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Introduction 

Apple Inc. represents a compelling paradox of contemporary capitalism that 

demands critical examination. As one of the world’s most valuable corporations with 

annual revenues exceeding $380 billion, Apple has invested substantially in 

corporate social responsibility infrastructure, publishing detailed supplier 

responsibility reports, conducting thousands of audits annually, and proclaiming zero 

tolerance for labour violations throughout its global supply chain (Apple Inc., 2024). 

Yet investigative research by China Labor Watch (2023a) documented systematic 

violations at Apple supplier factories in China—dispatch workers comprising 70% of 

workforces against a 10% legal maximum, monthly overtime reaching 97 hours 

against 36-hour limits, and twelve-hour factory days persisting across production 

cycles. Most significantly, these findings showed ‘no significant improvement’ since 

2013 investigations, raising fundamental questions about voluntary CSR’s capacity 

to address labour exploitation in global supply chains. 

These persistent labour violations speak directly to the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic 

Growth), which calls for the protection of labour rights and the promotion of safe and 

secure working environments for all workers (United Nations, 2015). Apple’s case 

also raises critical questions for SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and 

Production), which demands sustainable practices across global supply chains, and 

SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), given the stark value asymmetries between 

multinational corporations and the workers who manufacture their products. 

This essay argues that voluntary CSR fundamentally cannot address labour 

exploitation rooted in structural power asymmetries, profit imperatives, and legal 

frameworks that systematically shield corporations from meaningful accountability. 



Drawing on labour process theory, critical CSR scholarship, and global production 

network analysis—theoretical frameworks central to critical management 

scholarship—the following analysis demonstrates that Apple’s supply chain 

exemplifies what Parker et al. (2014) identify as the gap between advanced 

capitalism’s ‘promises’ of prosperity and freedom and its material ‘failings’ of 

exploitation and inequality. The essay proceeds by establishing functionalist and 

critical theoretical frameworks, contextualising Apple’s supply chain operations, 

critically analysing the structural dynamics producing persistent violations, and 

reflecting on implications for management theory, individuals, and broader 

society—including the SDG agenda. 

Theoretical Discussion 

Mainstream CSR literature, as outlined by Blowfield and Murray (2019), positions 

corporate social responsibility as the voluntary integration of social and 

environmental concerns into business operations and stakeholder relationships. This 

functionalist framework suggests that corporations can balance competing 

stakeholder interests while generating sustainable returns through enlightened 

self-interest. Wilson’s (2015) Triple Bottom Line concept—balancing People, Planet, 

and Profit—exemplifies this optimistic paradigm, proposing that corporations can 

simultaneously achieve economic success and genuine social responsibility. Within 

this worldview, Apple’s Supplier Responsibility Program, with its comprehensive 

codes of conduct, regular auditing, participation in the Responsible Business 

Alliance, and transparent annual reporting, represents best practice in global supply 

chain governance. The functionalist perspective thus frames labour violations as 



management challenges requiring improved implementation rather than symptoms of 

deeper structural contradictions. 

Critical management scholarship fundamentally challenges this functionalist 

optimism. Braverman’s (1974) labour process theory argues that capitalist 

management inherently seeks to decompose labour into its simplest possible 

elements to maximise control and extract value, reducing workers to what he terms 

‘appendages to machines.’ This perspective reveals that worker exploitation is not an 

aberration but central to capitalist production logic. Liu’s (2023) analysis of ‘Digital 

Taylorism’ in China’s technology sector extends this framework to contemporary 

conditions, documenting how algorithmic monitoring, real-time performance tracking, 

and datafied surveillance create intensified control mechanisms that extend 

management’s reach into every aspect of work. These perspectives illuminate how 

Apple’s supply chain operates: complex iPhone assembly decomposed into 

hundreds of micro-tasks, timed to the second, monitored algorithmically, with 

workers subordinated entirely to production rhythms dictated by distant corporate 

headquarters. 

Banerjee’s (2008) seminal critique argues that CSR functions as ‘legitimation 

theatre,’ allowing corporations to appear responsible while maintaining 

fundamentally exploitative practices. Rather than substantive transformation, CSR 

serves corporate reputation management and stakeholder reassurance, creating 

what Banerjee terms a ‘human face’ for exploitation. Crucially, Banerjee contends 

that corporations cannot replace governments in ensuring social welfare because 

their ‘basic function is inherently driven by economic needs’—profit maximisation will 

always take precedence when conflicts arise. O’Connor’s (1999) analysis of the 

Human Relations school reveals how management thought historically served 



control rather than genuine worker welfare, presenting authoritarian practices in 

humanistic language—a pattern Apple’s supplier ‘wellbeing’ initiatives arguably 

perpetuate. Locke’s (2013) extensive research on private labour regulation further 

demonstrates that monitoring and auditing cannot improve conditions when 

purchasing practices create contradictory pressures—brands demand low prices and 

ethical compliance simultaneously, but suppliers face impossible choices. These 

critical perspectives reveal what functionalist approaches systematically obscure: 

that exploitation in global supply chains is structurally necessary given profit 

imperatives. 

Case Background 

Apple exemplifies what scholars term a ‘buyer-driven’ global value chain, wherein 

powerful lead firms coordinate vast production networks while owning no factories 

and directly employing no assembly workers. Chan, Pun and Selden’s (2013) 

academic analysis of Apple’s production network reveals the stark power 

asymmetries inherent in this arrangement: Apple captures approximately 58% of 

iPhone value while Chinese labour receives less than 2%. This highly unequal value 

distribution reflects Apple’s monopsony power—suppliers depend entirely on Apple 

contracts, enabling Apple to dictate prices, quality standards, and delivery schedules 

unilaterally. When Apple demands accelerated production for new iPhone launches, 

suppliers cannot negotiate; they must deliver or risk losing contracts upon which their 

survival depends. Media investigations have documented how this pressure 

cascades to workers through extreme overtime demands (Garside, 2017; Merchant, 

2017). 



Pun and Chan’s (2012) ethnographic research on Foxconn, Apple’s primary supplier 

employing over 1.4 million Chinese workers across multiple facilities, documents 

what they term a ‘factory regime’ characterised by military-style discipline, walled 

dormitory compounds, and systematic suppression of worker organising. The 2010 

Foxconn suicide cluster—eighteen attempted suicides within months—briefly 

focused global attention on working conditions, prompting Apple to expand its CSR 

infrastructure substantially (Merchant, 2017). Apple’s current framework includes a 

Supplier Code of Conduct with detailed labour standards, participation in the 

Responsible Business Alliance, and annual Supplier Responsibility Progress Reports 

claiming assessment of millions of workers across hundreds of supplier facilities 

(Apple Inc., 2024). Yet critical examination reveals these mechanisms operate 

primarily as reputation management rather than substantive worker 

protection—creating elaborate documentation of compliance while material 

conditions remain largely unchanged. 

Critical Case Analysis 

China Labor Watch’s (2023a) investigation of Pegatron’s Kunshan 

facility—conducted through undercover fieldwork during iPhone 15 Pro 

production—provides detailed evidence of systematic violations persisting despite 

Apple’s extensive CSR infrastructure. Investigators documented dispatch workers 

comprising 70% of the workforce, seven times China’s legal 10% maximum. Monthly 

overtime reached 97 hours, nearly triple the 36-hour legal limit, with workers 

reporting 13.5-hour days without rest for extended periods. The investigation of 

Foxconn’s Chengdu facility found comparable patterns: 50% dispatch workers, 

mandatory overtime presented as ‘voluntary,’ inadequate harassment protections, 



and discriminatory practices targeting pregnant workers and older applicants (China 

Labor Watch, 2023b). Most significantly, CLW noted these violations showed ‘no 

significant improvement’ since their 2013 investigation, suggesting structural rather 

than isolated failures that a decade of intensified CSR activity has failed to address. 

These persistent violations require structural explanation rather than simple 

attribution to individual management failures or inadequate oversight. Chan, Pun and 

Selden (2013) analyse how Apple’s ‘just-in-time’ production demands create 

impossible pressures for suppliers. During new iPhone launches, production must 

scale rapidly from minimal to maximum capacity; suppliers cannot recruit and train 

sufficient workers quickly enough, so existing workers must absorb increased 

demand through extended overtime. The dispatch worker system—using agency 

workers on temporary contracts without benefits or job security—provides what 

management terms ‘flexibility’ but workers experience as precarity and vulnerability. 

This exemplifies Parker et al.’s (2014) analysis of advanced capitalism’s structural 

contradictions: promises of efficiency and mutual benefit collide with material realities 

of exploitation and value extraction. The dispatch system is not a ‘violation’ that 

better management could correct but a structural feature enabling Apple’s business 

model to function profitably. 

Egels-Zandén’s (2007) important research on Chinese suppliers reveals systematic 

‘symbolic compliance’ that explains why Apple’s extensive audits fail to detect 

violations. Studying toy suppliers subject to similar monitoring regimes, 

Egels-Zandén documented how factories maintain dual record systems—accurate 

records for actual operations and falsified records for auditor inspection. Workers 

receive coaching on ‘correct’ answers to auditor questions, with financial incentives 

for compliance and penalties for disclosure. Seven of nine studied suppliers 



instructed employees on responses; some physically hid workers during inspections. 

Apple’s suppliers employ identical strategies, as CLW (2023a) investigators posing 

as workers discovered. This systematic decoupling of formal compliance from actual 

operations renders audit-based CSR structurally ineffective—corporations can 

demonstrate due diligence through audit documentation while violations continue 

unchecked beneath the surface. 

Anner’s (2012) comprehensive analysis of CSR and freedom of association reveals 

a deeper structural limitation explaining why corporate monitoring systematically 

fails. Analysing 805 Fair Labor Association audits conducted between 2002 and 

2010, Anner found that corporate-influenced monitoring programmes detect 

violations of minimal standards—wages, hours, health and safety—at reasonable 

rates because addressing these visible issues provides corporations with legitimacy 

without threatening fundamental control structures. However, these programmes 

systematically fail to detect violations of worker organising rights because 

independent unions ‘potentially weaken corporate control over their supply chains’ 

without providing equivalent reputational benefits. In China, where independent 

unions are legally prohibited and the only permitted union is state-controlled, Apple 

has not pressured the government to allow genuine worker 

representation—suggesting CSR’s limits precisely when genuine worker power is at 

stake. 

The impacts on individuals and society are profound and demand critical 

examination. For individual workers, the combination of extreme hours, precarious 

employment, algorithmic surveillance, and suppressed organising creates conditions 

of systematic dehumanisation that Braverman (1974) would recognise as the 

degradation of work under monopoly capitalism. Liu’s (2023) concept of Digital 



Taylorism illuminates how contemporary technology extends management control 

beyond the physical workplace into workers’ consciousness—performance anxiety 

becomes constant, exhaustion normalised, and resistance individualised rather than 

collective. Workers become what Braverman termed ‘appendages to machines,’ their 

autonomy subordinated to algorithmic production rhythms. For society more broadly, 

Apple’s case demonstrates that extensive CSR can coexist indefinitely with labour 

violations, normalising exploitation while insulating corporations reputationally 

through elaborate compliance documentation. The 2024 US Court of Appeals ruling 

in Doe v. Apple, which dismissed child labour claims on grounds that ‘purchasing 

cobalt through the global supply chain is not participation in a venture,’ reveals how 

legal frameworks structurally shield corporations from accountability (US Court of 

Appeals, 2024), rendering voluntary CSR the only available mechanism while 

simultaneously demonstrating its fundamental inadequacy to protect vulnerable 

workers. 

Conclusion 

This analysis clearly demonstrates that voluntary CSR approaches cannot address 

labour exploitation rooted in structural power asymmetries, profit imperatives, and 

legal frameworks designed to protect corporate interests rather than vulnerable 

workers. Despite Apple’s extensive Supplier Responsibility Program—with detailed 

audits, comprehensive supplier codes, and extensive public reporting—labour 

violations documented by China Labor Watch (2023a) persist a decade after initial 

exposés attracted global attention and prompted corporate promises of reform. The 

gap between CSR rhetoric and material reality reflects not insufficient corporate 

effort or implementation failures but fundamental contradictions inherent to a 



business model that depends upon extracting maximum value from labour while 

minimising costs. 

Critical perspectives from management scholarship reveal what functionalist supply 

chain management systematically obscures. Labour process theory (Braverman, 

1974; Liu, 2023) illuminates contemporary Taylorism operating in digital-age 

factories, wherein workers become appendages to algorithmic systems designed to 

maximise value extraction. Critical CSR scholarship (Banerjee, 2008; O’Connor, 

1999) exposes voluntarism’s fundamental limitations—CSR cannot replace 

government regulation because corporations are ‘inherently driven by economic 

needs’ that structurally conflict with worker welfare. Global production network 

analysis (Chan, Pun and Selden, 2013; Anner, 2012) demonstrates how value chain 

power asymmetries render suppliers incapable of resisting buyer demands, while 

audit culture research (Egels-Zandén, 2007; Locke, 2013) reveals systematic 

decoupling of compliance documentation from actual practices. 

These findings carry significant implications for the realisation of the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals. The persistence of exploitative conditions in Apple’s supply 

chain—despite a decade of intensified CSR activity—suggests that SDG 8’s vision of 

decent work for all cannot be achieved through voluntary corporate mechanisms 

alone. Similarly, the structural power imbalances documented herein, whereby Apple 

captures 58% of iPhone value while Chinese workers receive less than 2%, 

represent precisely the systemic inequalities SDG 10 seeks to address. As Seidman 

(2007) argues, meaningful progress on labour rights has historically depended not 

on corporate goodwill but on binding regulation and empowered worker movements. 

The SDG framework itself acknowledges the necessity of multi-stakeholder 



partnerships (SDG 17), yet Apple’s case demonstrates that partnerships predicated 

on voluntary compliance systematically favour corporate over worker interests. 

Ultimately, this analysis demonstrates that management theory itself is not neutral 

but ideologically laden. By framing labour as ‘resource’ rather than human beings 

with fundamental rights, by positioning exploitation as ‘challenges’ requiring better 

management rather than structural violence requiring systemic change, mainstream 

approaches legitimate the very conditions CSR purports to address. Parker et al.’s 

(2014) framework of capitalism’s promises and failings captures this dynamic 

precisely: the promise of prosperity through global trade collides with the material 

reality that profits require value extraction from vulnerable workers. Mandatory 

regulation, enforceable labour rights, and genuine worker organising—rather than 

corporate self-policing—may be necessary for substantive change. Until then, CSR 

risks functioning, as Banerjee (2008) warns, not as transformation but as legitimation 

theatre, giving exploitation a human face while leaving its structural foundations 

intact. 
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Appendix One: Original Assignment Brief 

EFIMM0145 Management and Organisation 

Summative Assessment Question: 

How does management and organisation theory enable us to examine, critique and 

interrogate the structures and practices of a real-life organisation? 

 

The purpose of this essay is to assess knowledge and understanding of theory, 

concepts and perspectives covered on the unit, and the ability to apply this 

knowledge to a real-life organisation. 

 

Essay brief: 

Drawing on theory, concepts and perspectives covered in the unit, students are 

required to critically analyse an organisation of their choice. Students should choose 

one or two topics to focus on to achieve sufficient depth in analysis. The organisation 

can be from the public, private or third sector. The essay should engage critically 

with the organisation and demonstrate critical engagement with theory. 

 

Assessment criteria: 

Work is assessed for: knowledge and understanding displayed; level of critical 

discussion; quality of argument used in developing ideas or conclusions; use of 

sources; structure of the assignment; and style and presentation. 

 

Format: Microsoft Word, Font size 12, 1.5 line spaced, readable font. Harvard 

referencing format. Approximately 2,000 words. 
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