’ reports. From 2010 
to 2019, Apple inspected its suppliers’ plants for labour practices and published its own 

 
12 For example, we note that another NGO based in Washington DC, the Economic Policy Institute, released a 
report heavily criticising FLA for giving Foxconn undue credit for improving labour practices. See 
https://www.epi.org/publication/bp352-polishing-apple-fla-foxconn-labor-rights/ (accessed 2 October 2019). 
13  For example, CLW (2019a) is cited in https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/09/09/apple-
accused-worker-violations-chinese-factories-by-labor-rights-group/, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/09/apple-
appl-claims-it-broke-china-labor-laws-at-iphone-factory-mostly-false.html and 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-09-09/apple-foxconn-broke-a-chinese-labor-law-for-iphone-
production, and CLW (2019b) is cited in https://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-
politics/article/2150207/chinese-amazon-plants-harsh-working-conditions (accessed 2 October 2019). 
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inspection results (i.e., the supplier responsibility reports). 14 For example, in 2010, Apple 
audited 127 plants and found non-compliance with labour practice specifications at 28% of 
them. Despite the potential tendency for understatement, Apple acknowledged many of the 
problems identified by the NGOs. For example, ‘suppliers not providing legally mandated 
benefits, or over-time not paid at premium rates as stipulated by law and Apple’s requirement 
… examples of working hours violations include exceeding the 60 hour workweek limit, and 
providing no day of rest after six consecutive days of work’ (Apple, 2018, p. 47). 

 
5.2.2 Omission in Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures 

To better summarise the NGOs’ reports and use them as comparative accounts, we coded 
the reports following the coding themes in Table 3. Table 4 5 shows labour malpractice issues 
identified by NGOs. As Table 2 shows, different NGOs released reports in 2010, 2012, 2013, 
2017, 2018 and 2019. The comparative accounts presented in Table 4 5 revealed the prevalent 
use of omission (a defensive impression management strategy) in the disclosures. For example, 
the FLA found ‘all three factories exceeded the overtime limit of 36 hours per month during 
the period March – October 2013’, and there were no union elections in the three factories 
(FLA, 2013b, p. 4). However, Foxconn did not report any relevant information in its 
disclosures. In addition, CLW (2018, 2019a, 2019b) found that the number of dispatched 
workers and the number of student interns in Foxconn were greater than legally permitted; 
however, these facts were not mentioned by Foxconn. The disclosure of wages is another 
example. Foxconn (2010, p. 17) claimed that it provides ‘annual bonuses, continued service 
incentives, and other types of fringe benefits’ and did not mention that workers in Foxconn did 
not receive full compensation for overtime work and usual work (SSACM, 2010; UUCHKTW, 
2010). In 2018, Foxconn reported that ‘Foxconn has implemented annual bonuses, time-based 
incentives, and other incentive programs’ (Foxconn, 2018, p. 26), although it did not disclose 
that its wages are so low that workers have to work overtime to make ends meet (CLW, 2018). 
Overall, the comparative accounts consistently found that material labour practice issues are 
omitted in the disclosures. 

Moreover, a closer examination of the comparative accounts indicates that omission in 
the disclosures persisted, even though the underlying labour practices improved. For example, 
numerous issues in occupational health and safety were solved in 2013: ‘at the conclusion of 
the 15-month action plan implementation period, … 356 action items (out of 360) had been 
implemented, for an overall completion rate of 98.9 percent’ (FLA, 2013b, p. 2). CLW (2017, 
2018, 2019a, 2019b) substantiated the improvements in occupational health and safety. 
Foxconn began to provide insurance to workers after 2013,15 and CLW (2017, 2018, 2019a, 
2019b) confirmed this change. However, regardless of these improvements, Foxconn still used 
omission during the period 2013–2019. For example, Foxconn’s disclosures in 2019 did not 

 
14 It is noteworthy that the supplier responsibility reports may understate labour practice issues of the suppliers. 
For example, the Economic Policy Institute released a report heavily criticising these supplier responsibility 
reports for overstating progress made in its suppliers’ labour practices. See 
https://www.epi.org/publication/assessing-reforms-portrayed-apples-supplier/ (accessed 2 October 2019). 
15 ‘Foxconn has accepted terms that are favourable to employees in their employment contracts with a goal to 
establish “the five assurances”: (a) guarantee the enrolment of the social insurance required by law (including the 
standard social security insurance, the standard medical insurance, the work-related injury insurance, maternity 
insurance, and unemployment insurance); (b) invest in a self-insurance fund of RMB 60,000,000 per year 
(commercial insurance) as a Housing Ceremony in Jincheng Industrial Park supplement to other insurances’ 
(Foxconn, 2013, p. 13). 



  

Page 24 of 37 
 

mention that workers received lower wages and that the use of student interns infringed legal 
requirements.16 

Based on our experience with Foxconn’s disclosures and the triangulated reports, we 
offer tentative explanations of this persistence of omission. Given a low profit margin, omission 
could be the most ‘economic’ strategy for Foxconn to maintain and regain its legitimacy. As it 
is hard to ‘differentiate themselves from the competitors in terms of manufacturing and quality 
certifications’, EMS suppliers have to ‘compete on the basis of price’ (Eccles et al., 2013, p. 
1). Thus, ‘in this highly competitive environment, companies operated at very thin margins’ 
(Eccles et al., 2013, p. 1). 17 An important strategy for Foxconn is ‘dropping the cost of 
producing any product - from a cell phone to a complex mainframe server’, because its clients 
‘are constantly looking at evaluating EMS as a strategy for reducing bottom-line costs’ 
(Columbus, 2005, pp. 4–5). Due to ‘facing pressures to compete on low margins’, Foxconn 
could choose to compromise ‘labour practices to lower their costs in the short-term’ (SASB, 
2014, p. 5). By interviewing insiders of some EMS suppliers, Duhigg and Barboza (2012, p. 2) 
confirmed this strategy: ‘most suppliers are allowed only the slimmest of profits. So, suppliers 
often try to cut corners … or push their employees to work faster and longer’. Similarly, 
Foxconn may be reluctant to correct such issues through the labour union and grievance system, 
as stronger labour unions and better grievance systems mean extra costs. 

In addition to the low profit margin, EMS suppliers need to meet clients’ high volume of 
orders with very tight deadlines (i.e., just-in-time inventory) (Ballantyne et al., 2014; SASB, 
2014).18 This also may explain the use of omission regarding hours of work and overuse of 
dispatched workers and student interns. The comparative accounts show a seasonal production 
pattern at Foxconn. Hours of work and workload per worker in Foxconn dramatically fluctuate. 
For example, ‘at Chengdu, 5 percent of workers exceeded 36 hours of overtime per month 
during the period March–June 2013, but during the period July–October 2013, this increased 
to between 77.6 percent and 84.3 percent’ (FLA, 2013b, p. 4). Another example is ‘in October 
2018, our investigator put in 130 overtime hours to manufacture the iPhone XS. Regardless of 
which iPhone series, October is the month with the most overtime hours’ (CLW, 2019b, p. 23). 
Thus, instead of disclosing and justifying the illegal hours of work and overuse of dispatched 
workers and student interns to meet orders, omitting such information may be an ‘economic’ 
strategy. 

 

 
16 ‘Wages paid to regular workers and student interns actually decreased’, and ‘interns make up 21.3% of the 
workforce’ (CLW, 2019a, p. 27 and p. 62). 
17 This also applies to Foxconn. For example, its return on assets was 5.42% in 2012 and 5.26% in 2013. In 
contrast, Apple (i.e., a client of Foxconn) had a much higher return on assets, 28.54% in 2012 and 19.38% in 2013. 
Overall, EMS suppliers are based on ‘low-cost and contract labour, with a high concentration of manufacturing 
facilities located in China and other parts of Asia’ (SASB, 2014, p. 2). 
18 ‘One example of the extreme supply chain flexibility occurred when a Chinese contract manufacturer was asked 
to overhaul iPhone manufacturing to add a new faceplate just weeks before a critical retail launch. New screens 
arrived at the plant at midnight. The plant foreman went to company dorms and roused more than 8,000 workers. 
Within half an hour, after being provided with tea and biscuits, workers started on 12-hour shifts. Within 96 hours, 
the contract manufacturer was producing 10,000 of the new iPhones a day’ (Teagarden, 2016, p. 9). 
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Table 4 5 Labour malpractices issues identified by NGOs 
 
Panel - 2010 Issues identified by SSACM (2010) and UUCHKTW (2010) 
Freedom of association Labour union is totally controlled by management and cannot represent 

the interests of workers. 
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment Age discrimination  
Employment policy Accommodation offered by Foxconn is overcrowded, dirty and 

insecure. Neither does it provide adequate space for workers to rest 
enough. Certain employment benefits seek to induce employees to work 
even longer on assembly lines. 
No appropriate compensation for resignation. 
Hours of work exceed legal limits. Records of hours are incomplete. 
Employees are forced to overwork. Arrangement of work shifts is 
problematic. 
Student interns are not provided with social insurance, employment 
support and medical insurance, as required by law. Moreover, they are 
charged high brokerage fees by agents. 
Unreasonably low wages are paid. Full compensation for overtime work 
and usual work is not provided. 
Workers often suffer verbal assaults, physical violence, harassment, 
bullying and public humiliation. 

Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training Working conditions are harsh and unsafe. Inappropriate (sometimes no) 

personal protective equipment is provided to workers. Insufficient 
safety training is provided to workers. No regular health examinations 
for workers are conducted. Workplace incidents are covered up. No 
ergonomics is considered. 

Employment security  
Wages  
Working time  
Occupational safety and health  
Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  
Panel - 2012 Issues identified by FLA (2012a, b) 
Freedom of association The labour union is totally controlled by management and does not 

represent the interests of workers. 
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment Age discrimination. 
Employment policy The length of employment probation is longer than the standard 

specified by FLA. 
Workers are not paid for training and testing for work skills. 
Workers are not paid for some usual working hours. 
Insurance for employees is not paid, as required by labour law. 
Hours of work directly violate labour law. Employment records are not 
properly maintained and updated. 
Student interns regularly work overtime. 
Foxconn did not adequately consider the welfare of workers. 
The effectiveness of the grievance system is problematic. 

Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training  
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Employment security  
Wages  
Working time  
Occupational safety and health Maintenance of production equipment is not carried out properly or 

executed without records. 
Safety procedures for chemicals are inadequate. 
Building structures are not examined. 
Personal protective equipment is not adequate. 
Fire drills is not properly performed. 
No ergonomics is considered. 

Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  
Panel - 2013 Issues identified by FLA (2013a, b) 
Freedom of association Labour union is controlled by management and does not represent the 

interests of workers. 
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment  
Employment policy  
Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training  
Employment security  
Wages  
Working Time Hours of work directly violate labour law. 
Occupational safety and health  
Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  
Panel - 2017 Labour malpractices issues identified by CLW (2017) 
Freedom of association  
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment  
Employment policy  
Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training  
Employment security  
Wages Workers are not paid for some usual working hours. 

Unreasonably low wages are paid. 
Working time Hours of work directly violate labour law. 
Occupational safety and health  
Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  
Panel - 2018 Labour malpractices issues identified by CLW (2018) 
Freedom of association Labour union does not function effectively. 
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment  
Employment policy Percentage of dispatched workers directly violates labour law. 

Dormitories provided by Foxconn do not have emergency exits and fire 
extinguishers. 
Dormitories provided by Foxconn do not label escape routes. 
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The grievance system seems to not function effectively. 
Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training Training for dispatched workers is not provided.  
Employment security  
Wages Sick leave for dispatched workers is unpaid. 

Certain amenities claimed by Foxconn are not provided. 
Workers are not paid for some usual working hours. 
Unreasonably low wages are paid. 

Working time Hours of work directly violate labour law. 
Occupational safety and health  
Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  
Panel - 2019 Labour malpractices issues identified by CLW (2019a, b) 
Freedom of association Labour union does not function effectively. 
Collective bargaining  
Forced labour  
Child labour  
Equality of opportunity and treatment Disabled persons are discriminated against. 
Employment policy The percentage of dispatched workers directly violates labour law. 

The percentage of student interns directly violates labour law. 
The grievance system seems to not function effectively. 

Employment promotion  
Vocational guidance and training Training for regular workers, dispatched workers and student interns is 

not sufficient. 
Employment security  
Wages Unreasonably low wages are paid. 
Working time Hours of work directly violate labour law. 

Workers and student interns are pushed to work overtime in peak 
season. 

Occupational safety and health  
Maternity protection  
Supplier assessment for labour practices  
Others  

 



  

Page 28 of 37 
 

5.3 Discussion 

Our findings reinforce the explanatory power of legitimacy theory in a way that, instead 
of placing accountability on Foxconn, the labour practice disclosures are used to demonstrate 
Foxconn’s compliance with social expectations, thus securing its legitimacy. As Figures 2 and 
3 demonstrate, when its legitimacy is damaged or scrutinised due to incidents (during 2009–
2013), Foxconn adjusts the use of impression management strategies along with disclosure 
content to protect its past achievements in labour practices and to ‘isolate’ the high-profile 
incidents. Our findings are consistent with studies of labour practice disclosures (Islam and 
Deegan, 2010; Kent and Zunker, 2013, 2015; Kent et al., 2021; Li et al., 2018). Moreover, our 
findings align with prior studies that found rhetorical strategies embedded in corporate 
disclosure (Boiral, 2016; Talbot and Boiral, 2015). 

Our longitudinal analysis of impression management strategies provides findings that can 
expand the literature on impression management (e.g., Brennan et al., 2010; Edgar et al., 2018; 
Shrives and Brennan, 2015, 2017; Yang and Liu, 2017). First, our case suggests that in facing 
legitimacy loss, firms would dominantly use assertive strategies rather than using disclosures 
to deny, explain, and justify. This is distinct from Brennan et al. (2010), Shrives and Brennan 
(2017) and Yang and Liu (2017)19, who found that defensive strategies are frequently used in 
annual reports and tweets, respectively. Our results indicate that to maintain or regain their 
legitimacy, firms dominantly use assertive strategies, and defensive strategies embedded in 
disclosure are less detected. 

Second, our cross-year sample reveals how firms adjust different assertive strategies. Our 
results suggest that firms prefer to heavily use ingratiation and self-promotion in maintaining 
legitimacy and use the two strategies less in regaining legitimacy. As far as we could ascertain, 
our study provides the first evidence on how different strategies are used for different 
legitimacy scenarios and phases. 

Third, leveraging the advantages of having comparative accounts, our study revealed an 
important impression management strategy (i.e., omission) that is under-researched in prior 
literature on impression management. Expanding on Cooper and Slack’s (2015) analysis of 
water leakage reports, we found that firms also heavily and persistently use omission in labour 
practice disclosures. As Table 4 5 indicates, omitting negative labour malpractices is the 
defensive strategy persistently used by Foxconn. In contrast, Foxconn uses assertive strategies 
(entitlement and enhancement) to ensure readers notice good news about its labour practices. 
Overall, our findings suggest that while there are many available strategies for firms to maintain 
and regain legitimacy, only omission as a defensive strategy and assertive strategies are 
preferred. 

 
6. Conclusion 

We examine Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures (2008–2019) through the theoretical 
lens of legitimacy and impression management. Synthesising various sources of information 
(e.g., the comparative accounts based on NGOs’ reports, media and sociological studies), we 
found that Foxconn prepares labour practice disclosures in ways that serve its own interests 
and legitimacy rather than informing stakeholders. In terms of assertive strategies, compared 
with entitlement and enhancement, ingratiation and self-promotion are more frequently used 
for maintaining legitimacy rather than regaining legitimacy. Regarding defensive strategies, 
omission plays a key role and is persistently used to maintain and regain legitimacy. Building 

 
19 For example, see table 5 of Shrives and Brennan (2017) and table 5 of Yang and Liu (2017). 
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on the comparative accounts and media reports, we offer tentative explanations of this. Given 
the low profit margin and just-in-time inventory associated with the global supply chain, 
omitting labour malpractices in the disclosures may be a more ‘economic’ strategy than 
disclosing and justifying the malpractices (e.g., hours of work and overuse of dispatched 
workers and student interns). Overall, our findings lend support to the explanatory power of 
legitimacy theory and impression management theory. 

Our study contributes to the research in various respects. Regarding the extension of 
theory, we enrich the emerging research on suppliers’ labour practice disclosures through the 
theoretical lens of impression management. Equally importantly, our results show how specific 
impression management strategies are adjusted according to different legitimacy scenarios and 
phases. In relation to the research method, we leverage the power of informed and expert 
comparative accounts built on NGO reports. As ‘most prior studies … have not sought to 
contrast this company-based view … against a comparative account’ (Cooper and Slack, 2015, 
pp. 802–803), our study should be not diminished. Aligning with findings of other studies (e.g., 
Adams, 2004; Boiral, 2013; Cooper and Slack, 2015), omitting material negative information 
is found to occur in labour practice disclosures. By synthesising various sources of information, 
we further offered tentative explanations for this phenomenon. Regarding our literature 
contributions, our study contributes to the accounting literature on suppliers’ non-financial 
disclosures (e.g., Akbar and Deegan, 2021; Islam et al., 2021; Li and Haque, 2019; Li et al., 
2018) by using a comparative aspect to investigate a dominant EMS supplier’s labour practice 
disclosure. 

Our study also has practical implications. For investors and other stakeholders who take 
into account labour practice disclosures in making decisions, our findings remind them to be 
aware of different impression management strategies in the disclosures and consider alternative 
sources of information when interpreting the disclosures. For external assurers, we suggest that 
they need to diligently examine what has not been disclosed in non-financial disclosures. In 
our case, as Foxconn is a public firm listed on the Taiwan Stock Exchange, without 
acknowledging the omission of material labour malpractices in corporate disclosure, external 
assurers could face high litigation risk. Our findings should encourage regulators to take further 
actions to ensure that non-financial disclosures communicate the underlying non-financial 
performance in a true and fair way. 

Three limitations of our study provide more research opportunities. First, how other EMS 
suppliers communicate labour practices is left for future research. Although Foxconn’s labour 
practices disclosures could be representative of the EMS industry, it is unclear how medium-
to-small EMS suppliers and EMS suppliers in other countries communicate their labour 
practices. Second, our study focuses on the thematic content of Foxconn’s disclosures. 
Researchers may explore other characteristics (e.g., the use of pictures) through the lens of 
impression management. Third, while we attempted to offer some explanations of strong 
preferences for a few impression management strategies (e.g., omission), future researchers are 
encouraged to further explore the consequences or effects of such preferences. 
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Appendix The development of impression management strategies tailored for 
analysing Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures  

 
We use an abductive three-stage process to develop a list tailored for our study (Dunne 

et al., 2021). First, to find impression management strategies in a more ‘holistic manner’ 
(Brennan et al., 2009, p. 819), we consulted seminal studies, including Bolino and Turnley 
(2003), Bolino et al. (2008), Brennan and Merkl-Davies (2014), Cheney et al. (2004), Coombs 
(1998, 2007), Cooper and Slack (2015), Crane and Crane (2002), Dunne et al. (2021), Edgar 
et al. (2018), Fooks et al. (2013), Maruna and Copes (2005), Mohamed et al. (1999), Ogden 
and Clarke (2005), Samkin and Schneider (2010), Shrives and Brennan (2017), Smith and 
Keeven (2019), Tedeschi and Melburg (1984) and Yang and Liu (2017). We identified many 
strategies. Some of them are similar in meaning but with different names. For example, 
‘dissociation’ in Cooper and Slack (2015) and ‘burying’ in Bolino et al. (2008) both refer to 
distancing firms from negative events and outcomes. Some of the strategies have the same 
name but different meanings. For example, ‘exemplification’ in Ogden and Clarke (2005, p. 
322) is defined as ‘acting as a model or exemplar of some morally virtuous or principled 
conduct’, yet ‘exemplification’ in Bolino et al. (2008, p. 1082) is defined as acting ‘more or 
better than is necessary’. These discrepancies support the need to develop a list tailored for our 
study. Second, after creating the initial list of impression management strategies, we included 
or excluded a strategy based on our initial coding of Foxconn’s labour practice disclosures (see 
Section 4.2). Specifically, the coding identified some strategies irrelevant to our study. For 
example, while Coombs (1998) mentions ‘attacking accuser’ as a strategy, the initial results 
suggest that it is not relevant to our case. Another example is ‘handicapping’ (Mohamed et al., 
1999; Bolino et al., 2008), which is not relevant for our analysis. Third, the strategies identified 
in the second stage were classified as defensive or assertive.  

 
The appendix shows the sub-strategies of main strategies used in our study. 
Name Description  Sub-strategies  
Panel A: Assertive    
Ingratiation  Foxconn seeks to gain the 

audience’s approbation by 
communicating its visions, 
goals, and policies of 
labour practices. 

 

N/A 

Self-promotion  Foxconn promotes its 
competence and abilities 
of securing and advancing 
labour welfare.  

 

N/A 

Entitlement Foxconn claims 
responsibility for positive 
events and outcomes of 
labour practices. 

 

N/A 

Enhancement Foxconn enhances its 
positive events and 

Enhancement has four sub-strategies, including 
selectivity (i.e., Foxconn selectively presents 
information to portray its positive events and 
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outcomes of labour 
practices.  

 

outcomes in the best possible light), 
performance comparisons (i.e., Foxconn selects 
benchmarks that portray its positive events and 
outcomes more favourably), exemplification 
(i.e., Foxconn emphasizes its positive events and 
outcomes as models/ exemplars of some morally 
virtuous or principled conduct) and self-
expansion (i.e., Foxconn suggests that a positive 
consensus on its labour practices is really larger 
than it is). Clearly, enhancement may include the 
other sub-strategies (e.g., emphasizing 
difficulties in achieving the positive events and 
outcomes of labour practices). It is noteworthy 
that self-expansion needs to refer to specific 
positive events and outcomes of labour 
practices; however, self-promotion does not 
need to mention any specific events and 
outcomes. Overall, these sub-strategies are 
grouped together under the “enhancement” 
category in our study. 
 
 

Panel B: Defensive    
Acknowledgement  Foxconn presents negative 

events and outcomes of 
labour practices without 
any explanation or 
comments.  

 

N/A 

Denial Foxconn claims and 
explains that the publicly 
known negative events and 
outcomes of labour 
practices do not exist.  

 

Denial has three sub-strategies, including simple 
denial (i.e., Foxconn claims the non-existence of 
the exposed negative events and outcomes), 
dissociation (i.e., Foxconn claims it has nothing 
to do with the exposed negative events and 
outcomes) and attacking the accuser (i.e., 
Foxconn questions the reliability of the 
information sources of negative events and 
outcomes). Apparently, as we discuss, attacking 
the accuser is not relevant to the labour practices 
disclosures. Overall, the sub-strategies are 
grouped together in our study. 
 

Excuse Foxconn weakens its 
responsibility for negative 
events and outcomes of 
labour practices.   

 

Excuse has some sub-strategies, including 
shifting the blame (i.e., Foxconn claims that the 
exposed negative events and outcomes occurred 
in other firms), lack of information or control, 
accident, and good intentions. Overall, the sub-
strategies are grouped together in our study. 
 

Justification Foxconn accepts at least 
partial responsibility for 
negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 

Justification has some sub-strategies, including 
minimization (i.e., minimizing the perceived 
damage or negative feelings associated with 
labour malpractices), bolstering (i.e., using 
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practices and provides 
explanations to them.  

 

positive events to divert readers away from 
labour malpractices disclosed), differentiation 
(i.e., Foxconn justifies that its labour 
malpractices are distinguished from other 
similar but more offensive issues), and appeals 
to higher loyalties (ends justify means/ 
transcendence). Overall, the sub-strategies are 
grouped together in our study. 
 

Apology and/or 
Corrective Action 

Foxconn asks forgiveness 
for negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 
practices and/or takes 
action to correct them.  

 

N/A 

Omission Foxconn withholds 
negative events and 
outcomes of its labour 
practices.  

N/A 
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