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Abstract 

This paper captures the ability and power of focal firms to diffuse and pass on 

sustainable practices in order to create a more sustainable industry. To investigate this process 

the research is drawn upon the fashion industry. This is an intensive, complex and global supply 

chain with a great consumer focus, but limited level of transparency. New insights however 

could contribute to other industries as well. The theoretical framework is based on the 

isomorphic pressures model developed by Dimaggio and Powell (1983) consisting of coercive, 

normative, and mimetic pressures. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews and 

additional documentation. Results indicate that focal firms diffuse sustainable practices 

throughout the supply chain, because they experience institutional pressures. Coercive 

pressures affect this process in particular since this improves the level of legitimacy, and 

prevents negative publicity. Focal firms influence their suppliers in five ways: (1) by exerting 

buying power, (2) by building long-term relationships, (3) by accepting non fully code of conduct 

compliant suppliers, (4) by creating awareness, or (5) by auditing suppliers, often conducted by 

independent NGO’s and local consultancies. Resource availability turns out to be an important 

underlying factor on the degree of influence a focal firm exerts on its suppliers. Findings also 

contribute to our knowledge on buyer power and provide details on the way sustainable 

practices are diffused.  
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1.Introduction 

Sustainability and its influence on business practices has been discussed in many studies, 

commonly focused within the institutional context (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). DiMaggio & Powell 

(1983) argue that organizations become more alike after a period of time because of 

‘Institutional Isomorphism’ which stems from coercive, mimetic and normative pressures. These 

pressures also have their influence on the degree of sustainable practices integrated within an 

organization, e.g. organizations are forced to engage in environmental management because of 

regulations and taxes (Campbell, 2007; Dangelico & Pujari, 2010). Although the institutional 

pressures and motives for engaging in sustainable practices have received a lot of attention in 

the past years, not much is known about the domino effect an organizations’ corporate social 

responsible (CSR) strategy and its adoption has on its stakeholders. A domino effect in this sense 

implies the diffusion of sustainable practices throughout the supply chain.    

 By greening the supply chain, firms put restrictions on business practices that could 

harm the environment. Hamner (2006) argues that green purchasing strategies of focal firms 

influence suppliers in terms of sustainable requirements, but does not necessarily lead towards 

an enhanced consciousness of sustainable corporate behavior of the supplier. Suppliers adapt 

certain strategies or technologies, because of their dependence on the client. In this case, a 

suppliers’ strategy has not been built from a sustainable perspective. The buyer pressure a focal 

firm has on its suppliers, therefore, might be an important factor for suppliers to adopt 

sustainable practices. Baden, Harwood and Woodward (2008) focus on the attitudes and 

behaviors of suppliers on these buyer pressures and find that in most situations buyer pressure 

enhances the willingness of suppliers to apply a more sustainable strategy. However, in some 

situations this could work counterproductive or set the standards lower for sustainable 

practices than suppliers would do.        

 Jorgensen and Knudsen (2006) take sustainability to the next level, and investigate the 

diffusion of sustainable practices from supplier to sub supplier. The authors contribute to a 

better understanding of the diffusion of sustainable practices in general, and categorize 
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sustainability into five areas: (1) environment, (2) human rights, (3) labor conditions, (4) 

corruption, and (5) health & safety. This study incorporates these five dimensions of 

sustainability to have an overall picture of the sustainable practices exercised. Yet, it remains 

unclear to what degree first tier suppliers are influenced by their clients to adopt sustainable 

practices in all these areas. Therefore, this study aims to capture the ability of focal companies to 

change the functioning of the supply chain to create a sustainable industry. Hence, this study 

addresses the following research question:  

“How do focal firms influence suppliers’ adoption of sustainable practices?” 

According to Seuring and Müller (2008) “focal firms are those that rule the supply chain, 

provide direct contact to the customer and design the product or service that is offered.” This 

research focuses on the fashion industry to answer the question, therefore focal firms in this 

study relate to the fashion brands participating. There is a continuous debate about the intensive 

global supply chain of fashion companies and their environmental and social footprint on our 

world. Since this industry has a complex supply chain with a low level of transparency, it makes 

an interesting area of study. Furthermore, this industry is an industry with a great consumer 

focus that affects everyone of us (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006).    

 The study is based on a qualitative multiple-case study within the fashion industry. Data 

has been collected from eight fashion companies and NGO’s by making use of semi-structured 

interviews and additional documentation. Interviews are based on a theoretical framework 

covering the coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures by Dimaggio & Powell (1983). Results 

indicate that as focal firms experience institutional pressures, they diffuse sustainable practices 

to the supply chain. Coercive pressures affect this process in particular since this improves the 

level of legitimacy, and prevents negative publicity. Focal firms influence their suppliers in five 

ways: (1) by exerting buying power, (2) by building long-term relationships, (3) by accepting 

non fully code of conduct compliant suppliers, (4) by creating awareness, or (5) by auditing 

suppliers, often conducted by independent NGO’s and local consultancies. Resource availability 

turns out to be an important underlying factor on the degree of influence a fashion firm exerts 
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on its suppliers. Factors also contribute to our knowledge on buyer power and the details of the 

way sustainable practices are diffused. The next section gives a review on existing literature in 

this specific topic. Furthermore the data, method and results are being discussed. Finally, a 

discussion, conclusion, and limitations and future research section is provided.  
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2. Literature review 

This chapter provides an overview of the existing literature related to the concepts of 

institutional environment, sustainability and supply chain management. Shortcomings in the 

literature will be addressed by providing a critique of existing academic work.  

2.1 The institutional environment and business  

The concept of institutional environment has been studied frequently. North (1991) 

describes institutions as ‘the humanly devised constraints that structure political, economic and 

social interactions’, or more practical, as ‘the rules of the game’ which are either ‘formal’ or 

‘informal´. In line with North’s definition, Williamson (2000) includes this particular 

institutional environment in his hierarchy levels of the New Institutional Economics (NIE) which 

focuses on the social, legal and regulatory rules and perspectives that underlie economic activity. 

The specific institutional environment has been assigned to the second level of NIE, and implies 

moreover the ‘formal rules’ such as politics, economics and legitimacy. Scott (1995; 2008) 

provides a slightly different interpretation of ‘institutions’. He states that institutions could be 

allocated to three pillars: regulative, normative and cognitive.  These pillars could be related to 

DiMaggio & Powell’s ‘institutional isomorphism’ (1983), who argue that institutions cause 

certain pressures which lead towards convergence of business practices. The three pillars are a 

certain division of pressures from for instance regulations of the governance, norms and values 

from a specific culture that motivates a person to behave in certain ways. DiMaggio & Powell 

(1983) contributed to existing literature as they focus on convergence and similarities between 

organizational practices, instead of differences. The authors state that businesses are very 

diverse in the beginning of their life cycle, however, after a certain amount of time these same 

businesses adopt similar practices and become more homogeneous. This process is called 

“institutional isomorphism” and created by three institutional pressures. Firstly, coercive 

isomorphism, which stems from political influence and the problem of legitimacy. It implies the 

pressures organizations put on other organizations by exerting formal and informal rules. 
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Secondly, mimetic isomorphism as a response to uncertainty and results in imitation. Thirdly, 

normative isomorphism associated with professionalization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This 

incorporates issues like formal education, legitimization and collaboration between professional 

networks or organizations.          

 Slack and Hinings (1994) state that isomorphism is the result of competitive pressures. 

The organizations that remain are isomorphic with each other as well as with the demands of 

the environment. This indicates that there will always be a high level of isomorphic business 

practices between existing, more incumbent, organizations. Moreover, all three isomorphic 

mechanisms play a role to varying degrees, and could not be seen separately from each other 

(Slack and Hinings, 1994). 

2.2 Sustainability 

Sustainability is a widely known concept which has received a lot of attention over the 

past years. Businesses face pressures to engage in corporate social and environmental behavior 

and to contribute to a sustainable development of business practices. Sustainable development 

refers to “the development which meets the needs of the present generation without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987; Hall, Daneke and Lenox, 2010). Hall, Daneke and Lenox 

(2010) state that the legitimization of sustainable development within businesses and 

policymakers change the ‘rules of the game’ and adds complexities for new entrants as well as 

for incumbents due to their different approaches and ethical challenges they face.  

 Businesses often develop Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategies in order to 

carry out sustainable practices. According to Matten and Moon (2008), CSR means that a 

company has clear articulated and communicated policies and practices which reflect their 

responsibility to the social environment. In line with the previous definition, the World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development (2001) describes CSR as the continuing commitment of an 

organization to behave ethically and to contribute to economic and social development (Moir, 

2001). Other than this, Campbell (2007) formulates CSR in relation with a company’s 
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stakeholders instead of the whole social environment in which the company is embedded. 

Corporations can be seen as social responsible when they not knowingly do anything that could 

harm their stakeholders, and if so, they recognize it, act on it and rectify.  Stakeholders are all 

parties which interact with the organization and have an interest in the company such as 

employees and suppliers (Carroll & Buckholts, 2000:21; Campbell, 2007).  The areas in which 

corporations are being expected to behave social responsible are the working environment 

(employees), the marketplace (customers, suppliers), the environment, the community, ethics 

and human rights (Moir, 2001). Another term which is often been used in research and as 

synonym of the areas mentioned, is the ‘triple bottom line’ which implies a balance between 

People, Planet and Profit. Lobel (2006) argues that this so called ‘triple bottom line’ promises to 

engage governments, industries and civil societies in finding the optimal balance between 

financial profitability and key social and environmental goals. This study follows the CSR 

definition of Matten and Moon (2001), but includes the environmental aspects as well. CSR could 

be divided in ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ CSR (Matten and Moon, 2008), which in the former refers to 

the role of corporations in meeting society’s interests and concerns within formal and informal 

institutions, and where the latter refers to corporate policies that assume and articulate 

responsibility for some societal interests such as a single voluntary program.   

 In order to understand the adoption of corporate social behavior, it is necessary to, first 

of all, gain knowledge about the motives for engaging in these types of sustainable practices.  

Many researchers discuss these motives for organizations in engaging in CSR practices. For 

example, Campbell (2007) describes why companies may engage or not engage in CSR activities 

based on the institutional theory. He believes that social corporate behavior is influenced by 

economic conditions, as well as institutional conditions such as public and private regulations, 

nongovernmental organizations, other organizations which highlight the importance of a 

sustainable environment, the cultural environment and its values and norms, the interaction 

between organizations and the interest of stakeholders. Organizations also tend to behave in 

social responsible ways when their managers/owners believe social responsibility is important 
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in their own right, when its enhancing the business performance and when the organization 

deals with high levels of pressures from stakeholders (Maignan and Ralston, 2002; Campbell, 

2007). Dangelico & Pujari (2010) are align with this view as they state that personnel 

commitment is an important driver to engage in CSR practices, as well as the attendance of 

policies and targets are, where the latter refers to normative and coercive pressures. However, 

they also address another important internal driver, which is gaining competitive advantage. 

“Companies engage in CSR activities as a ‘strategic opportunity’ to attract, satisfy and retain 

customers, and to retain or gain an improved corporate image and reputation” (Dangelico & 

Pujari, 2010). Moreover, this is a way for firms and other actors to present themselves as 

legitimate. Therefore, legitimacy, which is a ‘generalized perception that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 

beliefs and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995; Moir, 2001), might be another key reason for 

undertaking sustainable practices (Lindblom cited in Gray et al., 1996, Clarke, 1998, Moir, 2001). 

However, the process of legitimization does not seem that important yet, which might cause 

hinders in the adoption of sustainable practices. The exposure of institutional pressures on 

becoming more legitimate might lead to a higher level of homogeneity and in the end could 

increase the adoption of sustainable practices within businesses. Increasing globalization does 

not only offer new opportunities, but also entails a lot of risks into the way of doing business. 

Especially, the intensive use of manufacturers in low cost countries, often the under developed 

or developing countries, raises the debate on legitimization.     

 Dangelico & Pujari (2010) highlight the importance of bringing CSR strategies into 

practice. Organizations face difficulties when it comes to actually integrating these activities, 

keep selling their products at a competitive price and enhancing customers’ environmental 

awareness to gain competitive advantage. When companies are embedded in an unhealthy 

economy and perform financially weak, this will negatively affect the probability of engaging in 

sustainable practices and its adoption (Campbell, 2007). In relation with the mimetic pressures 

companies face (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), there is a higher tendency that organizations engage 
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in CSR when there is a moderate level of competition, than when there is a low or high level of 

competition. However, regulations of the state, non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) and 

other independent organizations could moderate this and put a pressure on organizations to 

engage (Campbell, 2007). These institutional pressures seem to have an influence on the actual 

adoption of focal firms. Therefore, the different mechanisms of institutional isomorphism might 

have a great influence on the process of legitimization.     

 Another aspect which is interesting in analyzing the adoption of sustainable practices is 

addressed by Wüstenhagen and Hockerts (2009) who studied the relationship between new 

entrants and incumbents associated with sustainable entrepreneurship. They found that 

relatively new, small firms are more likely to undertake sustainable actions than incumbents do. 

In order to compete, incumbents react to these activities by engaging in CSR activities. Although 

their motivation for sustainable practices might be quite low, they often do have the power to 

establish successful CSR strategies. Overall, the authors found that a co-evolution of these two 

types of businesses is more likely to result in sustainable entrepreneurship than either one of 

the two by itself. Still, there is much to be studied in this field. By making a distinction it might be 

possible to assess which type of firms adapt sustainable practices, as a result from isomorphic 

pressures, more easily. It still remains unclear whether there is a difference in the actual 

integration or adoption process of CSR between new ventures (often small, and unknown) and 

incumbents (large, leading companies)  (Hall et al., 2010). The size and age of a firm might be of 

great importance in determining differences of institutional pressures exerted on focal firms to 

adopt sustainable practices, and the underlying motivations for focal firms to do so. These 

characteristics might have an influence on the perceived legitimacy of a business as well.  

2.3 Supply Chain Management 

Also supply chain management (SCM) has been studied frequently over the past years.  A 

short review analysis shows what supply chain management implies and what happens when 

the sustainability aspect is being integrated.        

  “The supply chain is a set of firms that pass materials forward” (La Londe and Masters, 
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1994; Mentzer,, de Witt, Min, Nix, Smith and Zacharia, 2001). More detailed, “a supply chain is a 

network of organizations which are involved, through both upstream and downstream linkages, 

in different processes and activities that give value to the ultimate consumer in the form of 

products or services” (Christopher, 1992; Mentzer et al., 2001). Mentzer et al. (2001) added, 

besides products and services, finances and knowledge to this definition. The authors also make 

a distinction between Supply Chain Orientation (SCO) and Supply Chain Management (SCM). 

Whereas SCO implies the idea of having a broad overview on the coordination of the supply 

chain from an overall perspective, and SCM implies the actual implementation of this 

orientation. Regarding SCM, Mentzer et al. (2001) describe it as “the systematic and strategic 

coordination of the traditional business functions and the tactics across these business functions 

within a particular company and across businesses within the supply chain, for the purpose of 

improving the long-term performance of the individual companies and the supply chain as a 

whole”. However, at this point, a sustainable aspect has not been integrated. Therefore, this 

paper will follow the definition of Srivastava (2007) who talks about “Green Supply Chain 

Management”, which refers to “the integration of environmental thinking into supply-chain 

management.” This implies ‘green’ at all levels such as product design, sources and 

manufacturing processes.  In addition, this study includes the social aspect of sustainability.  

Srivastava (2007) argues that there is limited attention paid in what exactly green 

supply-chain management involves. Back in the days, environmental management was the 

responsibility of each department separately within an organization. Nowadays, operating 

managers are fully involved within this environmental management process and the whole 

supply chain is being considered. Mefford (2011) addresses the importance and benefits of a 

sustainable supply chain for a company’s shareholders as well as stakeholders. For instance, 

employees receive greater attention and get opportunities to become trained, which enhance 

their capabilities as well as their motivations. Also, a sustainable supply chain will enhance the 

product and service quality as it is more efficient and based on clear rules. Furthermore, a 

sustainable supply chain can give the company a competitive advantage which leads to greater 
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sales, and in response requires new jobs and employees, which is in line with the motives 

mentioned earlier for engaging in sustainable practices. Regards the environmental aspect, 

Porter and van der Linde (1995; Srivastava, 2007) argue that greening investments can even be 

resource saving and productivity improving.  Kopicki et al. (1993; van Hoek, 1999, Srivastava) 

introduce the idea of different greening approaches when it comes to sustainable supply chain 

management. First, the reactive approach which implies limited sustainable practices such as 

recyclable initiatives. Second, the proactive approach which implies more commitment and 

effort in sustainable practices. Finally, the value-seeking approach which implies seeking for 

green purchasing strategies and ISO implementations in order to enhance the competitive 

position of a company and contribute to the society as a whole. These different approaches 

reflect the several motives mentioned earlier.  However, there also remain some barriers for 

pursuing a sustainable supply chain, such as high costs, coordination complexity and ineffective 

communication (Seuring & Müller, 2008). Although, the motives for engaging in CSR have been 

discussed frequently, not much is known about the domino effect a sustainable strategy of a firm 

might have on its suppliers’ adoption of sustainable practices. The domino effect, in this sense, 

implies the diffusion of sustainable practices throughout the supply chain. This paper tries to 

address this gap and seeks to understand the influence of firms on a supplier’s adoption of 

sustainable practices.          

 Hamner (2006) addresses the effects of green purchasing strategies on its suppliers. The 

author states that headquarters can force their suppliers to more sustainable practices because 

for instance, the headquarter eliminates certain chemicals from its supply chain management 

process. However, in Hamner’s eyes such a change does not necessarily make a supplier more 

sustainable or so called ‘green’. Suppliers become ‘more friendly’, but the actual behavior does 

not lead toward a more sustainable strategy to reduce their environmental footprint. 

Nevertheless, it probably still has an influence on the overall environmental footprint within a 

supply chain. Due to the dated theory used and the exclusion of the used method and sample, the 

reliability is questionable. Furthermore, this study excludes the social aspect of sustainability. In 
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addition, Baden, Harwood and Woodward (2008) focused on the attitudes and behaviors of 

suppliers on these buyer pressures and found that, in most situations buyer pressure enhances 

the willingness to apply sustainable practices, but it could also work counterproductive and 

might set the standards for sustainable practices lower than suppliers would set themselves. 

Buyer pressure exerted by the focal firm on the supplier is a clear example of a coercive 

pressure. The focal firm puts certain restrictions or regulations on the supplier, and as the 

supplier is dependent on its client it has to adjust its ways of doing business in order to keep the 

client. It remains unclear what the exact influence is, and what drives the focal firm to exert 

these pressures. This study seeks for new insights on this specific issue.    

 However, as the relationship between large companies and their suppliers has been 

discussed, the study gives no insight in the actual response and adoption of sustainable practices 

of these suppliers. Following up on the findings of Hamner, Jorgensen and Knudsen (2006) 

studied the diffusion of sustainable practices from supplier to sub supplier. The authors found a 

relationship of enforcing sustainable practices to the next chain, mainly focusing on the 

environmental aspect. It seems that firms pay less attention to human rights, labor conditions, 

corruption, and health & safety. Moreover, only half of the approached suppliers intended to 

enforce sustainable practices to their suppliers, which indicates that this relation is not so strong 

yet and leaves room for improvement. As this study was merely based on Danish firms, the 

generalizability of the study is limited. Also, the study focuses only on small to medium sized 

companies, and excludes institutional pressures firms might face. Nevertheless, the paper 

provides interesting insights in the diffusion of sustainable practices that enhances our 

understanding of the diffusion of sustainability into the supply chain. This study adopts its 

division of sustainability which compounds human rights, labor conditions, environment, health 

& safety and corruption.          

 This research differs from existing literature as it seeks to understand the diffusion of 

sustainable practices from the focal firm to its suppliers, as it remains unclear to what degree 

first tier suppliers are influenced by their clients in order to adopt sustainable practices. 
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Furthermore, it is research worthy to investigate what drives focal firms to exert influence on 

their suppliers in terms of sustainability. Hence, this study addresses the following question:  

“How do focal firms influence suppliers’ adoption of sustainable practices?” 

Seuring and Müller (2008) argue that the focal companies of supply chains might be held 

responsible for the environmental and societal management of their suppliers. “Focal companies 

are those that rule the supply chain, provide direct contact to the customer and design the 

product or service that is offered.” However, Hamner (2006) argues that these companies are 

not likely to have an interest in enforcing sustainable strategies to their suppliers when their 

own motivation for engaging is only caused by external constraints. This study therefore, will 

incorporate the norms and values of a firm. Focal firms in the context of this study relate to the 

fashion brands participating. This excludes the NGO. 
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3. Data and method  

This chapter discusses the data and method section. The first part outlines the research 

method.  Subsequently it discusses the sampling method, the data collection, the data analysis 

and the reliability & validity of the method used.  

3.1 Method 

This research is based on an exploratory, multiple case study approach. The relationship 

between institutional isomorphism and the diffusion of sustainable practices has received little 

scholarly attention. Methodological triangulation is applied to gather data from various sources. 

Primary and secondary data is used to gain in-depth information. Interviews provide venues to 

acquire information about sensitive issues that might not be found in existing data. This 

methodological approach enhances our understanding of the subject concerned and might 

potentially lead to new areas for research.       

 The unit of analysis is the focal firm, within the context of the fashion industry. This 

industry is chosen to address the leading question for several reasons. First, the industry 

receives continuous attention from pressure groups such as the media and NGO’s, e.g. the Detox 

campaign from Greenpeace. There is an ongoing debate about its supply chain from a managerial 

perspective, but not yet from an academic perspective. It is important to get a better 

understanding of global supply chains to improve the level of sustainability in conducts of 

business. An academic analysis can provide us with an insight into how focal firms and suppliers 

affect each other through pressure points. Second, the industry has a complex, non-transparent 

supply chain. If it would be possible to improve the supply chain of this industry, other 

industries might follow more easily. Third, it is a global operating industry with a large group of 

consumers. Its operations impact states, people and the environment. Sustainability seems to be 

a sensitive topic for the fashion supply chain, because of its high use of resources and 

manufacturing processes in low-cost, often developing, countries (Brito, Carbone & Meunier 

Blanquart, 2008).  Especially the increase in high risk countries as production locations serves as 
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an important factor when analyzing sustainability. More issues are found in terms of human 

rights violations, poor working conditions, and the environment. In that regard, could we 

perceive the fashion industry as legitimate? Fourth, as the fashion industry implies a completely 

consumer driven process, it is an interesting field of study (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). 

According to Suk (2013) the fashion market has evolved from an exclusive elite to a broad, 

international body of consumers. With the rise of fast fashion the supply chain has become more 

intensive and seems contradictory to ‘becoming more sustainable’. According to Carter and 

Easton (2011) these consumer focused industries are often being used in studies because these 

type of organizations are the closest to the consumer and often, these organizations are early 

adopters of environmental and social initiatives (Carter & Carter, 1998; Carter & Euston, 2011). 

Fashion companies diverse in their strategies, ranging from fast fashion to slow fashion. Barnes 

and Lea-Greenwood (2006) provide insight in the supply chain of fast fashion and the changing 

demand of the consumer. There is a need for quick reaction to emerging trends, and therefore 

fashion companies change their planned seasonal collection towards smaller collections more 

frequently, such as ZARA does.  The changing demand of fast fashion has its influence on the 

suppliers as well. They are expected to be more flexible and responsive (Barnes and Lea-

Greenwood, 2006). Although the fast fashion companies seem to have the greatest impact on our 

world, pressures also apply on moderate or slow fashion companies. I chose to not make  an 

explicit distinction between fast and slow fashion, but bear the differences in mind when 

analyzing the results.  

3.2 Sample 

The sample is based on criteria of accessibility, the sustainability requirement, and the 

global range requirement. The latter are companies who are essential to operate on a global or 

at least on a regional level. The criterion of sustainability refers to firms required to incorporate 

sustainability in their business strategy.       

 Forty-nine companies were approached. Eight companies agreed to take part in the 

research, of which seven fashion brands and one independent non- governmental organization. 
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Table 3.2.1 gives an overview of the characteristics of the respondents. Participants had at least 

a management function, and most of them (N=5) were responsible for Corporate Social 

Responsibility tasks. 

Table 3.2.1 Characteristics participating firms 

 

3.3 Data collection 

Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews (appendix I) based on 

the theoretical framework provided in Figure 3.3.1 In addition, the definitions of the used 

characteristics are provided in Table 3.3.1. Some interviews were conducted under the 

assistance of a second researcher. The characteristic ‘brand image’ was dropped during the 

execution of the research as it did not belong to the less commercial approach of this paper. 

Moreover, respondents spoken to were not responsible for the marketing related activities of 

the company and could therefore not provide us with any reliable information about this aspect. 

This specific characteristic requires a more commercial research approach. Another factor 

excluded from the research is ‘credibility’. Credibility is an interesting factor to investigate as 

NGO Focus Origin   

The NGO Social aspects; human rights, working 
conditions, health & safety 
 

The Netherlands   

Company 
Code  

Size (number of 
employees) 

Incumbent 
(>20)/New Entrant 
(<10) 

Operating 
globally / 
regionally  

Main production 
countries 

Fast-
Medium-
Slow 
fashion 

Main NGO 

partnership* 

ENI Large 
>40.000 employees  

Incumbent > 1962 Globally Vietnam, China, 
Indonesia, Thailand 
and Taiwan 

Fast FLA, AFIRM 

BSE Large 
15000 employees 
 

Incumbent > 1975 Globally  China, Bangladesh, 
Germany, Italy, Egypt, 
Turkey 

Fast AFIRM, 

Solidaridad 

WBE Large 
4500 employees 

Incumbent > 1973 Globally China, Bangladesh In between BSCI 

FKP Medium 
300 employees 

Incumbent > 1993 Globally  Portugal, Estonia, 
Romania, China 

Slow FWF 

CAS Medium 
260 employees 

Incumbent > 1970 Regionally Hungary, Portugal, 
China 

Slow BSCI,  

Made-By 

XEO Small/Medium 
250 employees 

In between > 2002 Regionally Bulgaria (mostly), 
Turkey, Tunisia, 
Macedonia, Portugal, 
Italy, China and India 

Medium FWF 

JST Small 
<30 employees 

New entrant > 2008 Regionally  Portugal, Poland, 
Nepal, China 

Slow & 
sustainable  

FWF 

*FLA (Fair Labor Association), AFIRM (Apparel and Footwear International RSL Management Group), Solidaridad, BSCI (Business Social Compliance 

Initiative), FWF (Fair Wear Foundation), Made-By.   
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this might influence the mimetic behavior of suppliers towards focal firms. Participants however 

did not provide any data on the mimetic behavior of their suppliers to the focal firm. 

Furthermore, credibility is closely related to the norms and values of a firm, which are 

incorporated in the study as characteristics of the focal firm. Semi- structured interviews are 

chosen based on the ability to code and compare answers, enhancing the level of rigor and 

reliability. Also, it allows new insights to be incorporated that could contribute to a better 

understanding of the topic. Sustainability in this study relates to all aspects mentioned by 

Jorgensen & Knudsen (2006). Secondary data is used to further elaborate on provided answers 

or to confirm answers. This data consists of documentation such as annual year reports, social 

reports, score cards, and guidelines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3.1 Conceptual framework: diffusion of sustainable practices (the dotted line shows possible pressures 

influencing the supplier) 
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Table 3.3.1 Definitions conceptual framework 

 

 

 

NORMATIVE PRESSURES  

① Improve business practices  
Applies to focal firm and supplier 

Enhancement of business practices implies growth in terms of finance, 
size, power, competitive position, and image.  

② Creating awareness  
 From  focal firm to supplier 

Activities undertaken by the fashion firm in order to create awareness 
(e.g. training, workshops).  

COERCIVE PRESSURES  

③ Buyer pressure 
(stimulant/counterproductive)      
 From  focal firm to supplier 

The share (production volumes) of a fashion firm in terms of factories’ 
production capacity.  

④ Government/regulation 
 Applies to focal firm and supplier 

Pressures resulted from the government: incorporating guidelines, 
(public) regulations/restrictions/ law, incentives  

⑤ Consumers   
 From consumer to  focal firm  

Pressures resulted from the consumer  

⑥NGO’s  
 Applies to focal firm and supplier 

Pressures from non-governmental / non-profit organizations  

⑦ Other stakeholders 
 Applies to focal firm and supplier 

Unexpected stakeholders mentioned by the interviewees  

MIMETIC PRESSURES  

⑧ Cultural environment    
 Applies to focal firm and supplier 

The influence of the cultural environment on suppliers’ willingness to 
adapt sustainable practices (e.g. differences in high risk countries vs. 
low risk countries).  

⑨Competition 
 Applies to focal firm and supplier 

Pressures resulted from competition. 

CHARACTERISTICS FOCAL FIRM  

⑩ Resource availability The resources that a firm possesses (e.g. Including economic 
conditions, relationships/partners, knowledge).  

⑪ Incumbent/new entrant Incumbent (>20)/New Entrant (<10) 

⑫ Norms and values of the company DNA of the company described by the company itself  

SUSTAINABILITY AGENDA POINTS  Jorgensen & Knudsen, 2006 

Environment Environmental protection regarding, for instance, waste management, 
emissions to air, water, and soil, storage of hazardous substances, and 
components and raw materials for use in production.  

Human rights Prevention of violations such as child labor, forced labor, bonded labor, 
discrimination, and harassment. 

Labor conditions The rights of employees concerning e.g.  working hours, wages, 
contracts, freedom of association and collective bargaining. 

Corruption Payments or other services to authorities or business partners for the 
purpose of gaining favorable treatment regarding, for instance, 
customs treatment, tax inspections, and tenders. 

Health & safety Work environment regarding, for instance, noise levels, lighting, 
hygiene, ventilation, fire safety, protective equipment, and ergonomics. 
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3.4 Data analysis 

 Interviews are recorded, transcribed and summarized (appendix II) in order to make 

critical analysis possible. Codes are developed based on the theoretical framework (Table 3.3.1) 

to categorize parts of texts of the interviews and additional documents. Nvivo is used to run the 

qualitative analysis and exploit a clear overview of the patterns and results.  

3.5 Reliability & validity  

The validity or reliability of a research project can be affected by the research methods, 

the researcher, or the unit of analysis. It is therefore important to provide mechanisms to 

increase the validity and reliability of the research. The reliability of this qualitative study is 

enhanced by making use of semi-structured interviews based on a theoretical framework. The 

data collected has been coded with Nvivo. This reduces the level of subjectivity, improves the 

level of rigor, and thus increases the level of internal and external validity. The sampling method 

is based on two requirements mentioned earlier and the accessibility. Methodological 

triangulation contributes further to the reliability and validity of the research by allowing the 

analysis of data from various sources. All independent NGO’s mentioned by the respondents 

were analyzed. Three out of seven focal firms were assigned to the NGO interviewed. 

Furthermore, two of the interviewees did have experience in other independent NGO’s 

mentioned.  Additionally, another interview executed by another researcher with one of the 

respondents is used. Furthermore, answers provided were confirmed or extended by additional 

information obtained by documentation.  In order to reduce any bias, several interviews were 

accompanied by another researcher. All interviews are transcribed and summarized. 

Respondents subsequently verified the summaries. This increases the level of construct validity.  
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4. Results & Analysis 

This chapter deals with the analysis and results of the research. The section is organized 

as following. First dealt with are the pressures focal firms face. Thereafter, how these pressures 

are being diffused by these focal firms on their suppliers. Both sections make a distinction in 

coercive, normative and mimetic pressures. Lastly, a brief conclusion will be provided.  

4.1 Pressures on the focal firm  

In order to understand how focal firms influence their suppliers, it is crucial to 

understand why such firms act in social and environmental responsible ways. Focal firms have 

different reasons to engage in sustainable practices, often arising from pressures they face.  Not 

surprisingly, engaging in sustainability and communicating about it will enhance the business 

performance. Company ENI states: “We have a strong growth percentage, and we are pursuing 

to sustain this growth. However, we seek to use less and less resources for our products. This in 

order to enhance our growth, but not at the expense of our planet.” The other focal firms confirm 

this view. Company ENI mentions that actively engaging in sustainable practices improves the 

brand image and level of legitimacy as well. Incorporating sustainability becomes more and 

more an obligation, as not incorporating sustainability practices could harm the company. It is 

about finding the right balance between people, planet and profit. This is an obvious normative 

pressure as it is associated with professionalization. Focal firms seek to present themselves as 

more legitimate.           

 When it comes to mimetic pressures, all respondents stress the difference between 

developed and less developed countries in finding sustainable solutions for all kinds of issues. 

Sustainability has become a trend within developed regions. Less developed and developing 

countries pay less attention to this aspect. The cultural environment plays therefore an 

important role in the actual adoption of sustainable practices.   

 Another form of pressure experienced by focal firms are coercive pressures. The 

respondents commonly mention how they frequently face pressure from NGO’s or the media. A 
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common example provided is the Detox campaign by Greenpeace launched in 2011. The NGO 

pressured well known fashion brands to reduce their level of chemicals used in production 

processes and to reduce their environmental footprint. Furthermore, the media makes a lot of 

noise and could hurt a brand’s image. Company BSE explains:  

“If you’re exposed to a problem, you have to deal with it. Every time the media comes in, I 
think we have to play with it. The biggest problem would be that we do not have the resources 
to improve certain issues immediately. Sometimes therefore you have to divide the resources 
you have. This means you prevent negative publicity, but you decrease the investments in 
another, maybe more important area. Sometimes these pressures are good, but sometimes it 
can make it worse.”  

 

Coercive pressures are critical for an organization to engage as other organizations have 

the power to mold a business’s image. All respondents however claim that they engage in 

sustainable practices because of their own sincere interest, but do acknowledge the importance 

of resource availability in the actual adoption process of these practices.  

When it comes to consumers, no firm regards them as an important source of pressure 

points. However, this process seems to change. Consumers might gradually exert more influence 

as people are becoming more conscious about the impact of their lifestyle on the environment. 

Company FLP explains:  

“Last winter we had to deal with the angora issue (movies on social media went viral of 
bunnies being violated for their pelt). Although we are aware of the good treatment of the 
bunnies, the consumer gets its doubts. For that reason we have chosen to ban angora and 
choose another similar material.”   
 

Companies stress they do not experience much interest or questions from consumers 

about the sustainability of their products. Company XEO clarifies the consumer attention on this 

topic: “The only time I heard something from consumers was after the viral movie of angora. I 

received three e-mails about it.” Company WBE states that it has to do with the target group: 

“Our consumer is between 70 and 80 years old. Sustainability is a trend, and our consumers do 

not involve in trends.” However, ENI argues that providing sustainable products does appeal to 

consumers. Consumers however are not interested enough to change their own buying behavior 

or exert any pressure on the focal firm. Therefore, these firms do not face much pressure from 
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the consumer to diffuse their sustainable practices throughout the supply chain.    

 Other coercive pressures mentioned by all respondents are governmental regulations. 

Each of the companies finds its origin in a developed country within Europe or the United States. 

Companies have to comply with European norms and guidelines such as the REACH list.  This list 

shows all chemicals that are forbidden to use. Furthermore, companies face regulations in terms 

of labor conditions and health & safety, and face restrictions when it comes to packaging. 

Nevertheless, the respondents state this is a limited pressure as it only requires compliance to 

certain rules. The larger focal firms state that it is more of an interaction between firms and 

governments. Improving the degree of sustainability within the industry requires collaboration. 

Company ENI:  

“I believe the government, and I think that is demonstrated a lot, is not able to get it 
together and improve the situation by itself. You can conclude that. And if companies do 
not do anything… well, companies like us, operating on such a large scale, have the unique 
opportunity to make a difference.”   
 

The respondent mentions that the size of a firm can remain extremely important. 

Company WBE is in line with this view as it emphasized the size and the influence of the 

company on the government. Because of its resources it is able to even serve the state. “Our 

company provides a lot of jobs by building new distribution centers, and by building a highway 

to these new distribution centers as the state itself does not have the resources to do so.”  

Overall, focal firms face certain pressures from regulations increasing the homogeneity of 

businesses in terms of sustainability. Collaboration between parties however is essential to 

increase the actual adoption and diffusion of sustainable practices.     

 What turns these pressures into actions has to do with an important underlying factor of 

the focal firm, namely the resource availability. Smaller firms claim they do not have the 

resources to do as much as large companies do, which subsequently influences their degree of 

influence on the supplier. Firms with great resource availability, often the larger, more 

incumbent firms, can respond more easily to the pressures they face. They have the ability to 

invest in the concerns addressed by other parties and to adapt to new regulations more easily. 
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This also raises questions to the idea that new sustainable entrants, who stress they are sincere 

in conducting a sustainable business, actually do more than larger firms. The resource 

availability seems to play such an important role in the actual adoption of practices, and often, 

smaller firms are not in possession of these resources. The values and norms of a firm therefore 

seem to have far less impact  on the actual adoption of sustainable practices.  

 Company FLP explains:  

“We were conscious about sustainability from the beginning onwards, even before 
sustainability became a ‘hot’ item. We pursue long lasting fashion, not for one moment, but 
for a durable period of time. We want to be good for the environment and for all the people 
we work with.”   
 

Besides this, the company runs competitions within the organization to stimulate 

employees for establishing sustainable innovations and ideas to contribute to communities in 

often underdeveloped countries. Employees will be rewarded by carrying out their idea.  

Company JST argues the importance of building a relationship:  

“Our company has started from a fair trade point of view. Social norms are a crucial aspect. 
Our aim is to develop more sustainable long-term business practices to ensure future 
prospects for our own business, as well our suppliers’ businesses and garment employees.”   
 

There is however no indicator that these firms are willing to do more than others, 

despite them claiming to have a sincere interest in sustainable practices. As mentioned, 

especially the larger, global oriented, firms do more in terms of sustainability and address their 

resource availability and buying power to do so.  

According to the respondents, focal firms especially engage in the social aspect of 

sustainability. However, the largest firms spoken to claim that the environmental aspect is just 

as important. These companies are seeking for new innovations and possibilities such as 

cleaning technologies and the use of PET bottles. Notably, especially large firms face pressures 

from NGO’s as Greenpeace, which raises the bar for these firms. If not paying attention to these 

pressures, the firm might receive negative publicity as these firms serve as role models within 

their industry. Therefore, companies become more alike by adopting similar sustainable 

practices in order to increase the legitimacy.        
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 Whereas smaller companies’ sustainable practices are mostly carried out by the NGO 

subscribed to, larger companies attempt to do more than this. Smaller firms are therefore more 

reactive. They act because of pressures they face and do so by making use of an NGO. Larger 

firms are more proactive or even value seeking. An example of a value seeking approach is a 

project developed fully focused on girls in underdeveloped and developing countries to create 

more awareness about human rights and self-defense, and to prevent issues such as 

discrimination, abuse and violation. This is proactive and value seeking as it seeks to prevent 

sustainability issues, and it enhances a business’s performance. However, the NGO still plays a 

very important role and often takes care of the audits, training programs for employees, local 

consultancies, suppliers and garment employees. The sustainable start-ups are an exception to 

the smaller, reactive firms. They are more proactive as they incorporate a sustainable strategy 

from the beginning onwards. However, due to lower resource availability, it is not likely that a 

small sustainable start-up undertakes sustainable practices in order to gain more value. 

Moreover, gaining value is hardly the most important reason for these types of firms to actual 

adopt sustainable practices. 

Overall, focal firms face institutional pressures on all levels: normative, coercive and 

mimetic. This paper indicates that especially coercive pressures drive focal firms to diffuse 

sustainable practices. Especially, if not engaging in sustainable practices might lead to negative 

publicity of the firm.  Also, the level of legitimacy will be increased when incorporating 

sustainability into the business strategy.  

4.2 Sustainable practices; from the focal firm to the supplier  

After gaining insight in what drives focal firms to engage in sustainable practices it is of 

particular interest for this study to understand the relationship between the focal firm and its 

suppliers. How do focal firms influence suppliers’ adoption of sustainable practices? What 

pressures do they exert on their suppliers?       

 According to several respondents suppliers face mimetic pressures. Not necessarily 
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exerted by the focal firm, but because of competitive reasons. Several respondents mentioned 

that suppliers from all around the world face competitive pressures and pursue to produce for 

European (or other developed) countries. However, to gain a competitive position suppliers 

need to be willing to adjust to a more sustainable way of doing business. The NGO confirms this 

by explaining the role of sustainable practices in gaining a competitive position: “Especially for 

European suppliers, which cannot compete on costs, sustainability is an important factor to 

distinguish.” Company ENI experiences great differences when it comes to suppliers’ willingness 

to engage in sustainable practices:  

“We often work on innovations, and the suppliers which introduce these innovations with 
us are often more open for new sustainable aspects. They often have more research and 
development resources as well. There is room for try outs.”   
 

These suppliers are often the larger suppliers located in North America or Europe. 

Regarding mimetic pressures, the role of the focal firm is rather low.    

 Focal firms have more influence by exerting normative and coercive pressures. 

Especially larger firms exert normative pressures by creating awareness with their suppliers. 

Training is offered in order to support suppliers in developing and building capacity for 

sustainable production. Own personnel are being trained on material sourcing and attention 

points when visiting factories. Training programs are given in environmental aspects such as 

cleaning technology e.g. color dry, green energy or water waste, production planning, and social 

aspects. Company BSE: “We try for example to teach our employees in Bangladesh that overtime 

peaks have consequences for the workers. Also, we stress the importance of planning and having 

the right amount of people in the factories.” Other training programs deal with the community, 

health & safety, and human rights issues. For example, lessons are provided to children to 

enhance the awareness of their own rights and risks, and other interested parties receive 

regular training programs. This usually happens once a year. Company ENI offers aside from 

training another communication channel to stimulate awareness and collaboration:  

“We always exchange a lot of data with our suppliers. Our online portals provide data and 

information regarding sustainability, and offer suppliers an opportunity to share their 
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ideas, knowledge and contributions as well. We train our suppliers and provide 

explanations.”  

 

Training is mostly provided by the large firms as they have the resources to do so. In 

contrast, smaller firms rely more often on their NGO partner. NGO’s also execute training 

programs.  Findings however do not show any other normative pressures that lead to suppliers’ 

adoption of sustainable practices.         

 Following up on this, focal firms extensively exert influence by means of coercive 

pressures. They do so, as mentioned, with some help of independent NGO partnerships and local 

consultancies. First of all, focal firms reveal that not all of their suppliers have an acceptable 

level of sustainability when starting a collaboration. BST explains:  

“Of course they have to deal with our code of conduct. But it is allowed to collaborate even 
if the supplier is not fully compliant yet. The supplier needs to be willing to improve the 
conditions for workers and for the environment. They have to show us that they are willing 
to adjust things.”    
 

As such, it is not required to perform well on all aspects of sustainability when entering a 

contractual agreement. The NGO and other respondents have mentioned this as well. The aim is 

to improve the situation gradually in cooperation with the company or local consultancy.  

 Each company interviewed is a member of an independent, non- governmental 

organization that pursues to improve the current sustainability issues in the fashion supply 

chain. Therefore, focal firms can only build up a new relationship by also taking the 

sustainability aspect into account as part of their business. However, the term sustainability 

differs as some NGO’s are more focused on the social aspect, whereas others incorporate more 

environmental aspects. The focal firms interviewed emphasize the social dimension, except for 

the two largest firms, which incorporate both aspects extensively.     

 These NGO’s each have their own specific guideline and code of conduct, which set many 

requirements on the focal firm as well as on the supplier. Furthermore, all NGO’s mentioned 

offer online public reports exposing the current scores and issues of the focal firms. After an 

audit, the NGO reports the findings and points of improvement to the focal firm. Subsequently, 



 
30 

the focal firm will undertake action in collaboration with the supplier to improve the situation. If 

issues are of high urgency, the NGO will also become involved in the process of improvement. An 

example provided is child labor. Most firms take child labor very seriously. Child labor 

regulations differ from country to country. In Bangladesh for example, a child needs to be at 

least 15 years old, whereas in China they need to be at least 16 years old. The fashion firm puts 

pressure on the supplier in the following way. If a case of child labor is revealed, the child will be 

banned from the factory and the supplier has to pay the salary of the child. The company will, 

together with their NGO partner, help the child to go back to school. The supplier remains 

responsible and has to pay the salary.  Furthermore, the supplier must offer a job to another 

family member of the child. This is an enormous pressure exerted on the supplier by the focal 

firm and NGO in order to prevent child labor. This was mentioned by Company BSE, as well as 

the NGO interviewed. Other respondents said they did not have any insight in this specific 

procedure. However, at least four out of seven companies follow this guideline based on their 

own rules or the rules set by the NGO. This is a good example of a coercive pressure through 

which firms aim to reduce the violation of human rights.     

 Overtime peaks are an example of what may cause a breach of the code of conduct. 

According to the NGO, this has an influence on the garment employees. BSE explains:  

“We accept overtime, but the local offices have to ensure that the employees receive more 
salary or any other compensation. We try to avoid these issues by becoming better in 
processing. But I have to admit it still happens.”  
 

Another point of concern mentioned implies difficulties regarding the fire safety. If an 

audit reveals that the fire safety regulations of a factory are questionable, the company will 

undertake action and discusses the issue with its supplier. CAS explains: “The way in how we 

respond to troublesome findings differ. It really depends on the issue found. If the issues are that 

big, you have to decide whether you will continue the relationship.” BSE argues that much more 

progress can be made when focal firms keep collaborating with their existing partners and 

factories, even if they’re not fully sustainable yet. This allows focal firms to use their buying 

power and change processes. “If you switch to other factories  there is no need for current 
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factories to change their behavior.” This shows buyer pressure is a coercive pressure exerted by 

the focal firm on the supplier.  

Audits differ in terms of methods and frequency. In the latter case this ranged from at 

least once a year to once in every three years. BSE explains:  

“It depends. We work with 30 factories in Bangladesh with which we have close contact 
every week. In China we have 400 factories, so it is not that close. Third party audits are 
executed at least every year. If there are serious issues found, there will be a follow up 
audit after six months.”   
 

WBE states: “It depends. After the factory collapse last year, Bangladesh is audited by the 

director and founder of the company itself together with the board of directors.” CAS argues:  

“Every year suppliers are requested to fill out a form based on our code of conduct. 
Additionally, we ask our suppliers to provide information about the sub suppliers when 
possible. This allows us to gain more insight in the full process. On the basis of the filled out 
forms we decide whether a factory needs an audit. We plan the audits; the NGO partner 
executes and reports the audits. When necessary we undertake action. Furthermore, each 
year an update on our sustainability progress is exposed and emphasizes the main risks we 
and the factories face.”   
 

This is confirmed by FLP.  High risk countries face fewer pressures from the government, 

the media or other organizations. This has consequences for the auditing process as the 

respondents made clear that the method and number of audits differs from region to region. 

When becoming a member of an NGO it is necessary to provide a supplier list, and if possible to 

include the sub suppliers. The NGO interviewed emphasizes that it is still a rather young 

company and it does not possess the influence it wishes to. The organization describes its 

process as an ongoing process consisting of three levels. First, the fashion brand itself will be 

analyzed. This implies analysis of data and conversations at the headquarter about their way of 

conducting business and executing improvements. Second, the factories will be audited in 

cooperation with local consultancies, at least every three years. “On a certain level, after the first 

3 years, the factories must monitor about 90% of what they are doing.” Third, the NGO offers a 

hotline for garment employees to talk about certain complaints and issues they face. When 

issues found, the focal firm will collaborate with the factory to enhance the situation. As 



 
32 

mentioned, in more complex situations the NGO will be involved in the process. This process is 

confirmed by other companies when discussing their NGO membership. 

Big companies have a larger role in the execution of the audits as they themselves are 

partly involved in it. ENI says: “We have our own team for sustainable manufacturing & 

sourcing. They execute the audits, often in cooperation with local consultancies.” Noteworthy is 

the fact that large companies aim to control and audit all their factories at least once a year, and 

sometimes even take sub suppliers into account. Whereas smaller firms base their audits more 

often on the basis of a questionnaire or a suspicious case. Also, the smaller firms limit their 

audits to the audits executed by their NGO partner.  

Mentioned by all interviewees, buyer pressure seems the most important way in which 

firms exert their influence. The greater the buying power, the higher the dependency of the 

supplier on the focal firm, and the higher the willingness to adjust. This allows firms to put more 

restrictions or regulations on the supplier. Moreover, the importance of resource availability has 

been mentioned several times as the amount of resource availability seems to relate to the 

degree of buying power. BSE explains: “In the end, big companies are doing quite well. Much 

more should be done in smaller companies, because they do not have the resources to work in 

all these different sustainability areas.” A smaller company, CAS, emphasized that they are not a 

frontrunner in terms of sustainability: “If you look for example at H&M, they experience much 

more progress in terms of sustainability. They are, of course, much bigger so they have the 

possibility to do more.” ENI confirms these quotations and stresses the importance of financial 

resources. The company offers products in different segments.  

“For one segment I can say, we have suppliers which are truly dedicated to our brand. They 
only work for us. This has to do with the machines in which we invest or certain knowledge 
we will not share with other focal firms. That means we can exert more control on 
suppliers within this segment in comparison with another segment. Especially because 
everything is being outsourced it is hard to exert influence. Factories acquire their 
materials from other factories as well. We help our first tier suppliers by exploiting more 
sustainable factories which can be used as sub suppliers. If you really want to make a 
difference, you cannot demand the difference from the last party in the supply chain.”   
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The great influence buyer pressure can have on a supplier’s adoption of sustainable 

practices is confirmed by the NGO. “You have the ability to set more limits and put requirements, 

and factories have much more reasons to change certain things within their organizations if they 

have the assurance that the company will stick to them.” This applies to the larger companies, 

who hold a role model. According to the NGO, focal firms with less than 10% of a factories’ 

production capacity generally have limited influence on the factory managers to generate 

changes. The organization also addresses the importance for fashion companies in taking 

responsibility and improving the production process. This can have an enormous influence on 

the supplier and the conditions of the garment employees. One respondent mentioned that 

buyer pressure might actually have a counterproductive effect. If suppliers are unable to adapt 

more easily, they might choose not to engage at all and get rid of the client. However, no example 

or explanation was provided.  

Whereas large focal firms use their buyer pressure, smaller firms address the importance 

of building long-term relationships to gain some influence on the sustainability process of the 

supplier. Company XEO explains: “Building up a relationship allows a firm to exert more power 

and to enhance the collaboration with a supplier.” CAS agrees with this statement and adds to 

this:  

“And of course it also depends on the volumes you produce. We do have suppliers which 
are very important to us, but it is possible that we are only a small percentage from their 
total production. So, I think the influence is very different from supplier to supplier. And as 
we are not the biggest buyer I think our influence is quite limited. Hence, a long- term 
relationship becomes extremely important.”   
 

The other smaller focal firms confirm this. Larger firms nevertheless explicitly mention 

their relationships with their suppliers as well, and become more aware about the risks of their 

production countries. ENI: “For example, in Bangladesh, we only have 4 factories at the moment. 

This has to do with our concerns about the safety of the buildings and the safety for the garment 

employees. So we reduced our amount of factories in this country”.    

 The findings indicate that focal firms exert influence on their suppliers in five ways, 
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which are discussed in Table 4.2.1. Mentioned in the previous paragraph, especially coercive 

pressures drive the diffusion process of sustainable practices. This however does not mean that 

focal firms mainly diffuse coercive pressures. They do so in different ways, which are different 

types of pressures.  The results also indicate that the resource availability is an important 

underlying factor that determines the degree of influence a focal firm has on its supplier. The 

pressures exerted might lead to homogeneity of suppliers as they face similar restrictions. This 

also stimulates the industry to become better and reduce the social and environmental footprint.  

Pressure type  Additional information High/low 

pressure 

By using their buyer power 

Coercive pressure 

Applies especially to large firms. This paper indicates that the degree of buyer pressure goes hand 

in hand with the resource availability of a firm.  

Highest  

By building up relationships 

Normative pressure 

This holds particularly for smaller to medium sized firms as they are not in possession of a large 

buying power. 

high 

By creating awareness 

Normative pressure 

Focal firms try to drag suppliers into a more sustainable strategy by creating awareness through 

training programs. Especially larger firms invest in social and environmental aspects. Smaller 

firms often leave it up to the NGO partner. Their focus mostly depends on the NGO partnership. 

Results indicate that the social aspect remains the most popular.  

Medium  

By executing audits  

Coercive pressure 

Mostly in collaboration with other parties such as NGO’s or local consultancies. Larger firms pay 

more attention to audits themselves, whereas smaller firms often leave it up to the NGO partner. 

Audit executions also differ in terms of method and frequency. Findings indicate that larger firms 

audit factories more often (at least once a year) in comparison with smaller firms (once in three 

years) depending on the NGO partnership. 

Medium – low  

By leaving room for suppliers 

to improve  

Normative pressure  

Firms collaborate with suppliers even if they do not fully comply to the code of conduct yet. This 

indicates that focal firms leave room and space for suppliers to develop. It is however important 

that suppliers show that they are willing to change.  

High – Medium  

Table 4.2.1 Results : ‘How focal firms influence suppliers’ adoption of sustainable practices’ 
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5. Discussion  

Companies face institutional pressures increasing the likelihood of isomorphic behavior 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This paper aims to understand how focal firms influence suppliers to 

adopt sustainable practices.          

 This paper contributes to our understanding in three ways. First, it expands on what is 

already known about sustainability within extensive supply chains. It does so by analyzing the 

diffusion of institutional pressures focal firms face to the first tier supplier. Results indicate that 

particularly coercive pressures are diffused to the next level in the supply chain. This paper 

sheds a whole other light on what we know about the role of buyer pressure in the diffusion of 

sustainable practices. In line with Baden, Harwood and Woodward (2008) the results indicate 

that buyer pressure enhances the willingness of suppliers to adjust. Findings suggest that this is 

the most important driver for suppliers to engage. A clear explanation would be the dependency 

of the supplier on the focal firm. When a manufacturer is highly dependent on a client, it is more 

willing to adjust things. Another explanation could be the risk of losing legitimacy by not 

adjusting to new rules and innovations, and therefore losing more clients.  Moreover, it could be 

a matter of reciprocity as focal firms are dependent on their suppliers’ sustainable strategy to 

improve or retain their perceived legitimacy. This might lead to an enhancement of pressures 

exerted on the supplier, which is in line with the view of Suchman (1995) who argued that 

legitimacy can be a key driver for engaging in sustainable practices. Nevertheless, it seems that 

only large companies are part of the race. These firms face most pressure as they are expected to 

serve as a role model. These firms have furthermore the resources to do more than sign up to an 

NGO. This indicates proactive or even value seeking behavior. A high level of buying power gives 

firms the ability to put requirements and restrictions on the production process. This is a 

relative easy way of increasing the sustainability within the supply chain and improves the level 

of legitimacy as a focal firm. Remarkably, the level of buying power often goes hand in hand with 

the resource availability of a firm. An explanation could be that a high amount of resources 

allows focal firms to more easily respond to changes, difficulties and pressures they face. This 
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means that larger focal firms have more space to influence suppliers. This might impact the 

degree of buying power exerted on the supplier. Another explanation could be that suppliers are 

more dependent on large firms, and these firms seem to have more resources available.  

 In contrast, small to medium sized firms have to pay more attention on building up 

strong relationships. This enables these firms to collaborate and exert influence. Signing up to an 

NGO membership list is not enough. The amount of influence a focal firm has is limited, since 

there are lots of other parties involved. Focal firms do not often collaborate directly with their 

first tier suppliers. Moreover, firms are not aware of which parties are actually involved and 

leave this task to the NGO.  Little can be said about the effectiveness of guidelines, regulations, 

and NGO partnerships, because of the low level of control. It is nevertheless clear that larger 

firms keep a closer eye on this process than smaller firms do. The expected role model, coercive 

pressures, and the resource availability are likely to drive this behavior. Small to medium sized 

firms need to collaborate with other focal firms to strengthen the amount of influence these 

firms can have on their suppliers. This is especially important when the level of transparency 

throughout the supply chain is low.        

 According to Hamner (2006) exerting buyer pressure is not enough to improve the 

sustainability within a supply chain, especially when this power is quite limited. Focal firms put 

therefore normative pressures on the suppliers mostly by creating awareness and providing 

training. Although the NGO partners and their local consultancies offer specific trainings, 

particularly smaller focal firms should become more proactive in terms of training and sharing 

knowledge. Providing room for a supplier’s input could be important as this allows a higher 

degree of commitment that subsequently might lead to an increased feeling of loyalty of the 

supplier towards the focal firm. Without necessarily having a lot of resources, a portal could be 

set up very easily in which suppliers can acquire and put data.    

 Competition plays an important role when it comes to mimetic pressures. Sustainability 

can serve as a competitive advantage as Dangelico and Pujari (2010) argued, and opens the door 

to developed markets.       
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Secondly, this paper analyzes the actual sustainability practices of focal firms and the 

way they diffuse these practices. It also mentions points of improvement in sustainability areas.   

The findings of this study differ from what Wüstenhagen and Hockerts (2009) argue. The 

authors found that relatively new, small firms are more likely to undertake sustainable actions 

than incumbents do. To some extent this is true, but for the large, global oriented firms this does 

not apply. This might be due to the pressures they face and the role model behavior that is 

expected from these firms. This research argues that larger firms are more proactive or value 

seeking oriented to enhance their business performance and prevent negative publicity as a 

result of normative and coercive pressures. Smaller to medium sized firms act in a more reactive 

way to increase their image on legitimization. Smaller sustainable start-ups act in a more 

proactive way, probably because of their prime motive to engage in sustainable practices. Value 

seeking oriented behavior is not the most important reason to incorporate sustainability.  

Sustainable entrepreneurs act as a result of their sincere interest to conduct business in a fair 

way. However, this study refutes the arguments of Dangelico and Pujari (2010) that sincerity 

would lead to more persuasive and value seeking activities. Companies that stress their 

‘sustainable DNA’ do not put more effort into practice than companies that do not. Larger 

companies face greater pressures. Their ability to bring change within the industry is therefore 

larger.            

 Collaboration with smaller firms increases the understanding of sustainability. 

Therefore, putting institutional pressures on more collaboration could enhance an industry’s 

sustainability. Larger firms learn from their innovative ideas, whereas smaller firms are dragged 

in a supply chain, which requires a more sustainable way of conducting business.  Another area 

for improvement is to create more transparency. Consumers could become suspicious when 

focal firms claim they are sustainable without providing any evidence. Transparency can change 

perceptions about focal firms by changing understandings about supply chains. Currently, focal 

firms accept new relationships with suppliers who are not fully sustainable, but are willing to 

adjust. This is a good way to improve the industry, because the less sustainable firms are 
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included.  Progress of the industry requires a comprehensive approach of inclusion and 

cooperation. 

The areas in which businesses diffuse sustainable practices are highly dependent on the 

strategy of the partnering NGO. The social aspect of sustainability continues to receive the most 

attention. This includes human rights, labor conditions and health & safety issues, which is in 

contrast with Jorgensen & Knudsen (2006) who argue that the diffusion of practices is mainly 

focused on the environmental aspect. However, there might be a great difference in the diffusion 

process between focal firm and first tier supplier, and first tier supplier to second tier supplier. 

The focus of focal firms might be changing as environmental aspects are receiving more 

attention. It is still important to assure the social aspects of sustainability within the supply 

chain as this aspect has much area for improvement. Institutions should therefore incorporate 

both aspects when pressuring focal firms.         

 Lastly, this research serves as a building block for future research (1) to gain a better 

understanding of complex supply chains in general and (2) to improve sustainability in conducts 

of business. This has raised new questions that will be explained in the next section. 
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6. Conclusion 

Focal firms are under continuous institutional pressure. This study has focused on how 

the diffusion of these pressures takes place to the first tier supplier. The study reveals that 

especially coercive pressures drive focal firms to diffuse their sustainable practices. Particularly, 

as not engaging in these practices might lead to negative publicity. Incorporating sustainability 

also enhances the legitimacy of a focal firm. This however does not mean that focal firms mainly 

diffuse coercive pressures. They do so in different ways, by exerting different types of pressures.

 First, firms exert influence on their suppliers by using their buying power. Focal firms do 

this because they face institutional pressures and are in need of defending themselves to retain 

or improve the perceived legitimacy. Increasing sustainability of the firm leads to an improved 

business performance and decreases the likelihood of negative brand associations. Exerting 

buyer pressure is a relative easy way of influencing the supplier. However, possessing a large 

degree of buying pressure is essential to exert a large amount of influence. Factories will retain 

their biggest customers by adapting to the requirements set by these firms. Second, firms often 

build long-term relationships with their suppliers to stimulate collaboration and increase their 

influence. This holds true in particular for smaller firms since they lack the essential buying 

power or resources. The motive behind this behavior is to be perceived as more legitimate. 

Third, firms stimulate the adoption of sustainable practices by collaborating with suppliers who 

do not fully comply with the code of conduct. This implies that the currently used factories are 

not fully sustainable. However, these suppliers have to show their willingness to adjust and 

improve. This allows firms to change and improve the condition of the industry’s supply chain. 

Fourth, firms are willing to change the behavior of a supplier by creating awareness. This leads 

to a more conscious behavior of a firm and diffusion of practices. Especially larger firms invest in 

social and environmental aspects. The sustainability focus of smaller firms often depends on the 

NGO partnership. Fifth, focal firms exert influence on suppliers’ adoption of sustainable 

practices by monitoring the situation of the factories. If necessary, they respond with action 

plans to improve the condition. This often occurs in collaboration with NGO’s and local 
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consultancies. These practices are led by motives to become more legitimate, enhance the 

business performance and prevent negative publicity. The results indicate that resource 

availability is an important underlying factor determining the degree of influence a focal firm 

has on its supplier.  Great resource availability allows firms to respond more easily on pressures 

they face and allows the firm to do more than being reactive.     

 This research contributes to a better understanding of the diffusion of sustainability 

practices throughout the supply chain. It sheds new light on the importance of buyer power, and 

incorporates insights in the actual sustainable practices focal firms undertake and diffuse.  

6.1 Limitations and future research 

As in any other study, this research is not excluded from limitations. Because of the small 

number of interviews the study has limited generalizability. To enhance this, longitudinal 

research is required to incorporate more focal firms. This would also improve our 

understanding of differences between large incumbent firms, smaller incumbent firms, and new 

entrants. Furthermore, a longitudinal study allows analyzing the process of changes and 

developments by the focal firms as well as the suppliers. This makes it possible to assess how 

actions from focal firms lead to a more sustainable behavior of suppliers.   

 Second, this study has not been able to incorporate interviews with suppliers. The reason 

behind this is time limitation and the difficulty in gaining access. This has made it more difficult 

to measure mimetic behavior, as focal firms do not have much insight in what other reasons 

suppliers have to engage in sustainable practices. This can enhance the reliability of the study. 

Future research should analyze how other factors affect the involvement of suppliers in the 

sustainability process. How could focal firms increase the commitment and willingness of 

suppliers to engage? Does this lead to an increase of the diffusion of sustainable practices to the 

next level? What requirements do suppliers need to have in order to be able to adjust and 

engage? These questions would improve our understanding of sustainability practices and might 

contribute to better sustainable practices in the supply chain. Investigating relationships beyond 

the focal firm and its first tier suppliers is of great importance to enhance our understanding on 



 
41 

this specific topic.           

 Third,  the sample used was based on two requirements and accessibility. To enhance 

the level of rigor and get more insight in the differences between focal firms, more requirements 

could be set. A clearer view on the differences between sustainable startups, small to medium 

sized incumbent firms and large incumbent firms in terms of supplier selection and cooperation 

can be very useful.         

 Fourth, a pitfall in qualitative research remains researcher bias. In order to reduce this 

bias several interviews were accompanied by another researcher, and all interviews were 

transcribed and summarized. These were subsequently checked by the respondents. To further 

reduce the researcher bias it is possible to execute the full research with an additional 

researcher and execute a couple of try out interviews.     

 Future research should also analyze how global supply chains can become more 

transparent and how interaction with third parties can be improved. As such, influence can be 

exerted more effectively leading to a higher degree of engagement as it becomes easier to 

actually change suppliers’ behavior. In addition, it is of interest to gain insight in how 

collaboration between focal firms, suppliers and other parties can be stimulated. Regarding 

transparency, it is noteworthy that corruption does not receive any or at least not much 

attention from focal firms. Corruption is still present, which makes this an important aspect to 

incorporate. Especially of great importance would be how companies gain more control in 

preventing corruption. Assuming that corruption is even a bigger issue in less developed or 

developing countries, what are the exact differences in sustainability initiatives between 

suppliers in developed and undeveloped countries?       

 To increase our understanding, another interesting research area is analyzing the actual 

influence of NGO partnerships. What exactly do they do and how did they improve the situation? 

What influence do audits actually have, or do these audits mainly serve as a criterion for 

legitimacy for focal firms?  

 



 
42 

References     

Aguinis, H. & Glavas, A. (2012), “What We Know and Don’t Know About Corporate Social  

Responsibility: A Review and Research Agenda”, Journal of Management, vol. 38, no. 4, 

pp. 932-968. 

Babiak, K. & Trendafilova, S. (2010), “CSR and Environmental Responsibility: Motives and  

Pressures to Adopt Green Management Practices”, Corporate Social Responsibility and 

Environmental Management, vol. 18, pp 11-24.  

Baden, D.A., Harwood, I.A. &  Woodward, D.G. (2009), “The effect of buyer pressure on  

suppliers in SMEs to demonstrate CSR practices: An added incentive or 

counterproductive?”, European Management Journal, vol. 27, no. 6, pp 429-441.  

Barnes, L. & Lea-Greenwood, G. (2006), “Fast fashioning the supply chain: shaping the  

research agenda”, Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, vol. 10, no. 3, pp.259-

271. 

Campbell, J.L. (2007), “Why Would Corporations Behave in Socially Responsible Ways? An

 Institutional Theory of Corporate Social Responsibility”, Academy of Management   

Review vol. 32, no. 3(July), pp. 946-967.   

Carter, C.R. & Easton, P. L. (2011), “Sustainable supply chain management: evolution and  

future directions”, International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics 

Management, vol. 41, no. 1, pp. 46-62. 

Dangelico, R.M. & Pujari, D. (2010), “Mainstreaming Green Product Innovation: Why and     

How Companies integrate Environmental Sustainability”, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 

95, pp. 471-486.  

De Brito, M.P., Carbone, V. & Blanquart, C.M. (2008), “Towards a sustainable fashion retail  

supply chain in Europe: Organization and performance”, International journal of 

Production Economics, vol. 114, pp. 534-553.  



 
43 

DiMaggio, P.J. & Powell, W.W. (1983), “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism  

and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields”, American Sociological Review, vol. 

48, pp. 147-160. 

Hall, J.K., Daneke, G.A. & Lenox, M.J. (2010), “Sustainable development and  

entrepreneurship: past contributions and future directions”, Journal of Business 

Venturing, vol. 25, pp. 439-448. 

Hamner, B. (2006), Greening in the Supply Chain, Effects of Green Purchasing Strategies on  

Supplier Behaviour,  pp. 25-37.   

Hockerts, K. & Wüstenhagen, R. (2009), “Greening Goliaths versus emerging Davids –  

Theorizing about the role of incumbents and new entrants in sustainable 

entrepreneurship”, Journal of Business Venturing, vol. 25, pp. 481-492.  

Husted, B.W. & Allen, D.B. (2006), “Corporate Social Responsibility in the Multionational  

Enterprise: Strategic and Institutional Approaches”, Journal of International Business 

Studies, vol. 37, pp. 838-849.  

Jorgensen, A.L. & Knudsen, J.S. (2006), “Sustainable competitiveness in global value chains:  

how do small Danish firms behave?”, Emerald Group Publishing Limited, vol. 6, no. 4, pp. 

449-462.  

Lobel, O. (2006), “Sustainable capitalism or ethical transnationalism: Offshore production  

and economic development”, Journal of Asian Economics vol. 17, pp. 56-62, Elsevier.  

Matten, D. & Moon, J. (2008), “ “Implicit” and “Explicit” CSR: A Conceptual Framework for  

a Comparative Understanding of Corporate Social Responsibility”, Academy of 

Management Review, vol. 33, no. 2, pp. 404-424. 

Mefford, R.N. (2011), “The economic Value of a Sustainable Supply Chain”, Business and  

Society Review, 116:1, pp. 109-143. 

Mentzer, J.T., DeWitt, W., Keebler, J.S., Min, S., Nix, N.W., Smith, C.D., Zacharia, Z.G.  

(2001), “Defining Supply Chain Management”, Journal of Business Logistics, vol. 22, no. 2. 

Moir, L. (2001), “What do we mean by Corporate Social Responsibility?”, Corporate  



 
44 

Governance, vol. 1, no. 2, pp. 16-22.  

North, D.C. (1991), “Institutions”, Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol. 5, no.1, pp. 97-112.  

Scott, W.R. (2008), Institutions and Organizations, chapter 1, 2, 3, 7.  

Seuring, S. & Müller, M. (2008), “From a literature review to a conceptual framework for  

sustainable supply chain management”, Journal of Cleaner Production, Elsevier, vol. 16, 

pp. 1699-1710.  

Slack, T. & Hinings, B. (1994), “Institutional Pressures and Isomorphic Change: An  

Emperical Test”, Organization Studies, 15/6, 803-827. 

Srivastava, S.K. (2007), “Green supply-chain management: A state-of-the-art literature  

review”, International Journal of Management Reviews, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 53-80.  

Svensson, G. (2007), “Aspects of sustainable supply chain management (SSCM): conceptual  

framework and empirical example”, Supply Chain Management: An International Journal, 

12/4, pp. 262-266. 

Suk, J. (2013), Harvard Magazine, “The study of Fashion”. January-February.  

http://harvardmagazine.com/2013/01/the-study-of-fashion  

Williamson, O.E. (2000), “The New Institutional Economics: Taking Stock, Looking Ahead”,   

Journal of Economic Literature, vol. 38, pp. 595-613. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
45 

Appendix I Interview schedule 

 

GENERAL INFORMATION + SUPPLY CHAIN 

Q1 Could you tell me something about yourself and your role within the company?   

(function, role/tasks, duration) 

Q2 In what way do you decide on who becomes your supplier?   

(accepting code of conduct?)  

What are the main countries of your suppliers? Do you perceive any difference between these countries 

when it comes to compliance and or rule keeping? 

Q3 How do you become sure that suppliers are indeed doing what they tell you? (Audits, rule keeping, 

checklist, who executes the check, how does the process look like, communication, type of pressures, 

training programs) 

CSR STRATEGY  

Q4 Could you explain me what the main goal of X’s CSR strategy is? What are the motives to engage in 

sustainable practices?  (e.g. performance, reputation, competition, government, NGO, media, consumer 

etc.)  

In which areas does your company set requirements to suppliers regarding social and environmental 

standards?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Jorgensen & Knudsen, 2006) 

 

Q5 Could you explain me who is responsible for sustainable practices within the company? What are the 

main responsibilities?  What are the main challenges? 

CSR IMPLEMENTATION 

Q6 What is the main focus of X and what do you do to improve this aspect? (the actual sustainable 

practices and the diffusion of these practices) Could you provide me with an example? When, why and how 

has this changed? Is this a typical example?  

Q7 How is the relationship with your suppliers? How and when do you communicate? (keep them up-to-

date, improve themselves). Could you provide me with an example? When, why and how has this changed? Is 

this a typical example? 

Q8 What happens when you find out a supplier does not comply with the code of conduct? (e.g. sanctions, 

training) What does the procedure looks like? Could you provide me with an example? When, why and how 

has this changed? Is this a typical example? 
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Q9 Do you experience any breach of overtime due to production peaks? If yes, how do you respond? Could 

you provide me with an example? When, why and how has this changed? Is this a typical example? 

Q10 Has X set any targets for the upcoming years in relation to sustainable practices? If so, could you tell 

me something about these targets and how the company thinks to achieve these targets? 

Q11 What does X do in terms of collaborations/projects? Could you tell me something about that? (e.g. 

consultants, NGO’s, government). Could you provide me with an example? When, why and how has this 

changed? Is this a typical example? 

Q12 What do you believe the role of a large focal firm can be on changing the fashion industry towards a 

more sustainable fashion industry? What could be the role of your company in the diffusion of sustainable 

practices throughout the supply chain?  

 

Additional questions were asked based on a firm’s social report.  
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Appendix II Interview summaries 
 

1. BST 

BST produces its products in mostly underdeveloped countries such as China, Bangladesh, 

Germany, Italy, and Egypt. Factories are selected based on demand, price and quality. “Of course the 

sustainability part is also important. The supplier should deal with our code of conduct. They do not have to 

be perfect at the beginning of our collaboration, but they have to show that they are willing to improve the 

sustainability level of their own business.” In order to become sure suppliers comply with the rules, BST 

works with interdependent departments in every country. Within these offices, BST has assigned CSR 

people that are responsible for being in contact with the manufacturers. The CSR people execute an audit 

and engage with the suppliers to improve the situation and help them develop and build capacity for 

sustainable production. Examples provided are: building beneficial cleaning technologies, and developing 

social projects. “We are part of a project in Bangladesh, called ‘project teaching employees’.” Furthermore 

appreciation, health, and hygiene are mentioned as important attention areas”. The company developed a 

sustainability guide divided into several areas, which is meant to be diffused through the supply chain. 

These areas are partly social from nature, e.g. community products to develop the surroundings of the 

factory, and partly environmental in nature e.g. the products itself.     

 BST experiences pressures from NGO’s to engage in sustainable practices, but does not think 

consumers are that of a pressure group. “But I think consumers will become increasingly… We have of 

course some pressures from the Detox campaigns, from Greenpeace.. and from other pressure groups. But 

that is not why we do it. We do it because we think we have the responsibility.…. No, we are not working with 

Greenpeace, but we are working to reduce our environmental impact. We are green, and mostly what 

Greenpeace is saying is exactly what we are saying. But we except they have their role as an NGO, and we 

have our role as a company. We can have same projects, but work in different ways.” BST believes the media 

is a big player in this as well. Companies become more willing to engage because of the pressure media 

exerts. “Every time you are exposed to a problem you have to deal with it.  The media makes a lot of noise. 

The biggest problem would be that we cannot use our resources. It might mean that you have to take 

resources of areas that could be harmed more than the areas pressure groups emphasize. So, sometimes these 

pressures are good, but sometimes it is also actually bad. “      

 Each factory of BST receives an audit at least once a year. When serious issues found a follow-up 

will follow after six months. The communication procedures however differ from region to region. “We 

communicate with Bangladesh every week, we have 30 factories in Bangladesh. In China we have 400 

factories, so it’s not that close.” Furthermore, BST responds differently to different types of issues. “We face 

some issues of child labor in China. We have a protocol that ensures these kids are send to school and still 

receive salary, and the supplier remains responsible for his/hers salary. Other examples could concern issues 

relating to the payroll. If this happens we discuss with our supplier how they should do it, and during the next 

audit it will be checked whether the situation has improved.” Furthermore, textile factories often face 

overtime due to peaks. “We accept overtime, but the local offices have to ensure that the employees receive 

more salary or another compensation. We try to avoid this by becoming better in processing. Unfortunately, I 

have to admit that this is not always possible. So, we try to teach our employees in for example Bangladesh 

that these overtime peaks have consequences for the workers. We also help the factories with improving their 

planning.” BST puts pressures on its suppliers by using its buyer power. The interviewee states that 

especially this power could lead to a more sustainable behavior of the supplier. Moreover, much more 

progress can be made if you stay in factories which are not fully compliant with the code of conduct, 

because in these situations a firm is able to exert its buyer power. If you change from supplier  there is no 

reason for the current supplier to change its behavior.      

 In terms of collaborations and projects BST is part of several initiatives. “We have lots of 

collaborations with other parties and companies. E.g. we were founders of several organizations, we work 

together with these organizations to find common solutions. Furthermore we work together with 

Solidaridad, and we are part of a project to improve chemical processes.”    

 In the annual report the company states that is feels that it is their responsibility to pursue a 

sustainable industry. “What do you believe that the role of these large fashion companies could be in 

changing the fashion industry into a more sustainable industry?” “If you look at the big fashion companies. 



 
48 

They already work very professional with sustainability. If you look at H&M, they work very active with CSR, 

in a good way. I think a lot of our competitors are making a lot of progress. We have to be even more 

responsible in our buying practices. We have the responsibility for the environment and the workers. It's a 

never ending story. I think in the end, big companies are doing quite well. Much more should be done in 

smaller companies, because they don't have the resources to work in all these different areas.”  

2. CAS 

The interviewee works at this company for only two months. Before that, the interviewee worked 
at Made-By which cooperates with this company as well. CAS pursues a balance between people, 
environment and business. ‘Sustainability’ has always been part of the organization.   
 Suppliers are selected based on demand and offer. The buyers search for certain materials and 
fabrics and visit specific fairs in order to select the best materials. “But generally spoken, we pursue to build 
long term relationships with our suppliers. This way we are able to do more in terms of sustainability with a 
supplier. Every year we ask our suppliers to fill out certain documents, our code of conduct, and we ask 
whether they are willing to provide us with information about their (sub)suppliers.” Most of the suppliers 
are situated in low risk countries, and hardly anything is being produced in China or other high risk 
countries (not in Bangladesh).  CAS actually has always produced in these low risk countries.  
 In order to ensure that suppliers are compliant with the code of conduct CAS cooperates with 
BSCI. The company gains insight in the risks by receiving the annual code of conduct surveys from its 
suppliers. If the company is suspicious about a certain factory it will contact BSCI and they will take care of 
the audit. BSCI has independent local audits. CAS decides where these audits take place and when. After 
the audit BSCI makes up an audit report, indicating whether a factory is compliant, non compliant or 
needs improvement. “For example, we received a report which indicated that improvement was necessary 
due to fire safety issues. It’s up to us to contact the supplier, discuss the issue(s) and the ways in which we can 
improve the situation. So, based on the audit reports we decide how the relationship with a specific suppliers 
is going to continue.” CAS believes that responding to non compliant suppliers happens in different ways 
as is depends on the nature of the issue.  “If the issues are that immense, we have to make a choice whether 
we are willing to continue with this supplier.” BSCI audits primarily in high risk countries, as it is assumed 
that, because of governmental rules, the risks are much lower in low risk countries. BSCI therefore does 
not execute any audits within Europe unless asked by the company. However, these factories do have to 
sign the code of conduct and provide the company with full information every once a year.   
 CAS is not a frontrunner when it comes to sustainability. There are a lot of other, big companies 
who take this sustainability part very far and pay a lot of attention to it. The interviewee mentioned that 
these companies are way bigger and therefore can do a lot more in terms of sustainability. CAS however 
pays a lot of attention to the sustainability part as well, with a main focus on the social aspect, but also on 
the environmental aspect (in cooperation with Made-By). Although, they do not explicitly say so. “We don’t 
communicate much about it, as we belief that ‘sustainability’ shouldn’t become a marketing tool. Especially, 
as we’ve seen a lot of green washing the last couple of years. However, we do communicate that we are part 
of Made-By as well as of BSCI.” Made-By has a scorecard which is communicated on their website. It gives 
insight in the current situation of CAS.         
 BSCI incorporates several aspects, which can be found on their website and include areas such as 
management practices, working hours, compensation, discrimination and safety. Furthermore the 
company is exploring new, more sustainable, materials, e.g. “We do have biological cotton t-shirts in our 
collection”. The company pursues to become more sustainable throughout the whole supply chain. For 
example, CAS incorporates rules for its headquarter, as well as for its shops, e.g. separation of waste.  

The company avoids overtime due to production peaks by communicating with its suppliers and 
keeping them up to date. “We know quite well when it is going to be busy… but CAS is not the biggest brand 
in terms of volumes, so… We don’t always have the insight in what other brands are producing in our 
factories as well.” This indicates that it is difficult to measure what the exact influence is on a supplier. CAS 
believes that the influence you have on a supplier depends on the relationship you’ve build with them, e.g. 
CAS has a lot of suppliers with which the company has build long term relationships and notices that there 
are more possibilities when it comes to sustainability and the improvement of sustainability. But the 
interviewee explains that, of course, the influence also depends on the volumes that need to be produced. 
“And of course, we do have several suppliers which are of great importance to us, however we do not know 
what our percentage is from all the customers of such a supplier. It might be possible that we are still very 
small for them. So, I think the influence is very different, and because we are not that big, I think our influence 
is quite limited. Therefore, a good long term relationship might be the best option to exercise indeed some 
influence.”            
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 When asking about the influence other parties may have on engaging in sustainable practices as a 
fashion company, the interviewee mentioned that within this company, sustainability is important for a 
long period of time already. “Sometimes it is quite a challenge to meet the expectations in terms of 
sustainability, e.g. we are willing to work with more sustainable materials, however it is quite a challenge to 
find new, sustainable fabrics with the same quality as the fabrics used at the moment. Especially as ‘quality’ is 
our landmark.” Sourcing for more sustainable fabrics does not directly lead to cooperation with new 
suppliers. The company regularly asks its suppliers whether they can offer sustainable fabrics. “It is our 
responsibility to dig deeper for this kind of information.” 
 

3. JST 

JST has its own factory in Nepal and has started as a social sustainable fashion firm. At the 

moment, JST works besides their own factory with factories in Nepal, Poland, Portugal and The 

Netherlands. “We know our Nepalese suppliers very well, and our biggest supplier is in our possession. As the 

owner of the factory you are able to set quality standards and guidelines for working conditions and for other 

sustainability areas.” JST bases its cooperation with suppliers mainly on its standards and beliefs. 

Suppliers need to have similar standards. Before cooperating with a supplier JST discusses its standards 

and audits the factory. “If we think this supplier is good enough for us, we are willing to cooperate. For that 

reason we only work with European suppliers, besides our suppliers in Nepal, as there are more standards 

applying in this region which match with our standards.”      

 “The company was set up as a fair trade fashion initiative. Therefore, the social norms were number 

1. However, along the way we found out that the environment has its impact on human welfare as well and is 

as important as the social aspect. We follow the ILO and FairWearFoundation standards.” 

4. XEO 

 XEO started as a wholesale company and developed itself by exploiting 24 brand own stores. The 

founder of the company has always had affinity with ‘sustainability’, hence the brand expresses that 

fashion has to be beautiful from the outside, as well as from the inside.”  XEO joined the Fair Wear 

Foundation in 2004 because it became necessary to also check the working conditions in areas such as 

China and The Middle East. “Although, not for sure, I believe the production process has changed from 

Poland, Tunisia and other more closely countries to China. However, it is changing again, and more and more 

production moves back to Europe.” The company cooperates with around 40 suppliers in Turkey, Tunisia, 

Macedonia, Portugal, Italy, Bulgaria, China and India. Mostly Bulgaria, and only for a small part in China. 

 XEO selects its suppliers based on quality, fitting, price, know-how and other standards which 

remain important for the company such as sustainability. Building long-term relationships allows the 

company to cooperate with the supplier and improve production processes. The firm has suppliers with 

which it works for about 20 years, as well as for 4-5 years.       

 Fair Wear Foundation has set some standards and offers a questionnaire which needs to be filled 

out by the suppliers to gain better insight in the situation. “Fair Wear Foundation provides tools, but it is 

necessary to have at least 1 person within the company who can closely cooperate and discuss with its 

suppliers about the working conditions. As we are a member of Fair Wear Foundation we need to be 

transparent about where our production takes place. A stumbling block might be that a supplier is not 

willing to give insight in this process. In that case, we need to convince them to cooperate. If they are still not 

willing, we need to convince the people within the organization that it might be better to switch to another 

supplier. I believe that our production team is concerned with the sustainability part as well and takes this 

into account when sourcing for materials.”  The NGO executes the audits in the factories and reports this to 

the company with a so called ‘collective action plan’. Subsequently, if there is an issue detected the 

company itself (CSR Manager + Production) undertakes the next steps to improve the situation. The 

company itself however tries to join audits on a regular basis, around 50% of the times. “We see this as a 

continual process. Every country has its own specific characteristics and difficulties.” The company responds 

different to these issues, as it depends on the nature of the issue and the relationship with its supplier. 

“The size/share of our company decides our influence on the supplier. And if you have more influence, it is a 

lot easier to cooperate and discuss with a supplier in order to improve for example the production process, 

but if you, as a company, are much smaller it might be more difficult as the supplier is not directly willing to 

change everything for you, as everything will change for all its other clients as well. In China you will find a 
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lot of large factories, so our influence is limited. In Italy and Portugal we work with much smaller factories so 

we can exert more influence.” As Fair Wear Foundation covers only the social aspect, this is the main focus 

of XEO as well. However, the company incorporates the environmental aspect more and more, especially 

into de production department. For instance, the company offers basic t-shirts all from organic cotton. 

Furthermore, XEO does not use any fur or leather in clothing.      

 As mentioned before, audits are taken care of by the Fair Wear Foundation. This organization has 

assigned local teams in the production countries which execute the audits and keep an eye on the 

factories. Besides the audits, this organization is in possession of a hotline. This has been set up to give all 

employees in the factories the possibility to tell their stories, ask their questions and discuss their 

complaints. “We’ve experienced this once in the past, as one of our employees complaint about her payroll.  

After receiving a complaint from the Fair Wear Foundation, it is our responsibility to act on it. We have a 

conversation with the employee and a conversation with the supplier to find out what went wrong. 

Eventually, in this case,  it turned out there was a misunderstanding. These type of incidents can be found on 

the Fair Wear Foundation website as well, as they all become public.” The interviewee believes it is a good 

thing that such a hotline exists, as this might be the only way to become aware of difficulties employees 

face. “The Fair Wear Foundation executes, just as BSCI, an audit every 3 years. In the meanwhile it is our 

responsibility to build a strong relationship with our suppliers and to improve certain situations.” 

 The interviewee believes it is a combination of parties that influence companies to engage in 

sustainable practices. XEO experiences pressures from the government: “We comply with REACH, a list of 

forbidden chemicals set up by the EU government. Furthermore, European factories face very strict rules, so 

working with them already excludes a lot of risks.” Also the media exerts pressure on the firm in order to 

engage in sustainable practices. Consumers however do not seem such of a pressure group. Although, it 

might become more and more important for the consumer as well, it does not reflect the buying behavior 

at this moment. “I don’t think it is as simply to change the consumer’s mind or the production process, I 

believe it is a matter of cooperation between lots of parties within the whole industry. And yes, companies are 

asked for cheap clothes, therefore producers are being forced to deliver clothes as cheap as possible which 

has its influence on suppliers. In what way can a consumer decide whether a product is truly sustainable? The 

producer needs to take the responsibility as well. I don’t think the government should put more regulations 

on firms, as this will lower the chance of success for smaller firms.”  The interviewee believes that also 

suppliers become more and more aware of the fact that sustainability could give them a competitive 

advantage.    

5. FLP 

 FLP selects its suppliers mostly on the basis of know-how and product quality. “We actually work 
with our current suppliers since the beginning of FLP. We have suppliers in Portugal, Estonia, China and also 
Romania. A lot of people are anti-China, however, China is very good for knitwear.  But most of our collection 
is produced within Europe. We are pursuing a sustainable strategy. Basically, the whole package regarding 
sustainability has been taken into account at FLP.” The interviewee explains it faces pressure from the 
media. “Last winter there went a shocking video viral on how angora was acquired. We know we acquire 
angora in a responsible , animal-friendly way, however.. the consumer will get doubts about you if you are 
still selling angora. We therefore switched to yak. We didn’t want to receive all the commotion around this 
topic…and we easily found a substitute.”          
 FLP states it does not face that much pressure from the consumer nor the media or government as 
the company has sustainability in its DNA and took this into consideration even before ‘sustainability’ 
became a hot item. For that reason, the company is prepared very well. “The only bothersome issues are 
such things as the angora explosion. Shortly there will be something else as well, so it keeps changing and 
moving.” 
 “The company is very, very keen on the compliance of suppliers. One person within the company is 
assigned to take care of all the checks/audits towards the suppliers as well as to the people we are working 
with. This also incorporates all communication regarding sustainability. Of course we use consultancies, local 
consultancies.” Furthermore, the company is a member of the Fair Wear Foundation and has introduced a 
new internal strategy which explains sustainability as a Tree. This tree represents the lifecycle and circle 
of sustainability for FLP. The roots represent the suppliers, the company itself represents the trunk and 
the consumers represent the leaves. The leaves will fall down at a certain period and will be picked up by 
the roots again. Sustainability get’s a lot of attention within the company, e.g. FLP has set up an internal 
competition. This internal competition motivates its employees to set up a sustainable action plan. The 
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winner will win a trip to Somalia to volunteer and improve, together with a team, the rights of woman and 
children within this country.   
 FLP stands for long lasting fashion. “We are not for only one  moment, we are eternally”. Besides the 
shops and wholesale facilities, FLP has set up a second hand store. Actually it is not in hands of FLP 
anymore, but the company delivers clothes to them and does not receive any money for it. As mentioned 
before, FLP is a member of Fair Wear Foundation. Besides that, FLP was the founder of another firm called 
Scandic X (The interviewee did not knew the full name at that moment) which is an organization fully 
dedicated to sustainability, “the Scandinavian version of the Fair Wear Foundation”.  
 FLP sends out questionnaires internally on a regular basis in order to improve situations on every 
level. The firm keeps an eye on the targets and keeps improving the sustainability of the firm. “I think it is 
an ongoing process, for instance, at the moment we also use recycled bags and plastic bottles.”The textile 
industry is in need of new technology in order to be able to use these types of materials. “I strongly belief it 
is a matter of continuous development of different factors.” Also, the interviewee believes the company 
gives training in sustainability, but it is not clear what type of training, to whom and why. This can be 
found in the social report.  
 The company states in its social reports that it is pursuing to enhance the sustainable efforts of its 
partners. In respond to this the interviewee mentions that, again, it is a continuous process. “It is a 
cooperation. Well.. if a supplier is not willing to cooperate, than it’s not going to work. However, I think this 
will already make it impossible to comply to our internal strategy of the Tree. So I think it is based on 
cooperation.” Unfortunately a concrete example of how FLP enhances sustainable efforts was impossible 
to give. Of course, the suppliers need to sign the code of conduct which incorporates the Fair Wear 
Foundation standards. “As far as I know, that’s the guideline we use, and the only one… Because we are work 
for such a long period with our suppliers, we know what we can expect. I think that is the most important 
reason why it all works for us.” The company communicates intensively with its suppliers via telephone, e-
mail and everything that’s possible nowadays. Also, the factories are being visited a lot.  
 In the annual report, FLP states that it feels responsible for creating a better, more sustainable, 
industry. What might be the role of FLP and of other, larger companies? “Well, we are not very big.. that is 
our advantage, as well as our disadvantage… A while ago there was spoken about the collapsed factory in 
Bangladesh, and CoolCat didn’t want to sign the contract for better working conditions. And.. I get their point 
as well.. If you don’t care about that .. If their strategy is cheap, fast and massive... We are the opposite. We 
strive to perfection, however, you are never going to reach perfection, because there is always something 
changing.. But I do think it is important, for example H&M and Zara already signed the petition that they 
would reduce the use of Viscose. That, of course, is a good thing, but I think if there wouldn’t be a 
substitutable product, those companies wouldn’t sign this petition. So.. I believe it needs to be developed. E.g. 
shortly we will run out of engine and we might all have electric cars. But of course, these are all commercial 
companies.. they still need products to sell. Well.. we are a commercial company as well. We want to earn 
money, but in the fairest way possible. It is a totally different strategy than the strategy of a fast fashion 
company. It fits with our long-lasting, or so called slow fashion. That is what we’ve chosen from the beginning 
onwards. Otherwise it would be a mismatch.” 
 

6. WBE 

WBE is not in possession of its own factories. A lot is being produced in China as well in 
Bangladesh. “The relationship with Bangladesh becomes more and more personal, especially after the 
collapse of Rana Plaza last year.” The factories in Bangladesh are being visited by the CEO of the company 
and his board to keep a close eye on the working conditions.   

Selection of suppliers is mostly based on costs and capacity. “Our company produces high volumes.. 
…. And ,well… most of our products are being produced in China, and Bangladesh.” The company has built a 
long-term relationship with its suppliers. “That’s the situation within the fashion industry… If you cooperate 
well with a supplier, you stick to them unless there are some huge misunderstandings, or you have such a 
rapid growth that the factory cannot deal with the capacity.” The interviewee explains, from experience, 
that especially other smaller firms, producing in the same factories, face troublesome issues when this 
happens, because the smaller firms will end up at the end of the line which causes production problems. 
Orders will be delivered after the pre-arranged deadline.  

In respond to the question how suppliers are being monitored, the interviewee mentions mostly 
the role of the local product controllers. However there is no insight in what these local controllers do in 
terms of checking the sustainability issues. “We are very keen on providing good working conditions. For 
that reason Mr. X (CEO) visits the factories in Bangladesh himself. To ensure such things as the collapse of the 
factory last year won’t happen. Of course, also for the press… We are a listed company on the German stock 
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market… So, we have to..” Otherwise it could harm the organization. Although, no clear examples provided, 
it is clear that WBE puts requirements on its suppliers in terms of sustainability. The company joined 
BSCI. Furthermore, the interviewee mentions that most large fashion companies, just like WBE, use local 
consultancies to keep an eye on the factories.   

It is unclear what happens when WBE finds out that a supplier does not comply to the code of 
conduct. This is being kept secret within the company. Only the production department will know. 
According to the interviewee, the company is very keen on working conditions. Not only in the factories in 
the production countries, but also in its home country. E.g. because of the high amount of woman within 
the company, WBE offers a daycare for children so employees will stay within the company. When it 
comes to environmental issues the interviewee explains the following: “Ehm… we work a lot with 
polyester.. so I guess that explains everything. In a certain sense it is sustainable, but not in an environmental 
way.” On the other side… the company expresses that is absolutely uses no fur. This indicates however 
that WBE main focus, in terms of sustainability, is on the social aspect because of its membership at BSCI.  

WBE explains that is faces no pressure from the consumer. “Our customers are between 70-80 
years old, they are not concerned with these type of issues. Sustainability is a trend, and they do not engage in 
these trends. They just buy something they like.” The company indicates it neither faces much pressure from 
regulations. “Well… child labor that is something we are very keen on… but furthermore.. sustainability.. I do 
not hear that much about it actually. Of course we have to comply to the guidelines from the European 
Union.”.  

When it comes to NGO’s, WBE states that for example Greenpeace is not that big in Germany as it 
is in The Netherlands. Moreover, Mr. WBE (CEO) offers so many employment within its country. “I think he 
is the biggest employer within Germany. Just to give an idea of what his influence is… He has built a huge 
tennis stadium, a golf course… and at the moment he is building a new distribution center, and as the state of 
that area has no money to build a highway, he does it himself. I think WBE serves the government in this 
sense.” 

In response to the question what the role of WBE might be in creating a more sustainable industry 
the interviewee explains that the company absolutely has the responsibility of being a role model, 
especially in Germany. “Therefore nothing can go wrong.. for that reason Mr. X (CEO) visits the factories 
himself.” In addition to this we’ve talked about changing the production process. The interviewee 
mentions that a production process, especially within the fashion industry, will not change that easily. The 
fashion industry is very conservative when it comes to this. Moreover, it shatters the production planning 
process.  “The risks are too high. However, when setting up a new product line for example, you can 
experiment more and try new things.” 
  

7. ENI 

ENI is a worldwide famous company and operates globally. The research & development centers, 
as well as the sustainability centre is originated in the US. ENI uses mostly suppliers from Asia. Vietnam, 
China, Indonesia, Thailand and Taiwan. Costs remain an important criteria when selecting a supplier. 
Although ENI works intensively with manufacturers in high risk countries, sustainability is a very 
important aspect for them as well. The motives to engage in these practices differ, however, enhancing the 
brand image is definitely one reason. “We do acknowledge that it appeals consumers when products are 
made as sustainable as possible, so it works for our brand image as well.” But the interviewee states this is 
not the reason that sustainable practices were incorporated. As the brand is really focusing on 
innovations, it takes its responsibility and seeks for sustainable innovations such as new techniques (e.g. 
colordry) and materials (e.g. pet bottles). It is clear that ENI has gone beyond behaving reactive. The 
company follows the guidelines from Fair Labor Association, and incorporates a lot of social aspects. 
Besides labor conditions and health & safety, the company undertakes initiatives and activities for several 
communities. This includes a foundation set up for teenage girls in underdeveloped countries to improve 
their situation. Also, the company started events in terms of health.     
 After this interview it has become clear that the company is especially innovative on the 
environmental aspect of sustainability. Moreover, ENI incorporates its suppliers by providing a portal 
which serves as a communication and knowledge sharing method between company and supplier. “We 
always exchange a lot of data with our suppliers, we have online portals on which data is provided and on 
which a supplier can insert data as well. We train our suppliers and provide explanations.” The company 
especially trains the suppliers within the environmental area of sustainability as this process is the same 
for every supplier worldwide. These areas focus for example on green energy and water responsibility. 
Regarding social concerns it is a bit more difficult, as every country faces other pressures and other 
regulations.  
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The company seeks to enhance growth, but reduce the amount of resources so that the 
environmental footprint will be reduced as well. For this reason, and for social reasons, the company has 
shifted from factories and reduces its amount of suppliers. “For example, in Bangladesh, we only have 4 
factories at the moment. This has to do with our concerns about the safety of the buildings and the safety for 
the garment employees. So we reduced our amount of factories in this country.” 

When it comes to institutional pressures, the company acknowledges that it faces pressures from 
NGOs such as Greenpeace. ENI embraces this and understands their role as an NGO. Currently they are 
collaborating with Greenpeace, as well as with WNF for improving the situations. However, the 
government, in contrast, does not put so much pressure. This is limited to the restrictions and guidelines 
such as the REACH list. “I believe the government, and I think that is demonstrated a lot, is not able to get it 
together and improve the situation by itself. You can conclude that. And if companies do not do anything… 
well, companies like us, operating on such a large scale, have the unique opportunity to make a difference.” 
After a while, the interviewee mentioned that the company collaborates intensively with the NASA and the 
ministry of economic affairs us the US. 

Although all suppliers of ENI are currently rated as bronze, which means they are on a acceptable 
sustainable level, ENI faces differences in terms of sustainable behavior and willingness to adapt between 
suppliers. “We often work on innovations, and the suppliers which introduce these innovations with us are 
often more open for new sustainable aspects. They often have more research and development resources as 
well. That is the reason why we introduce new products with those suppliers. There is room for try outs.” 
These suppliers are often the somewhat bigger suppliers, often originated in North America or Europe.  

The company believes the size and the resources are of great importance in order to exert 
influence on the behavior of the supplier. “There is a lot of money needed for these innovations. You just 
need to have a lot of influence on the whole supply chain if you want to make a difference. If company A says 
‘We want you to do this, because in the end we will purchase 10.000 tons of that material, then suppliers are 
much more serious about it, in contrast with smaller firms which propose to do a try out when they only have 
a turnover from €200.000. It has to do with resources and potential.” This is less easy for smaller 
companies. However, ENI collaborates a lot with small companies, as they often have innovative, great 
ideas. “We ask them to help us, and they can develop themselves as well.” 

“We have quite some influence on our suppliers. All our production is being outsourced. We have 
about 800 suppliers which we work with.” The company offers products in different segments. “For one 
segment I can say, we have suppliers which are truly dedicated to our brand. They only work for us. This is 
because we invest in machines and knowledge which we will not share with other brands. So that means we 
can exert more control on suppliers within this segment, as in another segment. Especially because 
everything is being outsourced it is hard to exert influence. Factories acquire their materials from other 
factories as well. We help our first tier suppliers by exploiting more sustainable factories which can be used 
as sub suppliers. If you really want to make a difference, you cannot demand the difference from the last 
party in the supply chain.”   

The factories are being audited once a year by the sustainable manufacturing & sourcing 
department of ENI and in cooperation with local consultancies.  
 

8. The NGO 

The NGO collaborates with European fashion companies in order to improve the working 
conditions in textile factories. “As you know, most of the brands do not own their own factories anymore, but 
do have quite an influence on how the employees of factories are being treated. Together with these brands 
we pursue to use this influence to improve the life of garment workers and their working conditions.” Besides 
Marketing & Communications Officer, the interviewee is also responsible for a program which is 
developed for young designers who want to incorporate the sustainability part from the beginning. “This 
way we pursue to motivate young designers for a sustainable way of producing fashion, and in the end we 
hope they will become an affiliate/member as well.” 

THE NGO expresses that there is an absolute difference in degree of influence a brand can have on 
its suppliers. This influence is determined by the demand of such a company, basically the share it has in 
such a factory. “If you are one of its biggest clients, you have the power to set standards and requirements. 
This way factories have much more reasons to change certain things within their company.” Other motives 
for factories to engage in sustainable practices is their willingness to produce for certain CSR oriented 
clients (e.g. European brands). Also the government can play an important role in this. “We work together 
with a lot of different stakeholders, so yes.. the government can of course be one of the reasons for engaging 
in sustainable practices as well.” 
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The NGO collaborates with a lot of different parties such as textile brands, other non-profit 
organizations, factories and governments. The board of the organization also experiences control from 
these organizations.  “We collaborate with these parties when we belief we can enhance the current situation 
regarding the social aspect. For example, we collaborate a lot with NGO’s in Bangladesh and India. They take 
care of independent training programs as well. At the moment we follow a program against abuse and 
harassment against woman, which is of great importance in countries such as India and Bangladesh.”  The 
social aspect incorporates mostly working conditions and human rights. The company does not focus on 
environmental issues, but addresses that the new generation, the young designers, take this into account 
already. 

To get insight into the supply chains of the partnering brands, the organization asks a full list of 
suppliers from the brands, which also includes sub-suppliers when possible. “It is quite a difficult subject to 
make this process transparent. That’s definitely what we strive for, but we cannot guarantee that we have all 
the information.”  

In respond to the question if the company could give an example of what happened in the past 
and how they solved this problem, the interviewee emphasized that the company is a pioneers 
organization and is still very young. Therefore they might not have the desirable influence yet. “A lot of 
what we do is brand new for the textile industry. But… If a brand decides to become a member, we will do a 
complete check on the company. This incorporates 3 levels. The first one implies the brand itself. We inspect 
the headquarter, have a look at all the documents, observe the process, observe what they do and what they 
don’t do in terms of sustainability, and how they can improve. Subsequently we inspect the factories where 
their collection is being produced (it is not necessary that factories are fully sustainable at this time, but they 
have to be transparent and willing to improve). We do this every 3 years by using local audit teams within the 
15 countries we work with. We monitor the factories based on our standards. Furthermore, we also offer a 
hotline where garment workers can tell us their stories and complaints.” If the audit team found something 
questionable, the NGO will pass it on to the fashion company including an action plan. Subsequently, the 
fashion company will collaborate with the supplier to improve the situation. The same applies when the 
organization receives a complaint via the hotline. If the issues faced are that big, the non-profit 
organization will help the company and supplier to find a solution. A big issue mentioned is child labor. In 
case this happens, the organization will take its responsibility in finding a solution as this is a very 
complex issue. “If we find any evidence of child labor, our employees in for example Bangladesh visit the 
specific factory and will try to find a solution with the factory. We are helping the kids to go to school, while 
the factories still need to pay their payroll. Otherwise it will harm the whole family of the child. This is a very 
complex issue and therefore our organization is fully concerned with these types of problems.”  

As mentioned, the audit teams are local audit teams. The four biggest production countries in 
which the NGO is active are Bangladesh, India, China and Turkey. “We do have employees in these areas, but 
the people who do the audits are basically freelancers. They receive training from our company so they know 
where to look out for. This way they know exactly what to do based on our methodology. Also, these 
freelancers all have their own expertise, e.g. in accountancy, social conditions or engineering. Teams of three 
auditors  will monitor the factories.” After a fashion company becomes a member of the organization, it is 
necessary that, after 3 years, 90% of its factories has been audited and of course improved. Every audit is 
valid for 3 years.  

The company encourages brands to, besides being a member of the organization, undertake 
action themselves as well. “Next to auditing the factories, we think it is important for the companies to think 
about their own way of doing business. For example, the situation of factories that face a lot of overtime due 
to production peaks can be enhanced by developing a better production planning. Fashion brands can exert a 
great pressure on factories because of this. More important, overtime often has its influence on the way in 
which people are being treated.” 

The interviewee does not belief that fashion brands are moving towards factories in Europe again. 
Rather to other countries which are even cheaper than the production countries they currently use. “We 
try to avoid that companies are going to source for the cheapest options at the expense of the working 
conditions. We believe in building long-term relationships and solving problems together to get the best 
results. In practice, we see that this indeed is the best way of doing business.” 
 
 

 

 

 


