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Abstract 
In this time of global (out)souring and increased supplier dependency, discussion has 

arisen as to whether companies should be held accountable for the actions of the 
companies they choose to source from. This research sets out to evaluate how 
companies can drive CSR through their supply chains through the concept of 
transparency. An answer is formulated based on a review of literature and findings from 
case studies of three distinct industries (textile & clothing; metal windows & facades; and 
promotional articles). The confirmed positive relation between transparency and CSR 
performance within supply networks is extended with two additional findings. Firstly, 
this study finds that any strategy to increase sustainability of a supply chain, such as the 
pursuit of transparency, is subject to the presence of motivational drivers: if companies 
are not motivated to adopt corporate social responsibility they will not pursue 
sustainable supply chain management. Secondly, if transparency is pursuit, this can be 
simplified by addressing supply chain configurations that drive/hinder transparency.  
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Management Summary 
Introduction 

In this time of global (out)souring and increased supplier dependency, discussion has 
arisen as to whether companies should be held accountable for the actions of the 
companies they choose to source from. Special attention has been paid to Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and accountability aspects, because only when we 
accomplish sustainable and responsible supply networks can we achieve production 
that fits our consumption in an adequate and durable manner. 

But what does it take to drive CSR through a production supply chain? Literature has 
tried to answer how immense and complex supply networks can address CSR by 
identifying drivers and barriers for CSR in supply networks. Also, business practitioners 
and advising organs have come forth with tools for improving CSR in supply chains. One 
of the things that academic and non-academic sources have in common is that they 
mention transparency as a prerequisite for managing CSR in the supply chain.  

Regardless all the attention paid to CSR and sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM), transparency around CSR in supply chains so far has been under examined in 
literature (Svensson, 2009; Vaccaro & Echeverri, 2010). Therefore, this study seeks to 
evaluate the role of transparency in driving CSR through supply networks. The research 
was supported by CSR Netherlands and sets out to answer the following research 
questions: 

RQ1: What is the relation between company-level transparency and supply 
network transparency? 

RQ2: How does transparency in a supply network influence CSR performance of 
the supply network? 

RQ3: What benefits do companies experience or expect from higher CSR 
performance of the supply network? 

RQ4: What are the strategic lessons for business practitioners and third parties 
whose aim it is to drive CSR through a supply network? 

Research methodology 

The empirical research is case study based and design-oriented. The design-
orientation comes into play in drafting the research model and practical implications for 
business practitioners and third parties whose aim it is to drive CSR through the supply 
network. On a generic level the multiple case-study design as proposed by Yin (2003, p. 
50) was followed. Deliberate sampling of the three cases was applied meaning that the 
selection of three supply networks was based on maximal variation of the dependent 
variable, namely supply network’s CSR performance: 
 Textile & clothing – an industry that has a great share of well performing supply 

streams with regard to CSR; 
 Windows & facades – an industry where CSR attention has been growing for 

several years and a number of well performing projects and products have 
reached the market; and 

 Promotional articles – an industry where CSR is just recently catching on and no 
more than a few front runners are actively implementing the concept.  

Sources for this research include academic as well as non-academic publications, and 
actual business practitioners. Methods of data gathering include desk research and 
interviewing. Every industry is described using insights from approximately 10 
interviews. For the analyses of the collected qualitative data a template method as 
described by Aken, Berends & Bij (2007, p. 141) was adopted. 

Research model 

Extensive literature review has led to the development of a conceptual research 
model. The results of the case studies have been used to redesign the model info a final 
research model. The model depicts a positive relation between transparency in a supply 
network and CSR performance of that supply network. This relation is moderated by the 
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presence of CSR motivational factors. Without the presence of positive motivational 
factors, it is unlikely companies throughout an industry will adopt strategies to increase 
sustainability of their supply chains such as creating transparency. The process of 
creating transparency is positively/negatively influenced by supply network 
configurations of the industry, as is depicted in the left part of the model.  Eventually, 
CSR performance of a supply network lead to direct and indirect benefits, as is depicted 
in the right part of the model. Elaboration of the implications of the model is found in 
the below sections.  
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Conclusions 

RQ1: What is the relation between company-level transparency and supply 
network transparency? 

It appeared that the configurations of the supply chain determine transparency 
positively or negatively. This implies that the efforts of individual companies (in pursuing 
transparency) can be driven/hindered by configurations that positively/negatively 
influence the easy by which transparency in the supply chain is obtained. Therefore it is 
concluded that addressing these drivers/hurdles in one’s strategy is relevant. These 
configurations have been classified in macro, meso and micro configurations, see the 
research model.  Macro configurations fall beyond the scope of influence, meso 
configurations can be influenced  with joined efforts (of business practitioners and/or 
third parties), micro configurations can be influenced within an individual the buyer-
supplier relationship. The majority of the configurations fall within the ‘meso’ category, 
which leads to the conclusion that not so much individual efforts, but joined efforts 
determine the transparency in one’s supply chain.  

RQ2: How does transparency in a supply network influence CSR performance of 
the supply network? 

A set of five mechanisms was identified which confirm the positive relation between 
transparency and CSR performance, these are: (1) better analysis and prioritization of 
sustainability matters, (2) horizontal as well as vertical knowledge sharing, (3) lengthier 
BSRs, (4) opportunity to build brand image, and (5) opportunity to affect consumer 
behavior. Throughout the case studies, also negative aspects of transparency were 
identified including:  transparency leads to an administrative burden, transparency is 
sometimes pursuit solely for the sake of commercial gain, and competitive pressure and 
the sensitivity of information withholds companies from pursuing transparency. Third 
parties can play a role in the alleviation of these negative aspects (e.g. by operating as 
external verification), however appropriate solutions for the negative aspects are not 
available yet.  

RQ3: What benefits do companies experience or expect from higher CSR 
performance of the supply network? 

The three case studies present a list of CSR benefits which are the result of CSR 
performance of the industries, as is depicted in the research model. It appears that 
confidence in benefits grow as companies gain more experience. ‘Direct’ benefits are 
often expected, where ‘indirect’ benefits have been mentioned to surprise companies. 
Direct benefits are most easily identifiable, indirect benefits appear (sometimes 
unexpected) after long term investment in CSR. 

RQ4: What are the strategic lessons for business practitioners and third parties 
whose aim it is to drive CSR through a supply network? 

Throughout the case studies much insights into adopted strategies to drive CSR 
through supply chains was gathered collected. Four strategic lessons are drawn:  

i. The incorporation of CSR in supply chain management shows different maturity 
levels in the three industries. The textile and clothing industry is relatively 
mature in SSCM or Social Responsible Purchasing (SRP), windows & facades 
industry is in the early stages of adopting SSCM/SRP and promotional Articles is 
just taking-off in SSCM/SRP. It is concluded that the appropriateness of many 
strategies differs based on the maturity level of the industry/individual 
company. For example as maturity of CSR throughout the supply network 
increases, so does the perceived need for transparency and the overall 
familiarization with CSR specific communication instruments. 

ii. Firm size also determined the  appropriateness of strategies to drive CSR 
through the supply chain. Formalized structures, such as certification, auditing 
et cetera, are preferred by MNEs. SMEs generally adopt a relational approach 
and try to solely work with companies with whom they share a sustainable 
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vision. Furthermore, exerting buying power or implementing formalized control 
mechanisms lies beyond the influence of individual SMEs. In these areas they 
rely on collective approach or assistance of MNEs.   

iii. Transparency is seen by business practitioners as a (sub)strategy to drive CSR 
through the supply network. It is not a sole strategy, but it is a necessary 
element of increasing CSR performance of the supply network. The relation 
becomes stronger as a supply network grows in CSR maturity. Only those 
companies of a higher CSR maturity level or of larger size (MNEs) affiliate with 
the terminology ‘transparency’. Smaller companies experience this terminology 
as too abstract. Overall the way companies describe transparency shows 
resemblance with problem analysis and diagnosis, as for example described in a 
regulative problem solving cycle (Strien, 1997). Describing the process of 
creating transparency as such, potentially increases relevance for SMEs.   

iv. Finally throughout this research it appeared that company’s motivation to 
adopt CSR plays a crucial role in the development SSCM/SRP strategies such as 
the pursuit of transparency. Motivational factors have been identified and are 
depicted in the research model. It is concluded that the motivations that drive 
companies differ based on maturity level of CSR throughout the industry.  

Theoretical implications 

Four main contributions to existing theory have been identified. Firstly this study 
contributes to theory as it explicates how transparency works as a driver for CSR 
performance (in the early stages of) driving CSR through a supply network. Secondly 
findings of the three case studies led to the conclusions that the three industries have 
different levels of CSR maturity – as was intended in the case selection – and that this 
differentiation in maturity leads to differentiation in strategies. Thereby this study 
partially validates theoretical evolution models of corporate sustainability as were 
drafted by Kibbeling, Valk & Weele (2009) and Marrewijk & Werre (2003). Thirdly this 
study underpins earlier findings that a difference exists in how MNEs versus SMEs adopt 
CSR and incorporate this into their supply chain management (Graafland, Ven, & Stoffele, 
2003; Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). Finally in this study front-runner respondents describe a 
relatively new phenomenon, namely the need for shorter and less complex supply chain 
– or supply chain integration – in the pursuit of driving CSR through the supply network. 
This resembles a development quite opposite of the dominant outsourcing trend of the 
last two decades. Busi & McIvor (2008) indicated that the impact of environmental 
policies and corporate social responsibility requirements on outsourcing and off-shoring 
decisions is an urgent research field, for which this research provides some new insights.  

Practical implications 

The insights gained throughout this research combined with the SRP insights from 
Kibbeling, Valk & Weele (2009) has led to the development of two assessment checklists 
(Table 12 for business practitioners; Table 13 for third parties). The assessment checklists 
can be used to (1) assess the presence of motivational factors and thereby predict the 
maturity level of CSR and SSCM/SRP, and (2) the identification of drivers/hurdles for 
obtaining supply chain transparency. The checklists have been extended with practical 
tips, corresponding to the answers given. The checklists were designed based on the 
observation of the maturity level of the three case studies and the corresponding 
motivational factors named by the respondents of the case studies. Assessment of 
supply chain transparency hurdles is relevant only if sufficient motivation to adopt 
SSCM/SRP is present, also therefore the checklists provide guidance.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research background 

All of us are limited by the resources present on our planet. Today, production does 
not sufficiently meet consumption demands, since we are running out of our resources 
at higher pace than they are becoming available. In the foreseen future, human kind is 
not going to consume less. Therefore we have to produce in a different way: sustainable 
and responsible business practices are demanded. Today, under the header of 
‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR), companies are increasing efficiency, decreasing 
output, recycling materials, and more – all whilst taking care of the human kind. But it 
does not end there.  

Well into the 21th century, companies in search of cheaper materials, higher 
efficiency and cheaper labor are continuously adding links to their supply chains, 
resulting in immense networks stretching across the globe (Davis, Whitman, & Zald, 
2008). Also increased outsourcing of business activities has been observed. Where until 
the early ‘80s almost all business activities were conducted in-house, today this situation 
has changed into companies outsourcing and focusing on ‘core’ activities (Kibbeling, 
2009). As a result of both trends, companies are becoming increasingly dependent on 
their supply base which consists of immense globally dispersed networks.   

In this time of global (out)souring and increased supplier dependency, discussion has 
arisen as to whether companies should be held accountable for the actions of the 
companies they choose to source from. Special attention has been paid to CSR 
accountability aspects, because only when we accomplish sustainable and responsible 
supply chains can we achieve production that fits our consumption in an adequate and 
durable manner. As a result, supplier codes of conduct (CoC) are booming, suppliers are 
increasingly being audited on CSR criteria and more CSR certificates are emerging.  

But, at present, we are not even near sustainable and responsible production, 
transformation has in fact just begun. At present, many industries still remain ‘in the 
dark’. But there are those high-profile industries that cannot escape from it. For example, 
pressure is increasing on manufacturers of consumer goods. Consumers are making 
more CSR conscious purchasing decisions, whilst at the same time companies who are 
making CSR violations are aggressively punished through negative media attention or 
publications by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or other special pressure 
groups. An example of a highly pressured industry is the textile industry, where in the 
mid ‘90s companies such as Nike where under attack for sweatshop circumstances 
(DeTienne & Lewis, 2005) and in recent years, attention has been paid to high polluting 
and spilling practices related to production of for example bleached sand blasted 
denim1

Many producers of consumer goods have come forth with reports of their CSR 
practices. These practices include pressuring suppliers to improve sustainability and 
responsibility of operations (Jorgensen & Knudsen, 2006). But what does it take to drive 
CSR through a production supply chain? Chains are in fact in number dominated not by 
multinational enterprises (MNEs), but by many small- and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) that are located dispersed around the globe (Amaeshi, Osuji, & Nnodim, 2008; 
Ciliberti, Pontrandolfo, & Scozzi, 2010). In SME dominated (semi)industrialized networks 
added value of the individual company to the end product is low. SMEs in these 
networks are feeling the market pressure through their (multinational) buyers, but are 
not nearly as far with translating this into CSR actions (Jorgensen & Knudsen, 2006; Lee & 
Klassen, 2008). Nevertheless, literature has tried to answer how these immense and 
complex supply networks can address CSR by identifying drivers and barriers for CSR in 
supply networks (for an overview, consult the literature review of Ciliberti, Pontrandolfo, 

.  

                                                                    
1 For example: www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-page11-en-10.pdf  
or www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-page11-en-10.pdf  

http://www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-page11-en-10.pdf�
http://www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-page11-en-10.pdf�
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& Scozzi (2010)). Also, business practitioners and advising organs have come forth with 
tools for improving CSR in supply chains2

Surprisingly, regardless all the attention paid to CSR, at its present level transparency 
is perceived as a barrier for CSR adoption in supply (Beulens, Broens, Folstar, & Hofstede, 
2005; Bonnanni, 2010; Carrol & Buchholtz, 2008; Thompson & Zakaria, 2004). Also, 
transparency around CSR in supply chains so far has been under examined in literature 
(Svensson, 2009; Vaccaro & Echeverri, 2010) even though it is said that transparency in 
business is becoming more important as “we are moving from a “trust me” world to a 
“show me” world" (Wiemer & Plugge, 2007, p. 2). The only known publications include 
those who address sustainability reporting, however, they have a mere focus on 
practices of leading MNEs. Thus, before transparency practices around CSR can be 
managed, one has to know how the concepts are related and what transparency 
practices incorporate. Therefore, the author seeks to evaluate the role of transparency in 
driving CSR through supply networks.  

. One of the things that academic and non-
academic sources have in common is that they mention transparency as a prerequisite 
for managing CSR in the supply chain.  

1.2 Research outline 

1.2.1 Research sponsor 

This research’s sponsor is CSR Netherlands3

1.2.2 Research problem 

. This national knowledge- and network 
organization supports businesses & other organizations that have a CSR ambition. CSR 
Netherlands has a partner base of over 1300 organizations, which together represent 
over 100,000 enterprises and NGOs. CSR Netherlands has recognized the struggles of the 
many SMEs who are dealing with CSR. Many are asked to report on aspects of 
sustainability and responsibility by third parties, but do not know where to start, let 
alone how to get information from their own suppliers. Especially obvious are the 
struggles of those enterprises who are sourcing internationally, for example from low-
income economies. Overall, CSR Netherlands confirms that at present the average level 
of supply network transparency in place is low and this is in fact a barrier for CSR. But 
there are great differences between industries, but also within industries between 
supply chains. Gerdien Dijkstra, who is project manager CSR international at CSR 
Netherlands, observed certain industries or specific supply chains transform into more 
transparent, sustainable and responsible networks while others seem to stand still. This 
caught her interest. Eventually, after repeatedly having also received questions from 
partners about sustainable supply chain management in combination with 
transparency, she invited a student to perform research into this area.  

Summarizing the above it is concluded that within (semi)industrialized supply 
networks (where added value of individual companies to the end product is low), it is a 
prerequisite that CSR is adopted throughout the supply network in order to deliver a 
sustainable product to an end consumer. However, literature does not provide sufficient 
theory on how this top-down pushed trend can be driven through the supply network, 
apart from several theories, one of which is by means of transparency. Unfortunately, 
CSR Netherlands has observed that business practitioners are struggling with 
transparency, on company-level as part of their communication strategy as well as on 
generic industry-level. There is a gap in literature on the role of transparency in driving 
CSR trough supply networks (for further elaboration consult Paragraph 2.3), an area 
where also business practitioners have expressed need of guidance.  

1.2.3 Research objective 

The aim of this study is twofold: 1) to increase insights on the role of transparency in 

                                                                    
2 For example: www.mvonederland.nl/sites/default/files/Factsheet_maatschappelijk_verantwoord_inkopen_1.pdf  
3 MVO Nederland: www.mvonederland.nl 

http://www.mvonederland.nl/sites/default/files/Factsheet_maatschappelijk_verantwoord_inkopen_1.pdf�
http://www.mvonederland.nl/�
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driving CSR through supply networks and thereby help shape strategies of business 
practitioners, policy makers and support institutions (such as CSR Netherlands) and 2) 
contribute to existing theory. This objective is pursued by (i) evaluating how 
differentiating CSR transparency strategies amongst companies influence the generic 
level of transparency in the supply network; (ii) evaluating how transparency influences 
CSR performance of the supply network; (iii) describing the perceived benefits from 
higher CSR performance of the supply network; and (iv) describing the strategic lessons 
for business practitioners and third parties.  

1.2.4 Research questions 

The central questions of the research have been derived from the conceptual model 
depicted in Figure 4. The concepts posed in the conceptual model have been defined 
after careful literature review. As described in the research objective, the research aim is 
to identify the underlying relations & influences between the concepts through by 
answering the following central questions: 

RQ1: What is the relation between company-level transparency and supply 
network transparency? 

RQ2: How does transparency in a supply network influence CSR performance of 
the supply network? 

RQ3: What benefits do companies experience or expect from higher CSR 
performance of the supply network? 

RQ4: What are the strategic lessons for business practitioners and third parties 
whose aim it is to drive CSR through a supply network? 

1.3 Report outline 
The present Chapter 1 introduces the research by presenting an introduction and 

basic information such as the research sponsor, problem, objective and questions.  

Chapter 2, the literature review, provides the reader with an glimpse of the 
accumulated knowledge by summarizing what the research field looks like in Paragraph 
2.2. Then a  gap in literature is identified in Paragraph 2.3, which lays the foundation for 
this study’s rigorous value. Paragraph 2.4 defines the core concepts of this research. 

Chapter 3 presents the conceptual model used as a foundation for this research in 
Figure 4. The concepts and the proposed relation are further discussed. In Paragraph 3.1 
the concept of transparency is discussed. The concept of CSR performance and the 
proposed relation with transparency are discussed in Paragraph 3.2. The potential 
benefits of better CSR performance are discussed in Paragraph 3.3.  

Chapter 4 describes the methodology adopted in this research. Argumentation for a 
case study approach is provided by Paragraph 4.1. The following Paragraphs 4.2 till 4.4 
describe how cases were selected, and how data was collected and analyzed.  

Chapter 5 presents the case study’s results as well as a cross-case analysis. Paragraph 
5.1 till 5.3 provide the individual results of the case studies. For the presentation of the 
findings the structure of the conceptual model is followed, working backwards (i.e. from 
right ‘CSR benefits’ to left ‘transparency in the supply network’). Paragraph 5.4 provides 
an overview of the findings in the three case studies and a cross-case discussion. 

Chapter 6 presents the final research model in Figure 11. For the presentation of the 
findings the final research model is discussed working backwards (i.e. from right ‘CSR 
benefits’ to left ‘Supply network configurations).  

Chapter 7 provides the conclusions based on the research questions (formulated in 
Paragraph 1.2.4). Following, theoretical and practical implications are derived from the 
main conclusions and are discussed in Paragraphs 7.2 and 7.3. Finally limitations and 
directions for future research are presented in Paragraphs 7.4 and 7.5. 

Finally, Chapter 8 lists the references and Chapter 9 includes Appendices.  
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2 Literature review 

The literature review aims at (i) providing the reader with an glimpse of the 
accumulated knowledge by summarizing what the research field looks like (Paragraph 
2.2); (ii) identifying a gap in literature thereby laying the foundation for the study’s 
rigorous value (Paragraph 2.3); and (iii) defining the core concepts and assumptions of 
this research (Paragraph 2.4). Furthermore, the literature collected is used throughout 
the study to discuss and construct the research model that serves as a foundation for the 
overall study.  

2.1 Review procedure 
The majority of related articles were identified through structured keyword search. 

Major databases (i.e. ABI/Inform, JSTOR, ScholarGoogle, ScienceDirect, Springerlink and 
WileyOnlineLibrary) were consulted. The search covered the period 2000 to 2011 and 
was conducted using the keywords “Corporate Social Responsibility”, “Corporate 
Citizenship”, “Corporate Governance”, “Sustainability”, “Supply Chain Management”, 
“Transparency”, “Procurement”, “Legislation”, “SME” and combinations of the keywords 
mentioned. Taking into consideration the job activities of the company supervisor 
Gerdien Dijkstra, who focuses on supply relations between Dutch companies and their 
counterparts located in low-income economies (in particular the so called BRIC 
countries: Brazil, Russia, India and China), several searches where conducted using the 
keyword “Emerging economies” as well. If database functionality allowed, the searches 
where limited to peer reviewed publications.  

Based in the mentioned criteria 163 relevant papers were selected. This set was 
extended with (i) articles recommended by academics of the researcher’s university 
faculty and staff members of CSR-NL; and (ii) papers identified through tracing 
references (where special attention was paid to frequently mentioned publications 
dating from before 2000) to a total of 286 publications. After a quick content check, 
identified publications were marked for relevance and in- or excluded. Taking this into 
consideration, 43 articles where marked as highly relevant and 179 potentially relevant 
(leaving 64 publications excluded for low relevance4

2.2 A glimpse of the research arena 

). 

This research addresses the crossroad of four distinct fields of research, namely CSR 
(and all its synonyms), Supply Chain Management (SCM), Small and Medium sized 
Enterprises (SMEs) and transparency. The timeline allocation of the related publications 
identified through the literature search is shown in Appendix Paragraph 9.1 - Table 10. 
From this table we learn that CSR research into specific areas such as SCM and SMEs has 
taken off in recent years, the first publications dating back from the late 90s. From this 
time onwards, a gradual increase in the number of relevant papers is observed. 

There are several academics who have addressed one or more of the mentioned 
crossroads before, however, in most cases no more than one incidental publication 
appeared in the collected body of literature. Ten authors (and corresponding co-
authors) did publish multiple papers addressing the crossroads of these research fields 
(see Table 1). Although there are significant numbers of publications in the last five years 
this does not imply that the research field is saturating. The majority of publications still 
appears in low-ranked journals or journals that lack ranking5

9.1
. The top 10 of journals that 

are most frequently included in the literature review is listed in Appendix Paragraph  - 
                                                                    

4 Articles were excluded for low relevance either because it appeared there was no relation with the research 
objective (e.g. articles about sustainable growth strategies or financial sustainability of a corporation), because 
the academic value was low (e.g. non-academic journal or unpublished work) or because of great similarity 
with another article (i.e. author(s) published several subsequent papers with similar content and/or describing 
the same research) 
5 Conclusion based on review of  journal impact factors and number of citations extracted from Journal 
Citation Reports on ISI Web of Knowledge (online database) 
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Table 11. Based on the still growing number of publications and the fact that 
publications in high ranked journals are just beginning to appear, it is concluded that we 
are dealing with a research field in its infancy.  

 The most dominant research methodologies adopted in the included publications 
are data gathering via survey/questionnaire and case studies. An overview of all research 
methods as identified in the included papers is listed in Appendix Paragraph 9.1 - Table 
12.  

2.3 A gap in literature 
Studying each of the fields mentioned (CSR, SCM, SMEs, transparency) serves a 

purpose of its own. However, in this Paragraph it is argued that making the link between 
several of these is especially relevant. Take as a first example CSR and SCM. Until 
recently, theory and practice within the field of SCM has focused on issues such as 
integration of processes across supply chain partners and cost-efficiency of supply 
chains (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). However, with the increased outsourcing of 
activities to low cost emerging markets and developing countries, growing concerns 
about social and environmental impacts of production and consumption have led to a 
combined interest in CSR related issues (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). Although 
interest and related publications are rising, the topic of CSR in SCM is still considered as 
insufficiently addressed in literature (Cramer, 2008; Maloni & Brown, 2006; Svensson, 
2009).  

Table 1 - Frequently published academics (>3) 
addressing the crossroad of CSR, SCM, SMEs and/or transparency 

Author Focus Main contributions 
Carter  
(varying co-authors,  
of which frequently Jennings) 

 Sustainable Supply Chain 
Management (SSCM) 
 Purchasing Social 

Responsibility 

 addressed CSR in the supply chain through the 
concept of SSCM 
 Defined the concept of PRS 

Cramer  CSR & SCM  Discussed the organization of CSR in international 
supply chains. 

Ciliberti 
(varying co-authors,  
of which frequently 
Pontrandolfo & Scozzi) 

 CSR within SMEs and in the 
supply chain 
 Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management (SSCM) 

 Identified and summarized struggles of SMEs with 
CSR, with a special focus on the supply chain of 
SMEs.  

Handfield 
(varying co-authors) 

 Environmentally friendly SCM  
 Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management (SSCM) 

 Was amongst the first to discuss the integration of 
environmental management in SCM and defined 
the concept of SSCM 

Jorgensen 
(varying co-authors) 

 SMEs & SCM 
 Global sourcing ethics  

 Discussed the role of SMEs in SCM in global supply 
chains 
 Discussed environmental responsibility of Western 

based companies sourcing from countries with less 
environmental protection. 

Perrini 
(varying co-authors) 

 CSR within SMEs & MNEs 
 

 Compared CSR practices within MNEs and SMEs 

Preuss 
(varying co-authors) 

 Environmentally friendly SCM  
 Social responsibility in SMEs 

 Evaluated the purchasing function with regard to 
CSR and SMEs.  

Spence 
(varying co-authors) 

 Business ethics as adopted by 
SMEs 

 Lists characteristics specific to SMEs (which 
distinguish them from MNEs) 
 Summarizes the literature on small business ethics 

Svensson  SCM ethics & transparency  Developed a conceptual framework and empirical 
illustrations of the transparency of SCM ethics in 
supply chains as a whole. 

Waddock 
(varying co-authors) 

 Sustainable procurement  Addressed sustainable procurement as an 
emerging issue and discussed practices in both 
private and public organizations 
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Outsourcing of activities has also led to longer supply chain with more actors 
involved. CSR has been argued as so far being a mostly top-down driven trend, pushed 
by major downstream buyers such as Western-based MNEs or governments 
(Luetkenhorst, 2004; Nielsen & Thomsen, 2009). Many of the actors in global supply 
chains are in fact SMEs, due to the simple fact SMEs are the lifeblood of most economies 
(SMEs represent over 90% of all companies worldwide (Luetkenhorst, 2004; Spence, 
2007; Udayasankar, 2008)). When operating in global markets, SMEs need to respond to 
top-down driven expectations of buyers or business partners (Ascigil, 2010), which 
increasingly include CSR requirements (Jorgensen, Forman, & Hansen, 2007). While CSR 
can now be considered a fairly grounded topic within (Western-based) MNEs’ 
operations, it is in fact only occasionally and unsatisfactory addressed in SME research 
(Murillo & Lozano, 2006; Pedersen, 2009; Perrini, 2006a; Spence, 1999; Sweeney, 2007; 
Parsa & Kouhy, 2008). As indicated by several of the named authors, the operations of 
SMEs cannot be bluntly compared to those of an MNE, therefore more research into how 
SMEs can manage CSR related topics is highly relevant.  

Table 1 shows that especially the bridge from the fields of CRS, SCM and SMEs to 
transparency has not been crossed. This is surprising, since transparency is frequently 
brought up as a prerequisite for CSR, having authors argue missing information 
(Ciliberti, Pontrandolfo, & Scozzi, 2010; Günther & Scheibe, 2006) or a low level of 
transparency and/or communication (Beulens, Broens, Folstar, & Hofstede, 2005; 
Bonnanni, 2010; Carrol & Buchholtz, 2008; Roberts, Lawson, & Nicholls, 2006; Seuring & 
Müller, 2008) are barriers for CSR in supply networks. Information hurdles are especially 
critical when Western-based companies are sourcing from a popular far-away location 
like China (Bendell & Cohen, 2006; DeLaurentis, 2009). Another line of thought is that 
transparency is a principle rather than a prerequisite for CSR, because transparency 
drives companies to be accountable for their actions (Bergenhenegouwen, 2010). Some 
authors have proposed step plans for companies adopting CSR in the supply chain, in 
which mapping the current situation (hence: creating transparency) is always amongst 
the first steps (Cramer, 2005; Colle, 2005). Later on monitoring is also mentioned in such 
step plans; a process highly related to transparency and yet again mentioned as a barrier 
to further dissemination of CSR (Rana & Misra, 2010; Svensson, 2009).  

On the bright side, authors have also indicated that once transparency is indeed 
improved (e.g. through the exchange of high-quality information or the establishment 
of open communication) an overall better performing supply chain (Bartlett, Julien, & 
Baines, 2007) and sustainable strategic advantage (Chen, Paulraj, & Lado, 2004) is 
awaiting. So, if transparency around CSR is indeed so critical, why has it not been 
successfully addressed in research? The answer is that, as indicated above, authors have 
indeed executed research in this field, but with inconsistent results. A framework of 
model explaining these results is lacking still. Furthermore, methods and means for 
improving transparency have been developed, however all by and/or for the big-scale 
MNEs and governments driving CSR. CSR transparency further down the supply chains is 
still “underestimated in literature and practice, if not totally neglected” (Svensson, 2009, 
p. 259). There is thus a definite gap in literature on how CSR transparency can be 
managed in SME dominated supply networks, the exact topic that is addressed in this 
research.  

2.4 Some useful definitions & assumptions 

Below, definitions & interpretations (as adopted in this research) of the four relevant 
research fields/concepts are given. In addition, some underlying assumptions are made 
explicit.  

2.4.1 Corporate Social Responsibility 

Corporate Social responsibility is a broad terminology that encompasses responsible 
business practices with regard to society and environment. One, who is familiar with this 
field of research, has to admit there are in fact many different definitions used to 
describe CSR as well as many terms used almost synonymously to CSR (see Table 2). 
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Thanks to an extensive analysis of the broad range of existing CSR definitions carried out 
by Dahlsrud (2008), it is concluded that the most widely adopted definition of CSR 
nowadays is ‘‘a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental 
concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on 
a voluntary basis’’ (Commission of the European Communities , 2001, p. 6). CSR consists 
of five dimensions, all of which are more likely than not to be included in any random 
pick of CSR definitions (Dahlsrud, 2008). The five dimensions are: stakeholder, 
voluntariness, social, economic and environmental (Dahlsrud, 2008). 

Table 2 - Synonyms and terminology related to CSR 

CSR… Terminology Defined by 

…synonyms  Corporate Citizenship 
 Corporate Responsibility 
 Triple Bottom Line 
 Business Ethics 

(Waddock, 2008) 
(Waddock, 2008) 
(Elkington, 1994) 
(Bendixen & Abratt, 2007) 

…in SCM  Sustainable Supply Chain Management 
 Supply Chain Responsibility 
 Supply Management Ethical Responsibility 
 Sustainable Global Supplier Management 
 Logistics Social Responsibility 
 Green Supply Chain Management 
 Green Supply 
 Environmentally Conscious Supply Chain 

Management 

(Seuring & Müller, 2008; Svensson, 2009) 
(Spence & Bourlakis, 2009) 
(Eltantawy, Fox, & Giunipero, 2009) 
(Reuter, Foerstl, Hartmann, & Blome, 2010) 
(Ciliberti, Pontrandolfo, & Scozzi, 2008) 
(Zhu, Sarkis, & Lai, 2008) 
(Bowen, Cousins, Lamming, & Faruk, 2001) 
(Beamon, 2005) 

… in purchasing  Socially Responsible Buying 
 Purchasing Social Responsibility 
 Green Purchasing 

(Maignan, Hillebrand, & McAlister, 2002) 
(Drumwright, 1994; Carter & Jennings, 2000) 
(Min & Galle, 2001) 

With regard to this research it is questioned whether CSR is the correct terminology 
to adopt for two reasons. Firstly, although CSR seems closest to a literal translation to the 
Dutch term “Maatschappelijk Verantwoord Ondernemen” there is a remarkable 
difference: the business denomination. In the first term ‘Corporate’ and in the second 
term ‘Ondernemen’ – a Dutch verb that lacks a proper translation in English, but which is 
associated with an entrepreneur/enterprise rather than a corporation. The terminology 
‘CSR’ thereby per definition seems more fitted for MNEs than SMEs, corresponding to the 
focus of the research stream (see Paragraph 2.3).  

Secondly, this research challenges the voluntary notion of CSR. It is felt that this 
aspects hints towards a fading notion that CSR is about doing something ‘extra’. Instead, 
CSR is increasingly addressed as a source of opportunity, innovation and competitive 
advantage that should guide a company’s core business choices (Porter & Kramer, 2006). 
CSR emerged as a reaction of business to social and environmental problems and the 
related pressures from stakeholders. However, a first (and still common) reaction was 
showcasing good deeds in the media, instead of addressing core strategy and 
operations (Porter & Kramer, 2006). Porter & Kramer (2011) bring forth numerous 
examples of how societal and environmental concerns can bring benefits to a firm, 
ranging from higher productivity (e.g. better employee skills or health) to lower costs 
(e.g. lower energy or water usage). However, it has also been argued that SMEs find it 
hard to achieve competitive advantage from good sustainable performance because of 
their special characteristics, for example it is easier for competitors to duplicate 
successful behavior of a SME (Simpson, Taylor, & Barker, 2004).    

In spite of these discrepancies, the terminology CSR is adopted in this research as it is 
a widely accepted concept and reflects the nature of what is being sought – a way to 
describe the inherent relations of company actions with the environment, society and 
prosperity. Above all, it should be understood that in this research CSR is thus 
approached as core to doing business, although literature may not yet consequently 
describe CSR as such.  Also, it is assumed that CSR is not a trend, in the sense that it will 
fade after a while. On the contrary, without taking care of our collective impact, there 
will be little planet or human kind left to care about. As this awareness is rising, 



Page 8 
 

expectations towards responsible and sustainable business practices are likely to rise in 
parallel. Thus, it is assumed that SME suppliers who exceed rather than meet the CSR 
expectations will be the ones benefitting from long-term strategic advantage. 

2.4.2 Supply Chain Management 

Particularly industrial companies are highly depended on their suppliers and 
supplies, practicing CSR requires that CSR is embedded within – not only the company 
but – the entire supply chain, including subsidiaries abroad and offshore suppliers 
(Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). In this research, SCM refers to managing complex, 
global, SME dominated supply chain/networks.  

A supply chain in mainstream literature is referred to as a “set of sequential, vertically 
organized transactions representing successive stages of value creation” (Lazzarini, 
Chadded, & Cook, 2008, p. 7) or the “series of companies, including suppliers, customers, 
and logistics providers that work together to deliver a value package of goods and 
services to the end customer” (Maloni & Brown, 2006, p. 36). A supply chains is however 
not so much a chain as in fact a pyramid (see Figure 1 - A supply chain depicted as a 
pyramid). Suppliers have suppliers of their own and are consulted in parallel, rather than 
subsequently, making the number of actors in a company’s supply base increase 
exponentially. As a result such supply bases are “not linear chains, but complex networks 
with many linkages between different actors within the network” (Bommel, forthcoming 
2011, p. 2). In this research a supply chain generally refers to the supply base of a specific 
company or a specific path within the supply base, as depicted in bold in Figure 1. A 
supply network is understood as a group of companies connected through buyer-
supplier relations (BSRs), where actors are located all over the globe and one actor’s 
individual added value to a product is limited. Some authors go as far as to include 
stakeholders (who by themselves have no direct influence over the product) in their 
discussion of supply networks, which they refer to as netchains (Hofstede, 2003; 
Lazzarini, Chadded, & Cook, 2008; Theuvsen, 2004). A netchain thus not only includes 
BSRs (i.e. from buyer to supplier) but also the stakeholder relations (e.g. supplier to 
government or supplier to consultant). Although henceforth the terminology of 
netchains will not be used, it is acknowledged that, when researching supply networks 
in practice, it is often difficult to distinguish the boundaries of relations and thus, results 
may as well apply to netchains.  

 

Figure 1 - A supply chain depicted as a pyramid  
adapted from Wiemer & Plugge (2007) 
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In this research the incorporation of CSR or sustainable development into supply 
chain management will be mostly referred to as sustainable supply chain management 
(SSCM) or – in the instance it concerns specific purchasing practices – Social Responsible 
Purchasing  (SRP).  

2.4.3 Small and Middle-sized Enterprises 

In this research, the following definitions of SMEs are adopted:  
1. “The category of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is made up 

of enterprises which employ fewer than 250 persons and which have an annual 
turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an annual balance sheet total 
not exceeding EUR 43 million. 

2. Within the SME category, a small enterprise is defined as an enterprise which 
employs fewer than 50 persons and whose annual turnover and/or annual 
balance sheet total does not exceed EUR 10 million.  

3. Within the SME category, a microenterprise is defined as an enterprise which 
employs fewer than 10 persons and whose annual turnover and/or annual 
balance sheet total does not exceed EUR 2 million." 

(Commission of the European Unions, 2003, p. 39) 

It has been indicated that "the development and implementation of CSR strategies to 
SMEs has been a particularly challenging task since there are a number of constraints 
such as a lack of expertise, time and resources" (Evangelinos, Zotou, Kavakli, & Balis, 
2008). This research rest upon the premise that the operations of SMEs cannot be bluntly 
compared to those of bigger corporations. Some key characteristics that set SMEs apart 
from larger firms are: a flatter and more flexible organizational structure & management 
(Sweeney, 2007); management and ownership that are usually not separated (Spence & 
Rutherfoord, 2003); driven by personal beliefs of owner (Spence, 1999); a tighter link to 
business partners and the local community (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006); constrained by 
time and resources (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Vives, 2006) resulting in an often short-
term focus; and less power in relation to the supply chain. Also emphasis is placed by 
CSR Netherlands on the fairly large dependency of SMEs on representation, for example 
through trade associations. Trade associations have also been pointed out as a specific 
stakeholder, who may be influential in the CSR debate but have not been addressed as 
such (Preuss, Haunschild, & Matten, 2006). Several authors claim SMEs are no less 
capable of practicing CSR, however, in their own way (Kusyk & Lozano, 2007; Lepoutre & 
Heene, 2006; Murillo & Lozano, 2006; Nielsen & Thomsen, 2009; Pedersen, 2009; Russo & 
Perrini, 2010; Weltzien Hoivik & Melé, 2009).  

Whether and how CSR comes into place in SME dominated supply networks remains 
unknown yet but, looking at the several authors, case study examples of individual SMEs 
who have successfully adopted CSR are found. Overall evidence and argumentation 
points out that SMEs need more support on how to tackle CSR issues, including the issue 
of transparency, in a way suitable to their own situation.  

2.4.4 Transparency 

Transparency in this research is regarded a strategic element of doing business, 
meaning it is assumed a company can influence and manage transparency. But what 
does transparency in this research exactly mean?  

Several authors have proposed definitions for transparency. In line with the 
arguments raised so far, it seems logical to follow a definition specific to supply relations, 
namely: “transparency in supply relations - the two way exchange of information and 
knowledge between customer and supplier” (Lamming, Caldwell, Harrison, & Phillips, 
2001, p. 4). A problematic aspect of this definition is that the concept of CSR goes 
beyond the sole BSR and in fact involves all stakeholders. A broader definition would 
thus be more appropriate, for example: “Corporate transparency refers to a quality, 
characteristic, or state in which activities, processes, practices and decisions that take 
place in companies become open and visible to the outside world. The opposite of 
transparency is opacity, or an opaque condition in which activities and practices remain 
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obscure or hidden from outside scrutiny and review" (Carrol & Buchholtz, 2008, p. 337). 
Problematic of this definition is that is remains vague how transparency is a manageable 
and strategic element of doing business.  

After careful review, it seems most is learned about transparency from two other 
authors. The first defines transparency of a supply network as: “the extent to which all 
the network's stakeholders have a shared understanding of, and access to, product and 
process related information without loss, noise, delay or distortion" (Hofstede, 2003, p. 
18). The definition is fairly technical and hints towards the IT-orientation of the author. 
However, it helps us understand two critical elements of transparency, namely: 

1) Transparency is about making information accessible to stakeholders. This 
accessibility is subjected to the information that is provided by individuals in a 
supply network, who in communicating information should find a balance 
between: 

o Prevention of loss (i.e. incomplete information)  
o Prevention of noise (i.e. non-relevant information) 
o Prevention of delay (i.e. fail to update information) 
o Prevention of distortion (i.e. non-accurate information) 

2) Transparency is about a shared understanding that involves translation of 
language, meaning and standards at many levels (e.g. a shared language, 
shared interpretation of key concepts, shared standards for product quality, 
shared reference information models and shared technological infrastructure).  

List adapted from Hofstede (2003, pp. 18-19). 
Also, it becomes clear that transparency can be created around a product/service or 
process of production. Product-related information is meant in the widest sense and can 
include information about raw materials, production processes, labor circumstances, or 
environmental impacts. In this study, it usually refers to CSR related information. 

Secondly, the following definition helps to better understand the strategic value of 
transparency and the role of different actors: transparency is about managing “the 
interaction of an enterprise with its […] stakeholders in respect of verifiable events, 
issues and expectations about its services and operations so as to create sufficient 
mutual confidence, so that stakeholders are able to judge the ambitions of the 
enterprise on the most appropriate merits; transparency adds an extra dimension to the 
reputation of an enterprise” (Piechocki, 2004, p. 108).  

It is concluded that transparency is a multi-leveled phenomenon, meaning we can 
distinguish between transparency on the level of a supply network (as defined by 
Hofstede (2003)), as well as on the level of the individual companies active in that 
network (as defined by Piechicki (2004)). While on an individual level, transparency can 
be used as a strategic element and may be influenced by the individual company, the 
transparency present on network level is merely the result of the efforts of the 
companies present in the network. 
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3 Conceptual model 

As has been indicated in Paragraph 2.3, research so far has presented inconsistent 
findings with regard to the exact role of transparency in driving CSR through a supply 
network. This inconsistency is explained by the transparency viewpoint adopted by 
different authors. As was concluded in Paragraph 2.4.4 transparency is a multi-leveled   
phenomenon. The challenge lies in explaining how the different levels of transparency 
relate to each other, the implications for CSR performance of the supply chain and 
potential benefits of CSR. Figure 4 depicts the conceptual model of the current study. 
The concepts ‘supply network’ or ‘SME’ are not depicted in the model, as these are not 
variables, but unvarying constructs of the current study. The left part of the conceptual 
model depicts the proposed relation between company-level transparency and 
network-level transparency. These concepts and the proposed relation are further 
discussed in Paragraph 3.1 The right side of the conceptual model depicts the CSR 
performance of the supply chains and the proposed benefits. The concept of CSR 
performance and the proposed relation with transparency are discussed in Paragraph 
3.2, while the potential benefits (derived from literature) of better CSR performance are 
discussed in Paragraph 3.3.  

3.1 CSR transparency  
Strategically there exists overlap in implementing CSR and being transparent. 

Following the definitions of both, it becomes clear that both concepts are about 
creating a shared understanding between company and stakeholders through stakeholder 
interaction. However with the adoption of CSR, the named activities are undertaken in 
pursuit of nurturing environment, society and prosperity. In other words: by creating 
transparency a company can enhance itself with the capability to implement CSR, 
therefore it is assumed that transparency ultimately has a positive influence over CSR 
performance of a supply network. This positive relation is further discussed in Paragraph 
3.2. Below theory on how to create transparency around CSR is presented.  

A theoretical answer to the question of how CSR transparency can be created is 
sought by unraveling the definition of transparency given by Piechocki (2004) and 
Hofstede (2003). Piechocki (2004, p. 108) identified transparency as “the interaction of an 
enterprise with its […] stakeholders in respect of verifiable events, issues and 
expectations about its services and operations so as to create sufficient mutual 
confidence, so that stakeholders are able to judge the ambitions of the enterprise on the 
most appropriate merits”. Following this definition it is concluded that transparency in a 
supply network is a variable that is subject to the level of mutual confidence, which on 
itself depends on the amount of interaction between stakeholders about CSR related 
events, issues and expectations. Eventually as indicated in the definition of Hofstede 
(2003), on the level of the supply network, transparency is a variable that is expressed by 
the levels of shared understanding and access to information. Theoretically through its 
transparency and/or communication strategy a company can influence transparency in 
its supply base and amongst direct stakeholders, thereby adding to a shared 
understanding and access to information on a more general network level. Furthermore 
it is expected that companies react to change in transparency strategies of companies 
within their supply network, since a firm’s reputation is not so much composed of its 
own actions, but its own actions relative to the actions of others (Bertels & Peloza, 2006). 
With regard to CSR this implies that, for example, if one company starts communicating 
to the public about how they fight corruption in their supply chain, other supply 
network actors (especially direct competitors) may expect a more forceful questioning 
from the public about how they handle the same issue. As a result, transparency is likely 
to increase exponentially.  

In conclusion it is expected that individual actors can manage transparency through 
interaction (see Paragraph 3.1.3) with stakeholders (see Paragraph 3.1.1) about CSR 
related events, issues and expectations (see Paragraph 3.1.2). The transparency efforts of 
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individual companies add up to transparency within the broad supply network through 
the evolution of a shared understanding about CSR and access to information. The 
strategic implications for individual actors are further elaborated below. Table 3 provides 
a partial knowledge base for the planned empirical research consisting of the most 
complete overview of – as far as theory goes – the strategic elements of stakeholders; 
events, issues & expectations; and communication (interaction) instruments.  

Authorizers

Business partners Consumer groups

External influencers
Government

Regulatory agencies

Trade associations

Professional societies

Shareholders

Segment A

Segment B

Segment C

Employees

Suppliers

Distributors

Service providors

Media

Community members

Special interest groups

NGOs

Manufacturers
Focal company

 

Figure 2 - A four cell typology of stakeholders from the perspective of one company 
adapted from Roberts (2003, p. 162) and Dowling (2001, p. 33) 

3.1.1 Stakeholders 

Stakeholders are explicitly mentioned in the definitions of both CSR and 
transparency. The classic definition of a stakeholders, according to Ed Freeman’s seminal 
1984 book, is ‘‘one who is affected by or affects’’ the corporation (Waddock, 2008, p. 30). 
Thus being a stakeholder works both ways: a consulting firm can be stakeholder of a 
company and vice versa. Stakeholders, from the viewpoint of a single company, are 
broadly classified into business partners, consumer groups, authorizers and external 
influencers (Roberts, 2003), as is depicted in Figure 2. Stakeholders do not only affect the 
focal company, stakeholders also affect each other. Figure 3 depicts how the four 
stakeholder groups are positioned in the supply network and how they are related not 
only to the focal company and supply chain, but also to each other.  

Transparency, according to the definition of Piechocki (2004), is to be created 
between companies and stakeholders. However, per definition, the number of 
stakeholders of one company can be unlimited. For any company, a strategic question is: 
where to place priority? Although it seems self-evident it has been argued that 
consumers are not necessarily the most important stakeholder to engage with 
concerning CSR (Morsing, 2003).  Instead informing NGOs, politicians, mass media and 
organizational members has been argued as preferable since “any license to operate is 
ultimately determined by politicians […]. But also the media and critical NGOs are able 
to influence a corporate license to operate by evoking public criticism and distrust." 
(Morsing, 2003, p. 151). Regardless of the arguments posed, it is concluded that 
prioritizing stakeholders is a strategic element of transparency on a company-level.  

3.1.2 Topics 

Transparency should be created around “verifiable events, issues and expectations 
about its services and operations” (Piechocki, 2004, p. 108).  With regard to CSR this 
implies that companies need to translate this broad concept of responsibilities into 
concrete topics in line with own operations. Below, the principles of ISO26000 are used 
to identify these CSR topics.  

Basically, CSR is classified as to concern three topics: social responsibilities, 
environmental responsibilities and prosperity responsibilities. In 2010 the International 
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Standardization Organization for Standardization (ISO) published CSR guidelines in 
ISO260006

Table 3

. ISO26000 goes into detail by listing seven core subjects that an organization 
should address when defining the scope of its social responsibility, identifying relevant 
issues and setting its priorities. These seven core subjects are: 1) organizational 
governance; 2) human rights; 3) labor practices; 4) the environment; 5) fair operating 
practices; 6) consumer issues; and 7) community involvement and development 
(Bergenhenegouwen, 2010). The seven core subjects are split up into a total of 36 sub 
subjects, listed in . Although these elements cover essential CSR topics, they lack 
an overview of how a company operates exactly. Therefore ISO26000 also includes 
transparency principles stating that an organization should be transparent about: 
 “the purpose, nature and location of its activities;  
 the manner in which its decisions are made, implemented and reviewed, 

including the definition of the roles, responsibilities, accountabilities and 
authorities across the different functions in the organization;  

 standards and criteria against which the organization evaluates its own 
performance relating to social responsibility;  

 the known and likely impacts of its decisions and activities on society and the 
environment; and  

 the identity of its stakeholders and the criteria and procedures used to identify, 
select and engage them” 

(Bergenhenegouwen, 2010, pp. 47-48). 

As ISO26000 was developed in consultation with thousands of experts originating 
from 90 countries and representing over 40 international institutions, it is hereby 
assumed that on a general level shared understanding exists that the above mentioned 
CSR topics and transparency principles are what CSR and being transparent is about. 
However it is also noted that the guidelines leave it to the individual company to sort 
out its priorities with regard to CSR as well as transparency. For example, it has been 
proposed that these priorities might be subjected to individual company interests, 
company type and/or industry differences (Jenkins, 2006). The identification of how 
companies set these priorities and pursue CSR strategies falls under the fourth central 
research question (see Paragraph 1.2.4).   

Distributor
Focal 

company
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Supplier
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Supplier

Consumer 
segment A

Consumer 
segment C

Consumer 
segment B

e.g. NGO, media, 
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Figure 3 - Visualization of stakeholders from the perspective of the supply network 

 
  

                                                                    
6 Note that ISO26000 is not a norm or certification (as one may expect from ISO). ISO26000 does not pose any 
requirement on companies; rather it is an ambitious overview of all actions a company could undertake when 
adopting CSR.  
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Table 3 - Communication instruments 

Main objective Communication goal Communication 
instrument 

For example 

Ongoing 
exchange of 
information 

Exchanging ideas, norms 
& values 

 Direct dialogue  Between buyer & supplier 
 Between companies & stakeholders 

Recording data  IT database  Tracking & tracing system 

Setting CSR 
performance 
standard 

“We live up to personal 
standards” 

 Mission/Vision 
statement 
 Code of conduct 

 Individual statement 
 Individual CoC 
 Collective CoC, e.g. via trade association of 

CSR initiative 

"We abide by laws and 
regulations" 

 Legal compliance  Accounting Acts (Norway & Sweden 1999) 
 Pension Fund Laws (France & Germany 2001, 

Belgium 2003) 
 Law on export credits (the Netherlands 2002) 
 REACH European Law (2007) 

"We adhere to 
(international) standards" 

 International 
guidelines 

 International Labor Organization 
 ISO26000 

"We participate in a 
(collective) CSR initiative” 

 Membership  Business Social Compliance Initiative 
 Fair Labor Association 
 Fair Factories Clearinghouse  

Reporting CSR 
performance 

“We have obtained a 
standard” 

 Label  
 Certification 

Labels: 
 Max Havelaar 
 Fairtrade 
 Rugmark 
Certificates: 
 SA8000 Workplace & Employee Relations 
 ISO9000 Organization & Governance 
 ISO14001/14004 Environment 

“We compare to others”  Benchmark 
 Index 
 Award 

Benchmarks / Indices: 
 FTSE4Good 
 Dow Jones Sustainability Index  
 World Transparency Index against corruption 
Awards: 
 Prima Ondernemen (the Netherlands) 
 ACC awards (The Netherlands) 
 Carl Bertelmann (Germany) 
 Freitheit und Verantwortung (Germany) 
 Entreprise & Progress (France) 
 Wueen’s Awards (UK) 
 Guiness Living Dublin (Ireland) 
 ARA (Denmark) 
 Sustainability Leadership (Switzerland) 
 Sodalitas (Italy), 
 Fundación Empresa y Sdad (Spain) 
 Best Place to Work (USA). 

Recurrent reporting  Sustainability report 
 Audit 

Reports: 
 Global Reporting Initiative 
 Company Sustainability Report 
 External report, e.g. Made-by scorecard 
Audits: 
 Company audit 
 External audit, e.g. via a consulting firm or 

CSR initiative 

Incidental reporting  Marketing 
 Media 

Marketing: 
 Commercials 
 Advertisements 
Media: 
 Newspapers & magazines 
 Television & radio 
 Internet 
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3.1.3 Communication instruments 

Finally the definition of transparency includes a firm emphasis on the interaction with 
stakeholders. Stakeholder interaction includes more than just reporting from one 
stakeholder to the other, but actively engaging and using each others’ feedback and 
input (Carter & Rogers, 2008). Through review of the accumulated body of literature the 
following instruments are identified as known for interacting with stakeholders about 
CSR: direct dialogue, information technology/database, mission/vision statement, codes 
of conduct (CoC),  legal compliance, international guidelines, CSR initiative membership, 
label/certificate, benchmark/index/award, sustainability report/audit, and 
marketing/media (see Table 3). Short literature review of the named communication 
instruments is provided in Appendix 9.2. It is assumed that by adopting these kinds of 
communication instruments, a company can positively influence transparency. However 
it is expected that the suitability of these instruments is subject to certain factors, such as 
company size. For example Graafland, Ven & Stoffele (2003) found that the bigger the 
business, the more likely it is that it has adopted one or more of the named instruments. 
Also it has been shown that companies with a close relationship (subsidiary or supplier) 
with a large firm have a higher chance of having adopted these instruments (Graafland, 
Ven, & Stoffele, 2003). in a case study of four SMEs Murillo & Lozano (2006) identified the 
that following ways to communicate about CSR to and with stakeholders have been 
adopted by SMEs: (internally) periodic meetings, newsletter, publicity of awards, own 
corporate magazine, employee welcome pack, (externally) through employers' 
organizations, through own foundations, via web page and media.  

3.2 CSR performance 
The definition of CSR as provided in Paragraph 2.4.1 and adopted throughout this 

research is that of a concept, not of a variable. Therefore in the conceptual framework it 
is not CSR itself but CSR performance that is included as the central dependent variable. 
CSR performance is assumed to be a construct consisting  of the perceived aggregate 
environmental, social and prosperity performance of the product(s) produced and 
process(es) executed by supply network actors. Some elements of CSR performance are 
subjected to opinion, ethics and culture. For example what is regarded as corruption 
differs per culture. It is beyond the scope of this research to take position on these kinds 
of ethical matters, therefore CSR performance is assessed based on how it is perceived by 
actual supply chain actors.  

In Paragraph 3.1 it was argued that transparency is a crucial element of CSR and that 
by being transparent a company can enhance itself with the capability to implement 
CSR. In the case of complex supply networks, especially those which are industrial in 
nature, an actor’s individual added value to a product is limited. As a result it is not so 
much the transparency level of the individual company, but rather the transparency 
level of the network, that determines the CSR performance and thus the sustainability of 
the end-product. This relationship is depicted in the conceptual model in Figure 4.  

The positive causal relation depicted has already been described by Barlett, Julien & 
Baines (2007) who indicated that exchange of high-quality information leads to 
improvement in the overall performance of the supply chain. So far two lines of thought 
have been identified that underpin the positive causal relation between a higher level of 
transparency in the supply chain and a higher performance on the three general aspects 
of CSR: environment, society and prosperity. These two lines of thought are: 

i. Transparency drives CSR performance in a supply chains due to accountability. 
As transparency increases it becomes easier to identify CSR related issues in 
supply networks and it becomes easier to hold certain companies accountable 
for these issues. As companies will want to prevent scandals, transparency 
reinforces self regulation through the concept of accountability as has been 
described by, for example, Hemphill (2004). 
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Table 4 - Strategic elements of transparency  

CREATE CSR TRANSPARENCY IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN… 
…ENGAGE WHO? …CONCERNING WHAT? …HOW? 

Stakeholders Topics 
Communication 

instruments 
One who is affected by or 

affects the business  purpose, nature & location of activities;  
Transparency principles 

 manner in which decisions are made, implemented & 
reviewed (incl. definition of the roles, responsibilities, 
accountabilities & authorities across the organization);  
 standards & criteria against which the organization 

evaluates its own CSR performance;  
 known & likely impacts of its decisions and activities on 

society and the environment; and  
 identify of its stakeholders and the criteria & 

procedures used to identify, select and engage them. 

 Direct dialogue 
 Information Technology 
 Database  
 Mission/Vision statement 
 CoC 
 Legislation 
 Voluntary regulations 
 Certification 
 Label 
 Benchmark 
 Index 
 Award 
 Sustainability report 
 Audit 
 Marketing 
 Media 
 

 Suppliers / Manufacturers 
Supply Chain Actors 

 Distributors 
 Employees 
 Service providers 

 Segment A, B, …, Z 
Consumer Groups 

 Government 
Authorizers 

 Regulatory 
 Professional societies 
 Trade associations 
 Shareholders / Financers 

 Media 
External influencers 

 NGOs 
 Community members 
 Special interest groups 

Actions towards CSR subjects 

 (no sub subjects) 
Organizational governance  

 Due diligence  
Human rights  

 Human rights risk situations  
 Avoidance of complicity  
 Resolving grievances  
 Discrimination and vulnerable groups  
 Civil and political rights  
 Economic, social and cultural rights  
 Fundamental rights at work 

 Employment and employment relationships  
Labor Practices  

 Conditions of work and social protection  
 Social dialogue  
 Health and safety at work   
 Human development and training in the workplace 

 Prevention of pollution  
 The environment  

 Sustainable resource use  
 Climate change mitigation and adaptation  
 Protection and restoration of the natural environment 

 Anti–corruption  
Fair operating practices  

 Responsible political involvement  
 Fair competition  
 Promoting social responsibility in the sphere of 

influence 
 Respect for property rights 

 Fair marketing, information and contractual practices 
Consumer issues  

 Protecting consumers’ health and safety  
 Sustainable consumption  
 Consumer service, support, and dispute resolution  
 Consumer data protection and privacy  
 Access to essential services  
 Education and awareness 

 Community involvement  
Community involvement and development  

 Education and culture  
 Employment creation and skills development  
 Technology development  
 Wealth and income creation  
 Health  
 Social investment (Roberts, 2003, p. 162) 

(Dowling, 2001, p. 33) (Bergenhenegouwen, 2010, pp. 60-61; ISO26000) Variety of sources 
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ii. Transparency drives CSR performance in a supply chains due to measurability. 
As transparency increases more information and data becomes available about 
CSR issues and initiatives. At some point CSR performance becomes a 
(somewhat) measurable construct that drives continuing improvement. This is 
similar to the conviction of the GRI that clear, consistent, comparable, and 
periodic reporting of information meaningful to companies and stakeholders 
will serve as the basis for a continuing feedback loop that will drive improved 
environmental, social, and economic performance (Gilbert, 2002). 

3.3 CSR Benefits 
As is depicted in the conceptual model in Figure 4, if the CSR performance of a 

supply network increases it is expected that this leads to benefits for individual 
companies within that network, for the supply network in general and for society as a 
whole. Below the expected benefits are illustrated by findings in literature.  

3.3.1 Company-level 

Luetkenhorst (2004) summarizes the empirically proven benefits of CSR to an 
individual company as being: cost savings, enhanced staff loyalty, improved 
government relations, innovation & learning, enhanced reputation and consumer 
response. Retabb, Brik & Mellahi (2009) show that CSR yield financial improvement, 
employee commitment and corporate reputation for companies in Dubai which, they 
conclude, challenges the dominant assumption that CSR does not yield benefits for 
companies in emerging economies. In conclusion high CSR performance is expected to 
yield benefits for companies throughout the supply network. Especially in the context of 
complex (semi)industrial supply network, CSR adoption throughout the supply network 
is expected to yield strong benefits to individual companies. In addition preliminary 
findings from another master thesis underpin that supply network transparency 
(through tracking & tracing) increases customers' willingness to purchase and enhances 
the firms' financial performance and effectiveness of the brand  (Bienek, 2010).  

3.3.2 Industry-level 

Research from South East Asia indicates that increasing environmental performance 
throughout the supply network leads to a more integrated and ‘green’ chain, which 
ultimately leads to competitive advantage and high economic performance (Rao & Holt, 
2005). Furthermore Hull & Rothenberg (2008) show that innovation and the level of 
differentiation in the industry are moderators for a positive relationship between CSR 
performance and financial performance. This means that CSR most strongly affects 
performance in low-innovation firms and in industries with little differentiation. This is in 
line with the argumentation of Nidumolu, Prahalad & Rangswami (2009) that CSR is now 
the key driver for innovation. Since management attention has moved from competition 
between companies to competition between supply chains (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 
2009) it is expected that better CSR performance within a supply network yield benefits 
for some companies within the network, however not necessarily all. Some companies 
may fall of the boat or the trend may be adopted by a dominant chain within the 
network. However still it is expected that benefits will be distinct throughout the 
network.  

3.3.3 Society 

On a general level it is expected that when the CSR performance of a supply network 
increases similar benefits for society as a whole are yielded since better care for the 
environment, humanity and welfare transfers to actors beyond the direct scope of the 
network, for example to families of employees, to people living nearby factories, to the 
natural environment, et cetera. Although some of these benefits may be observed, it is 
beyond the scope of this research to identify them, hence the dotted arrow.  
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TRANSPARENCY 
IN THE SUPPLY NETWORK

 Shared understanding of 
the concept of CSR

 Accessibility of 
information

CSR PERFORMANCE 
OF THE SUPPLY NETWORK

 
 Environmental
 Social
 Prosperity

[ + ]

TRANSPARENCY 
OF COMPANY X

 Stakeholders with whom 
interaction takes place

 Topics that are covered in 
stakeholder interactions

 Means of interacting with 
stakeholders

COMPANY BENEFITS 
 Financial performance
 Employee committent
 Corporate reputation

[ + ]

SECTORAL BENEFITS 
 Competitive advantage
 Economic performance
 Innovative capabilities
 Supply chain integration
 Environmental 

performance

SOCIETAL BENEFITS 
 Environment
 Humanity
 Welfare

[ +
 ]

[ + ]

RQ1. What is the relation between 
company-level transparency and 

supply network transparency?

RQ2. How does CSR transparency in the 
supply network influence CSR 

performance of the supply network?

RQ3. What benefits do companies 
experience or expect from higher CSR 
performance of the supply network?

RQ4. What are the strategic lessons for supply network actors who aim to drive CSR through the supply network?

[ + ]

 
Figure 4 - Conceptual model 
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4 Research methodology 

This Chapter describes the methodology adopted in this research. Argumentation for 
a case study approach is provided by Paragraph 4.1. The following Paragraphs 4.2 till 4.4 
describe how cases were selected, and how data was collected and analyzed.  

4.1 Case study approach 
The empirical research is case study based and design-oriented. As described by 

Verschuren & Doorewaard (2007) and Yin (2003) a case study is particularly relevant 
when one aims to identify underlying motivations and detailed relations while taking 
into account an open and broad spectrum of influences. Many case studies are about 
answering a ‘How?’ question, similar to the second of the posed central questions of the 
current study. The design-orientation comes into play in drafting the research model 
and practical implications for business practitioners and third parties whose aim it is to 
drive CSR through the supply network. 

When pursuing a case study strategy, Verschuren & Doorewaard (2007) emphasize 
the importance of both source triangulation and method triangulation. Sources for this 
research include academic as well as non-academic publications, and actual business 
practitioners. Methods of data gathering include desk research and interviewing. 

4.2 Case selection 
In this research, the approach taken is to study a selection of companies embedded 

in three pre-selected supply networks. Deliberate sampling of the three cases was 
applied meaning that the selection of three supply networks was based on maximal 
variation of the dependent variable (Verschuuren & Doorewaard, 2007), namely supply 
network’s CSR performance. Based on expert7

 Textile & clothing – as an example of an industry that has a great share of well 
performing supply streams with regard to CSR; 

 opinion, the following industries were 
selected as representatives of supply networks scoring a theoretical high, medium and 
low on the dependent variable: 

 Windows & facades – as an example of an industry where CSR attention has 
been growing for several years and a number of well performing projects and 
products have reached the market; and 

 Promotional articles – as an example of an industry where CSR is just recently 
catching on and no more than a few front runners are actively implementing 
the concept.  

4.3 Data collection 

4.3.1 Desk research 

Desk research covered the literature review (of which the methodological procedure 
is described in Paragraph 2.1) and exploration of the three industries and participating 
companies through non-scientific documentation. For the latter company websites, 
annual & sustainability reports (if available), non-scientific research reports, online 
databases, media and newspapers and information available at CSR Netherlands were 
consulted.  

4.3.2 Interviews 

The case studies encompass interviewing business practitioners and experts. The 
choice for this qualitative approach was made for the reason that the study aims to 

                                                                    
7 Experts include Gerdien Dijkstra (research supervisor CSR Netherlands), Jose van der Klauw (account manager 
CSR Netherlands), Simone Märtens (account manager CSR Netherlands) and representatives of trade 
associations in the three selected industries.  
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unravel relations between concepts and the implications for strategies adopted by 
companies that cannot be easily converted into a countable phenomenon. Furthermore 
it is understood that the drafted conceptual model  may not be complete and might 
require extension with so far unknown variables that cannot easily be identified through 
quantitative research methods.  

Apart from insights gained through desk research every industry is described using 
insights from approximately 10 interviews. The companies participating in the case 
studies have been selected in consultation with representatives of the trade associations 
of the three selected industries based on the following criteria: 
 Variation in the occupied position in the supply network (e.g. producer, 

importer, distributor, end-user sales, et cetera); 
 Variation in the CSR activity of own company; and 
 Variation in company size (considerable representation of SMEs). 

 
The main objectives of the interviews are threefold. The first objective is to learn about 
the company’s vision and strategy towards CSR and how this relates to their supply 
network. The second objective is to learn about how the company communicates about 
CSR and how the level of CSR transparency in the supply network is perceived. Thirdly 
the relations between two topics as perceived by the interviewee are unraveled. The full 
interview protocol is described in Appendix 9.2.  

4.4 Data analysis 

4.4.1 General approach 

On a generic level the multiple case-study design as proposed by Yin (2003, p. 50) 
was followed. This implies that after review of theory and development of a conceptual 
model, cases were pre-selected and a data collection protocol was developed before the 
actual data collection was undertaken. Each of the three cases was analyzed and 
described in separate reports after which cross-case findings were sought. Cross-case 
conclusions changed the theoretical insights and conceptual model drafted earlier. 
Finally theoretical and practical implications were derived, completing the cross-case 
analysis.  

4.4.2 Analysis of the qualitative data 

For the analyses of the collected qualitative data a template method as described by 
Aken, Berends & Bij (2007, p. 141) was adopted. As a template the conceptual model as 
posed in Figure 1 was used. Interviews were recorded and transcribed from tape to text. 
Then they were analyzed regarding three main aspects: (i) the presence of the 
researched topics; (ii) the presence of the proposed relations between the topics; and 
(iii) mentions of new variables and relations. Relevant pieces of text were selected and 
irrelevant data removed. After that the text was translated into English and divided into 
evidence for the four central questions posed. In doing so it formed the data used to 
present the three case studies.  
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5 Results 

Paragraph 5.1 till 5.3 provide the individual results of the case studies. For the 
presentation of the findings the structure of the conceptual model is followed, working 
backwards (i.e. from right ‘CSR benefits’ to left ‘transparency in the supply network’). 
Paragraph 5.4 provides an overview of the findings in the three case studies and a 
discussion of the cross-case findings.  

5.1 Case study 1: Textile & Clothing 

5.1.1 Respondent demographics 

5.1.1.1 Participating companies’ characteristics 

Table 4 provides an overview of the participating companies in the textile & clothing 
industry, in which stages of the value chain they are active, their company model 
(based on Bommel (2010, p. 7)), company size and corresponding trade association 
(see also Paragraph 5.1.2.1). The initial objective to select a sample with 
differentiation in company functions, company sizes and CSR activity (see Paragraph 
4.3.2) was achieved to a satisfactory extend. The sample used to draft this case study 
includes:  
 Some differentiation in company functions although there is strong 

representation of companies active in the design, distribution and end-user 
sales stages of the value chain. There is a low representation of companies 
active in the production stage of the supply chain and those companies are 
active with production/assembly only (i.e. cutting & sewing of clothes). There is 
no representation of companies who produce raw materials or semi-
manufactures (e.g. processing, spinning of fabrics, production of buttons & 
zippers etc.) in the sample.  

 Differentiation in size of the companies with approximately 27% micro; 12% 
small; 19% medium and 42% large companies.  

 Some differentiation in CSR activity amongst the companies as is illustrated in 
the subsequent Paragraph. Upon asked all companies scored themselves 
average or higher in CSR in comparison to the industry’s average.  

5.1.1.2 CSR activity amongst participating companies 

CSR activities of the companies present in the sample include:  
 4 out of the 13 companies have been founded with the vision to build a 

sustainable brand or business (i.e. Global Woman, Wat Mooi, Munja, and Mud 
Jeans).  

 5 out of the 13 companies are member of CSR Netherlands (i.e. Global Woman, 
Wat Mooi, Munja, Groenendijk bedrijfskleding, and Mud Jeans). 

 2 out of the 13 companies are member of the Fair Wear Foundation8

 3 out of the 13 companies are member of Made-by

 (i.e. 
Groenendijk bedrijfkleding, and Van Puijenbroek Textiel). 

9

 2 out of the 13 companies are member of the Business Social Compliance 
Initiative

 (i.e. Company X, Jackpot, 
Mud Jeans). 

10

                                                                    
8 Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) is an international verification initiative dedicated to enhancing workers’ lives 
worldwide. FWF keeps track of the improvements made by their approximately 70 member fashion companies 
(

 (Company X, and M&S Mode). 

www.fairwear.org).  
9 Made-By is a European not-for-profit organization with a mission to make sustainable fashion common 
practice and improve environmental and social conditions in the fashion industry. Made-by works with 
approximately 30 fashion brands of varying sizes and scope and has developed a range of tools for brands to 
be transparent to their stakeholders about their sustainability progress (www.made-by.org).  
10 The Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) is a business-driven initiative for companies committed to 
improving working conditions worldwide. BSCI unites over 700 companies around one common CoC and 
supports them in their efforts towards building an ethical supply chain by providing them with a step-by-step 

http://www.fairwear.org/�
http://www.made-by.org/�
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This is not a complete overview of the CSR initiatives amongst the participating 
companies. As is described in Paragraph 5.1.2.2 there are over a dozen formalized textile 
specific CSR initiatives and corresponding certificates, some of which work with member 
companies. In some instances a company works with an initiative and/or certificate for a 
specific line of clothes, while in other instances it concerns the whole collection. Overall 
it is concluded that CSR activity amongst the participating companies shows a certain 
level of differentiation, as was intended.  

Table 5 – Participating companies’ characteristics from the textile & clothing industry 

COMPANY ACTIVITY IN STAGES COMPAN
Y MODEL 

COMPANY SIZE TRADE 
ASSOCIATION 
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1.1 Global Woman X    X   Brand & 
Private label 

Micro Micro n.a. 

1.2 Wat Mooi      X  Retail Micro Micro n.a. 
1.3 Munja X   X X X  Column & 

Network 
Micro Micro n.a. 

1.4 Groenendijk 
bedrijfskleding 

X   X X X  Column & 
Network 

Medium Medium Modint 

1.5 Company X X    X X  Head-tail Large Large VGT 
1.6 Jackpot X    X X  Head-tail Medium Large n.a. 
1.7 C&A X    X X  Head-tail Large Large VGT 
1.8 Mud Jeans X    X X  Brand & 

Private label 
Micro Small Modint 

1.9 M&S Mode X    X X  Head-tail Large Large VGT 
1.10 Van Puijenbroek 

Textiel 
X   X X X  Column & 

Network 
Medium Medium Modint 

1.11 Wildenberg 
Mannenmode 

     X  Retail Small Small CBW-MITEX 

1.12 Company Y X    X   Brand Large Large Modint 
1.13 H&M X    X X  Head-tail Large Large VGT 

5.1.1.3 Interviews  

Characteristics of the interviewees and interviews:  
 11 out of 13 interviews took place with a single respondent; the remaining 2 

interviews took place with two respondents present. 
 In 7 out of the 13 interviews the respondents’ functions were either owner or 

director. In the two instances where the interview took place with two 
respondents they declared shared ownership. In the remaining 6 interviews the 
respondents were responsible for CSR management, either in the role of 
general CSR manager or as a supply manager carrying CSR responsibility.  

 10 out of the 13 interviews were conducted face-to-face (in Dutch); the 
remaining 3 interviews were conducted via telephone (in English). 

 The average interview, excluding introduction and closing, lasted 65 minutes 
(ranging between 47 and 98 minutes). 

 The interviews were recorded and transcribed from tape to text. These 
transcriptions covered 64 pages (Cambria; 10pt; single spaced). 

                                                                                                                                                                            
development-oriented system, applicable to all sectors and all sourcing countries (www.bsci-intl.org).  

http://www.bsci-intl.org/�
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5.1.2 Introduction 

5.1.2.1 Characteristics of the industry 

The industry is best introduced by a quick glance at the value chain as depicted in 
Figure 5. The basic supply chain of a piece of garment starts with the production of the 
raw material. In textile production, production of natural versus synthetic (or man-made) 
fibres (in volume) almost equals each other11. Cotton is the most used natural fiber in the 
fashion sector12. In fact cotton accounts for about 40 percent of total world fiber 
production13. Other natural fibers that are used, although to a much lesser extent, are 
wool, flax (linen), silk, hemp, nettle, bamboo, tencell, and leather. Besides natural fibers 
synthetic fibers account for the remainder of the fabrics usage. Synthetic fibers include 
polyester, nylon, acrylic and polyolefin. Together these four equal approximately 98% of 
synthetic fiber production (by volume), with polyester alone accounting for around 
60%14

The fibers need spinning, knitting and weaving into a fabric, during or after which 
they are dyed or otherwise processed into a certain look. Then the clothes are sewed, 
often according to specified design of a retailer further down the supply chain. Raw 
materials are produced around the world and the remaining production steps usually 
take place in low-income countries. A rough 45% of clothing sold through European 
retail originates from China, the majority of the remaining clothing are produced in 
Turkey, Bangladesh and India (Hofs, 2010).  

. Often a combination of different fibers (natural and synthetic) is used to comprise 
a garment.  

Finally, after shipment and distribution, garments are retailed. There is an important 
difference in the retail market between fashion clothes and work clothes, and between 
high-end and low-end garments. Van Puijenbroek Textiel explains that work clothes in 
general are less vulnerable to the public verdict. There is less pressure from end-
consumers but also there is less seasonal change because work clothing lines are often 
designed for a fixed number of years. On the other hand production of work clothes 
needs to be flexible because the number of items per order is usually low. M&S Mode 
explains that their collection is targeted for the low-end consumer. There is no 
compromise on quality; the most important difference with high-end retail is a high 
pressure put on price margins.  

 

 

Figure 5 - Basic functions within the textile & clothing value chain 

The following trade associations support companies throughout the Dutch textile & 
clothing industry, and supported the present research:  
 CBW-MITEX represents entrepreneurs (predominantly retailers) in home 

interior, fashion, footwear and sportswear15

 Modint represents entrepreneurs in fashion, interior design, carpets and 
textiles. Modint has approximately 800 members with a collective annual 

. CBW-MITEX has approximately 
7.500 members with a collective annual turnover of approximately €25 billion. 

                                                                    
11 www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510 
12 www.modint.nl/index.cfm/33,4042,c,html/Factsheet%20Cotton%20and%20wool.pdf  
13 www.pbs.org/now/shows/310/cotton-trade.html  
14 www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510  
15 www.cbwmitex.nl  

http://www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510�
http://www.modint.nl/index.cfm/33,4042,c,html/Factsheet%20Cotton%20and%20wool.pdf�
http://www.pbs.org/now/shows/310/cotton-trade.html�
http://www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510�
http://www.cbwmitex.nl/�
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turnover of approximately €9 billion (45% of which is exported)16

 Vereniging van Grootwinkelbedrijven in Textiel (VGT) represents 19 large 
fashion companies (outlets as well as mail order)

.  

17

The three trade associations collaborate on multiple accounts one of which is 
collecting and sharing of CSR related information, for example by collectively publishing 
CSR factsheets available for all member companies

.  

18

5.1.2.2 Development of CSR in the industry 

.  

Attention for CSR related issues has been rising since the early 90s. After extensive 
media coverage of unethical overseas sweatshop circumstances of several Western 
based fashion companies such as Nike (DeTienne & Lewis, 2005), most MNEs reviewed 
social circumstances in their direct supply chain. This was also the case for H&M which 
started with a social based CoC in the mid 90s. However it wasn’t until after the turn of 
the century that H&M started to include environmental issues in their CSR supply chain 
focus. The trigger for H&M to start looking at environmental issues was actually social: 
the health & safety of the workers in the factories.  As a result they started to look at, for 
example, wet processes in the factories: washing units, water footprint, water discharge, 
and chemical & waste disposal. Van Puijenbroek Textiel confirms that the attention for 
environmental issues has been rising steadily over the last decade. For them social 
awareness goes all the way back to the late 60s and early 70s when they were still 
producing their work clothes at their Dutch facility. When they started to outsource 
production to Macedonia and Tunisia providing appropriate social circumstances 
remained a concern. Company Y indicates: “A development that affects us all is the 
change of focus from social to environmental. Environment is now considered to be very 
important – those who fail to address this will end up on the losing side”. This 
development of CSR as a concept that started from social concern and developed into 
environmental concern has been confirmed by a majority of the respondents.   

Today CSR has become an almost mainstream aspect of doing business. This was  
confirmed by many participating companies and best phrased by company Y: “it [CSR] 
has become mainstream. Not addressing sustainability as a company means that you 
will not be appreciated in the near future – also no longer by the consumer, I believe”. 
This turn into mainstream has developed rather rapidly, or as Van Puijenbroek Textiel 
phrases it: “I think […] the most important development of the last decade has been the 
change in thought from ‘this is something for the long run’ to ‘this is important for our 
near future’”. As a result several companies indicate that it has become easier to address 
CSR related issues because more companies have adopted it, for example Jackpot: “CSR 
is changed in the aspect of focus. There is much more focus on it now. I do not believe 
that the ones doing CSR now are doing it better than the ones who started it ten years 
ago, but it is definitely easier now”. However some critical notes where made as well. 
Global Woman says that they feel sustainable clothing was a real hype in 2007 but is 
losing in popularity today. As an example the respondent mentions the garment fair in 
Paris: “This year’s fair was quite disappointing. Two years ago there was a separate area 
for sustainable garments. But it seems they are letting it drift. I really had to search for it”. 
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding and Wat Mooi both indicate that many suppliers of 
sustainable collections or lines die after a year or two, this being an obstacle in building 
sustainable business.  

CSR in the textile & clothing industry has a predominant backwards focus, meaning a 
lot of attention is paid to the upstream production process. The ultimate goal is to 
develop  a garment that is not inferior to traditional clothing on any account (quality, 
fashion wise, et cetera) but has the plus of being produces in a sustainable manner. 
Many initiatives have been launched and certificates have been developed for the 
support of sustainable business and production which predominantly carry the same 
backwards focus (see Figure 6). Attention to CSR issues downstream is rising but remains 

                                                                    
16 www.modint.nl  
17 www.rndweb.nl  
18 www.modint.nl/index.cfm/33,4042,126,html  

http://www.modint.nl/�
http://www.rndweb.nl/�
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lower than upstream attention. For example Jackpot indicates: “We are in a supply chain, 
we are reaching our goals and getting very high percentages. On our company we feel 
that there is a lot more we could do, we could do a lot more energy saving, we could 
change all our marketing materials [et cetera]. In that way CSR is so huge that as a 
company we could go into massively big areas that we have not touched upon yet”. 
H&M confirms a similar trend. Their first formal CSR projects focused on the supply chain 
via a CoC. Later on, during auditing, they realized that to be successful in CSR, one needs 
to adopt CSR throughout the own organization too.  In recent years several projects for 
the recycling of textile fibers have been launched. Both van Puijenbroek Textiel and 
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding actively participate in such a project.  

 

Figure 6 - Focus of CSR initiatives within the textile & clothing value chain 

5.1.2.3 Visions of the future 

Respondents perceive the future similarly. Despite the critical notes posted in the 
previous Paragraph, the great majority of the companies indicate that CSR is not a finite 
trend but has permanently positioned itself in the process of doing business.  C&A 
explains: “We may have the luxury of 10 years before the penny really drops, but 
eventually consumers may question the speed with which governments have addressed 
such issues and immediately turn to corporate to say ‘what have you been doing?’. That 
is when I think the consumer will become the driver of many of the essential steps which 
should be taken in any supply chain in any industry. That is why it is so important to 
listen to all stakeholders we are doing business with, whether these being stakeholders 
in Europe, NGOs, media, supply partners, employees, whatever. We have to listen to 
them and have to set our own strategy in relation to the company culture, company 
history to make sure that together we do as much as possible to screen out much of the 
problems that unfortunately still exist today”. The vision that CSR is still in development 
but will be the predominant driver for business within the next 5 to 15 years, is shared by 
several other participating companies. In the meanwhile companies are anticipating for 
this to happen, but as Mud Jeans puts correctly: “If today everyone would decide to 
produce in a sustainable manner – organic cotton and SA800019

                                                                    
19 SAI is a non-governmental, international, multi-stakeholder organization dedicated to improving workplaces 
and communities by developing and implementing socially responsible standards. SAI launched SA8000 
(Social Accountability 8000) which is a voluntary standard for workplaces, based on ILO and UN conventions 
(

 certified suppliers – 
there would be a great shortage tomorrow. We have to proceed step-by-step”.  

www.sa-intl.org).  
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5.1.3 Main findings 

5.1.3.1 Summary of the findings 

Firstly with regard to the experienced benefits from CSR efforts and especially those 
who relate to the broad supply chain, companies are explicit both about direct and 
indirect benefits. Direct benefits include cost efficiency, energy & water savings, better 
circumstances in production facilities, and sales. Indirect benefits include employee 
motivation, attraction the right employees, higher quality of clothes, long-run 
competitive advantage, higher intra chain collaboration and knowledge sharing, better 
brand image & reputation. More information about the findings related to benefits are 
found in Paragraph 5.1.4.1.  

The second core variable in the conceptual model is the CSR performance 
throughout the supply network. The interviews focused on the perceived performance 
and the strategies companies adopt to influence this performance. During the 
interviews it appeared there are several factors that positively or negatively influence 
company’s motivation for (fully) driving CSR through the supply network, thus their 
motivation to adopt any strategy. These motivational factors relate back to buyer 
characteristics, product characteristics and supplier characteristics; further elaboration is 
found in Paragraph 5.1.4.2.1. These factors have impact on the conceptual model and 
are therefore listed in the subsequent Paragraph 5.1.3.2.  

With regard to the adopted strategy for increasing sustainability of the supply, it is 
concluded that the strategies of large firms differ from those of smaller firms. Large firms 
tend to move from CoC, to auditing, to capacity building. Most large firms start with 
increasing sustainability in a specific part or line of the collection. Medium sized firms 
become member of an existing CSR initiative and work to include or involve suppliers in 
this initiative. Small and micro-sized firm look for and select only those supplier with 
whom you share a sustainable vision. All companies have realized that there is a need to 
educate staff throughout the own company about their influence on CSR in the supply 
network. More findings related to these strategies are found in Paragraph 5.1.4.2.2.  

The third core variable in the conceptual model is CSR transparency. With regard to 
transparency, companies have different strategies for different stakeholder groups. 
Consumers are considered as an important target group to inform about CSR., 
Sometimes information streams to retailers are  missing. If available transparency does 
not always pay back in immediate change of consumer behavior. Companies 
communicate with governments, NGOs and media in order to secure their license to 
operate. For transparency within the supply chain, micro to medium sized companies 
seem to prefer a strong open relationship with their direct supplier.  They trust that the 
norms they agree on are translated further down the supply chain. Medium to large 
sized companies prefer to have direct insight further down the supply chain as to 
confirm that agreed norms are indeed executed. This is not feasible for SMEs due to lack 
of both power and knowledge. At present direct competitors are collaborating to effect 
CSR changes in the broad supply network. Despite the efforts desired transparency 
within the supply network is not (yet) achieved. More findings related to transparency 
are presented in Paragraph 5.1.4.3.1 to Paragraph 5.1.4.3.3.  

Companies in the textile & clothing industry are highly familiar with the 
communication instruments presented in Paragraph 3.1.3 and use these to influence 
transparency. Micro to medium sized companies value certificates to obtain 
transparency within the supply chain. Medium to large sized companies value auditing 
via external verification to obtain transparency within the supply chain and effectively 
use results from these audits to effect changes within their supply network though 
suspensions and rewards. For transparency to third parties direct dialogue is preferred 
above formal instruments such as tracking & tracing systems, benchmarks and annual 
reports. Although the latter instrument is solely valued by the large companies 
participating in this research. Further elaboration on these communication instruments 
and their influence are found in Paragraph 5.1.4.3.4.  
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Finally during the interviews it appeared that certain aspects of the supply chain 
configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies experiences with obtaining 
the desired level of transparency within the supply network. These configurations 
present themselves on macro (beyond the scope of influence), meso (can be influenced 
with joined efforts) and micro (can be influences within the individual the buyer-supplier 
relation) level; further elaboration is found in Paragraph 5.1.4.4. These configurations 
have impact on the conceptual model and are therefore listed in the subsequent 
Paragraph 5.1.3.2. 

5.1.3.2 Implications for the conceptual model 

Implications for the research model are (i) confirmation of the positive relation 
between transparency and CSR performance; (ii) motivational drivers that present 
themselves as moderator for that relationship; and (iii) SC configurations that influence 
the ease by which transparency is achieved. Table 6 provides an overview the 
implications for the conceptual model and summarizes the mechanisms  or arguments 
that were posed throughout the case study on how factors operate in the context of the 
clothing & textile industry. Furthermore, the implications are shortly listed below.  

Firstly, confirmation of the positive relation between transparency and CSR 
performance is found throughout the case study. The following effects of transparency 
are identified to positively influence CSR performance and thereby underpin the 
relationship: 
 Better analysis and prioritization of sustainability matters 
 Horizontal as well as vertical information sharing 
 Lenthier BSRs 
 Opportunity to build brand image 
 Opportunity to affect consumer behavior 

Secondly, it appears that the success of strategies to increase CSR performance of the 
supply network, such as realizing transparency, is determined by the presence of the 
CSR motivational drivers. Without these drivers, companies indicate there is no 
motivation to adopt any strategy to drive CSR through the supply chain. The following 
motivational drivers present themselves as a mediator for the relation between CSR 
performance of the supply chain and CSR transparency within the supply chain, where 
the latter is considered as a strategy to positively influence the former(elaboration in 
Paragraph 5.1.4.2.1):  
 Product characteristics 

 Increasingly bad reputation of cotton (+) 
 Rising prices of raw materials (+) 
 High costs of recycled materials (-) 
 Low quality of sustainable materials (-) 
 Low availability of sustainable materials (-) 
 Low availability of sustainable production methods (-) 

 Buyer characteristics 
 Pressure/demand from customer/consumer (+) 
 Low CSR knowledge/awareness amongst customers/consumers (-) 
 Low willingness to pay a higher price for sustainable goods in 

comparison to original goods (-) 
 Supplier characteristics 

 High brand value/sensitivity for the public verdict (+) 
 Intrinsic motivation (+) 

Thirdly, it appears that the configuration of the supply chain influences transparency 
positively or negatively. In addition it appears companies can, to a certain extent, 
influence the configuration of their supply chain in order to positively influence the ease 
of which transparency is realized.  Macro configurations fall beyond the scope of 
influence. Meso configurations can be influenced by joined efforts. Micro configurations 
can be influenced within the individual BSR The following SC configurations present 
themselves as having a direct influence on CSR transparency within the supply chain 
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(elaboration in Paragraph 5.1.4.4):  
 Macro:  

 High number of companies (-) 
 Low margin business (-) 

 Meso: 
 Facilitation of vertical information sharing (+) 
 Presence of CSR related standards/certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of NGOs/special pressure groups/sustainability 

initiatives (+) 
 High supply chain integration (+) 
 High geographical spread (-) 
 High number of operations/steps in the supply chain (-) 
 Low buying power of customer/consumer (-) 

 Micro: 
 Long duration of the buyer-supplier relationship (+) 
 Mutual adoption of communication instruments/information systems 

such as a code of conduct, audits, annual reports etc. (+) 

Table 6 - Implications for the research model as a result of case study 1 

Implications: Influential factorsa: Arguments: 
Transparency 
positively 
influences CSR 
performance. 

 Better analysis and prioritization of 
sustainability matters 

 SC evaluation leads to targeted, and thus more effective 
strategies. 

 e.g “To make visible who is viewing progress and those 
who are doing good should be encouraged through 
orders”.  

 Horizontal as well as vertical 
knowledge sharing 

 Sharing audit information, taking part in workshops, 
collectively organizing SC seminars and sharing an 
understanding of CSR leads to more effective strategies. 

 e.g. “Much more open relationship […] together we 
could make bigger steps”.  

 Lengthier BSRs  Investing in information sharing only pays in lengthier 
relations, which in itself contribute to building frame of 
reference and trust, and thus performance and/or 
willingness to invest in CSR upstream.  

 e.g. “You will not affect things by leaving” 
 Opportunity to build brand image  CSR as a positive influencer for brand image is widely 

acknowledged. This pay-off can only be achieved 
through transparency.  A higher pay-off leads to a 
higher willingness to invest in CSR.  

 e.g. “CSR contributes to an innovative brand image” 
 Opportunity to affect consumer 

behavior 
 Enabling customers/consumers with the information to 

make a “trade-off “between clothes based on 
sustainability, is believed to eventually change 
purchase decisions.  

Motivational 
factors 
moderate the 
relation 
between 
transparency 
and CSR 
performance. 

PRODUCT CHARACTERISTICS 
 Increasingly bad reputation of 

cotton (+) 
 The conviction of cotton as one of the world’s greatest 

polluters motivates companies to search for 
alternatives. 

 Rising prices of raw materials (+)  Increasing shortage of raw-materials initiated a search 
for sustainable alternatives.  

 High costs of recycled materials (-)  Recycling of materials is not yet lucrative.  
 Low quality of sustainable 

materials (-) 
 Companies are not willing to give in on quality and 

therefore not always follow sustainable pursuit. 
 Low availability of sustainable 

materials (-) 
 Sustainable materials are not available in high 

quantities, thereby hindering company’s sustainability 
pursuit.  

 Low availability of sustainable 
production methods (-) 

 Companies are not willing to ignore fashion trends, not 
all of which are producible in a sustainable manner.   

BUYER CHARACTERISTICS 
 Pressure/demand from 

customer/consumer (+) 
 Demand and/or critical questions from buyers motivate 

supplier to adopt CSR. 
 Low CSR knowledge/awareness  Critical CSR questions posed by consumer groups are 
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amongst customers/ consumers (-) not translated in more responsible consumer behavior.  
 Low willingness to pay a higher 

price for sustainable goods in 
comparison to original goods (-) 

 Suppliers are hindered to invest in CSR due refusal of  
buyers to pay a higher price while the majority of 
sustainable products still come at a higher price.   

SUPPLIER CHARACTERISTICS 
 High brand value/sensitivity to the 

public verdict (+) 
 CSR lowers reputational risks, thereby motivation 

companies to adopt CSR.  
 Intrinsic motivation (+)  Personal values motivate companies to adopt CSR.  

Supply chain 
configurations 
determine the 
ease by which 
transparency is 
realized.  

MACRO CONFIGURATIONS 
 High number of companies (-)  Competitive pressure limits willingness to share 

information.  
 Low margin business (-)  Low budgets for additional activities such as 

assembling, documenting and sharing information. 
MESO CONFIGURATIONS 

 Facilitation of vertical information 
sharing (+) 

 Facilitation of information sharing makes increases ease 
of getting transparency.   

 Presence of CSR related 
standards/certificates (+) 

 CSR related standards and certificated facilitate 
information sharing and express a shared 
understanding of the concept of CSR.  

 Stimulus/support of NGOs/ special 
pressure groups/ sustainability 
initiatives (+) 

 Third parties facilitate information sharing and 
stimulate the evolution of a shared understanding of 
the concept of CSR.  

 High SC integration (+)  Direct insight into production processes facilitates 
information sharing.  

 High geographical spread (-)  Unfamiliar legislation and cultural differences lead to 
less control and more difficulty in obtaining 
information.  

 High number of operations/ steps 
in the SC (-) 

 Buyer power and knowledge of the production process 
heavily decrease when SC steps increase, making 
information retrieval difficult.  

 Low buying power of 
customer/consumer (-) 

 Suppliers are not willing to invest in more information 
sharing with non-essential small buyers. 

MICRO CONFIGURATIONS 
 Long duration of the BSR (+)  Long BSR leads to a frame of reference (more effective 

information sharing) and trust (higher willingness to 
share information).  

 Mutual adoption of 
communication instruments/ 
information systems such as CoC, 
audits, annual reports etc. (+) 

 Communication instruments facilitate information 
sharing.  

 Low differentiation between 
companies (-) 

 Niche players  feel less hindered by competitive 
pressure in sharing of information.  

 a Behind an influential factor, the notion ‘(+)’ implies a strengthening and ‘(-)’ a weakening moderator/relation. 

5.1.4 Detailed findings 

5.1.4.1 Benefits 

5.1.4.1.1 Direct benefits 

Overall those companies who have adopted CSR report on direct benefits from their 
CSR supply chain efforts. Most of these direct benefits relate back to environmental 
efforts, such as cost efficiency due to better logistics (e.g. M&S Mode), water and energy 
savings (e.g. Wildenberg Mannenmode and Van Puijenbroek Textiel).  

Also recorded as a direct benefit is the improved insight, awareness and prioritization 
of issues in the supply chain (e.g. Company X and the better focus in the selection of 
suppliers accordingly (e.g. M&S Mode).  

Those companies who have been active with CSR in the supply chain on the long run 
also report on measurable improvement of the social and environmental circumstances 
in the production facilities overseas (e.g. H&M, Van Puijenbroek Textiel and Mud Jeans).  

Furthermore several companies report on sales (e.g. Wat Mooi, Mud Jeans and C&A). 
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Wat Mooi started in 2007 as an online seller of sustainable clothing. In 5 years time they 
by-passed many other web shops and today they are the biggest online seller of 
sustainable clothes in the Netherlands. C&A indicates: “Last year our sales in biocotton 
grew by 45% in relation to the year before, which in itself was a very good year in 
relation to the year before that. Retail is not growing at 45% a year. What it means is that 
our consumer is not vocally demanding that we offer this product, but they are aware 
that we have it and they are increasingly buying it”. 

5.1.4.1.2 Indirect benefits 

Most companies are outspoken positive about the unexpected and indirect benefits 
they experiences due to the pursuit of CSR in their supply chain. Internally companies 
experienced an increase of involvement and motivation amongst employees (e.g. 
Company Y). On the long run pursuit of CSR has helped attract the right employees (e.g. 
Jackpot). Some companies even report on higher quality of garment output due to the 
fact that “people working under better circumstances deliver a better product” (Van 
Puijenbroek Textiel).  

Furthermore several companies report on the positive influence of CSR on 
innovation and competitive advantage on the long run. For example, in a short time-
frame a number of production facilities were closed due to water polluting practices 
(India), however the supplier of Groenendijk bedrijfskleding did not shut down because 
it anticipated on changing norms and had early onwards invested in sustainability. 
Another example is that several respondents believe that investing in recycling and 
cradle2cradle projects will pay back due to increasing shortage of raw materials (e.g. 
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding and Van Puijenbroek Textiel).  

Bigger companies in particular indicate that for the sake of CSR they are now working 
together as competitors, which has led to more exchange of knowledge, collective 
pressure– but also support – of suppliers and better performance supply chain wise (e.g. 
Company X, M&S Mode, H&M, C&A). C&A calls it a business innovation: “Did I think 2 
years ago that we would be working with a very notable group of other retailers and 
brands in different parts of the world in trying to effect similar improvements in the 
supply chain? I did not think that would happen. But it is today’s reality and that is 
innovation. It shows how fast this territory is moving”. M&S Mode indicates that this 
knowledge sharing between competitors helped them effect bigger steps in the early 
stages of adopting CSR.   

Finally the majority of the companies indicate that delivering clothes that are made 
in a sustainable manner positively influences brand image. Citations include: “It is a 
unique selling point” (Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding), “It makes you credible as a brand” 
(Company X), “It defines our brand” (Jackpot),”The story behind the clothes sells” (Mud 
Jeans), “We received the ‘European trusted brand’ award in 2009 and 2010” (C&A), and 
“It contributes to an innovative image” (Company Y).  

5.1.4.2 CSR performance of the supply network 

5.1.4.2.1 Motivational factors 

Throughout the interviews companies formulated several motivations both for going 
into the supply chain CSR wise as of why they did not wanted or could (fully) incorporate 
CSR in their supply.  

Several of the motivational factors relate back to product characteristics. Positive 
motivational factors relate back to the raw-materials. Due to increasing shortage, prices 
of raw-materials are rising and are expected to keep rising. So far, this motivated a 
handful of companies to start with recycled clothes (e.g. Van Puijenbroek Textiel, 
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding and Wat Mooi) and the production of paper products out of 
left over cotton (e.g. Van Puijenbroek Textiel and Mud Jeans). Also the increasing bad 
reputation of raw materials (Mud Jeans: “Cotton is one of the world’s greatest polluters”) 
is mentioned to give a positive motivation to look for something more sustainable 
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alternative.  

But product wise there are also certain factors that influence the motivation of 
companies to pursue sustainable garments negatively. Both the low quality and low 
availability of sustainable materials have been mentioned to hinder companies (e.g. Wat 
Mooi and Jackpot). For example Jackpot states: “I think a challenge is definitely to source 
sustainable materials. […] We do not want to compromise on the quality, so for example 
if we want to do organic wool or silk it is very difficult to get or it are very small amounts. 
Organic cotton comes in qualities that are often not fine enough or not working. So I 
think the availability of sustainable raw materials is a challenge”. But also the need to 
follow the fashion trend and the lack of sustainable production methods lead to a low 
motivation for companies to fully adopt CSR in their supply chain. For example Global 
Woman: “Certain scrubbings [are] environmentally unfriendly. However, they are a 
fashion-item. It is sad, but in the end you have to bring fashion because women want to 
look nice”. Also Mud Jeans: “You have to ask yourself: how far are you willing to go, at 
the expense of sustainability, to follow the present fashion trend. […] If next spring 
season, all jeans are bleached, we will have to include a bleached denim pants in our 
collection too. We will have to talk to our supplier on how to do that in the most 
sustainable manner possible. It has to happen”.  

Several of these motivational factors relate back to buyer characteristics. A first and 
important positive motivation is a rise in demand from end-consumers or 
demand/pressure from customers. Although still a niche several companies indicate that 
demand – or at the very least the number of questions asked by consumers – is rising 
(e.g. Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding, Company X, Company Y, C&A and Wat Mooi).  
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding who as a seller of work clothes predominantly works B2B 
indicates: “[Customer] want to per se have a guarantee that garments have not been 
produced by children. […] Also, they want to know in greater detail ‘what is the 
situation?’. However on the environmental side this remains vague. […] sometimes you 
have to declare that you stick to REACH20

Both end-consumers and customers throughout the supply chain show little 
willingness to pay more for a sustainable product, although in practice this product 
usually (not always) comes at a higher price. This leads to reluctance amongst 
companies to adopt CSR. For example: “Everyone should play an equal role, starting with 
the consumer wanting to pay” (Jackpot) and “Nobody wants to give in on their turnover” 
(Mud Jeans). Munja illustrates the reluctant role of buying departments: “The other day I 
had a conversation with an insurance company who needed 500 T-shirts. It was 
determined that all purchases needed to be handled centrally by the buying 
department. They determined they would pay €3,95 for a T-shirt, their standard 
purchase price for any T-shirt. So I asked them: ‘why don’t you pay a little more? These 
shirts are going to be worn during a children’s event in the Netherlands, while at the 
same time those cheap shirt may well have been produced by children and who knows 
what else is wrong about it?’. Their answer was: ‘in the end it is all about price’”. Wat 
Mooi also experienced a very different consumer reaction: when they expanded their 
collection with a line of competitively priced organic basics, consumers reacted in 
distrust. They felt the product could not really be organic being sold for a competitive 
market price.   

 legislation or not use certain metals. Pretty 
general stuff. Nobody asks how garments are dyed. We all know that this can be the 
most polluting practice one can think of if not executed well. Nobody asks about that, 
never!”. Consumers appears to still have little knowledge or awareness on what CSR is 
about, therefore it is difficult for them to make grounded decisions. Wildenberg 
confirms: “The moment I observe demand bottom-up, the rest will follow. […] But 
consumers ask no questions about sustainability”. Company Y says: “As a citizen they 
feel it is important, but not as a consumer”. This low awareness and knowledge amongst 
end consumers hinders the demand and creates a negative motivation for companies to 
adopt CSR.  

                                                                    
20 REACH is the European Community Regulation on chemicals and their safe use 
(ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/reach/reach_intro.htm). 

http://www.ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/reach/reach_intro.htm�
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Finally there are motivational factors that relate back to supplier characteristics. Both 
Company X and Company Y indicate that a motivation to start with CSR in the supply 
chain was to manage reputational risks. Especially visible companies such as brands are 
highly sensitive to the public verdict via media or NGOs. They prefer to prevent rather 
than heal and therefore start CSR. Of course there are also those companies who have 
been founded to product sustainable clothing only (i.e. Global Woman, Wat Mooi, 
Munja, and Mud Jeans) or otherwise have a strong intrinsic motivation to adopts CSR 
(e.g. a family-founded and -owned company such as C&A).  

5.1.4.2.2 Strategies to increase sustainability of the supply network 

On a very general level several strategies to drive CSR through the supply network 
are distinguished. Size of the company appears as an important determinant for the 
chosen strategy. In addition different company sizes are appreciated for different roles in 
increasing sustainability of the supply network. Small brands play an important role in 
the development of sustainable fashion because they are more flexible (or willing) to 
adopt highly innovative projects. For example Wat Mooi indicates that they work with a 
range of innovative small-scale designers who work with recycled fabrics and innovative 
materials such as hemp and nettle. On the other hand large companies play an 
important role in the awareness and promotion of sustainable clothing amongst 
consumers. Wat Mooi: “To be honest, I think that in the end, it are big brands – such as 
Nike and C&A who adopted good social circumstances and organic cotton in their 
marketing – that made people think: ‘this is important, we need to think about this too’”. 
At the same time the small and sustainable companies feel that the large companies are 
not making the effort they should. Wat Mooi thinks it is sad that they are letting doubts 
about ‘will this sell?’ lead. The respondents of Mud Jeans shows annoyance about the 
amount of talking (“PR”) of large firms versus the amount of action that is actually 
undertaken. 

In their efforts to increase sustainability of their supplies large to medium-sized 
companies seem to move from CoC, to auditing to capacity building. This is best 
illustration by a description of H&M who indicates that in the first years after the 
introduction of the first CoC (mid 90s) it was very important to teach the suppliers about 
social security, employment and employment contracts for example – and to document 
this in a proper way. But at this point the efforts taken to increase sustainability of 
supplies was remained top-down driven by H&M. Later on H&M realized that if they 
were putting in all this effort for the workers, they had to listen to the voice of the 
workers and learn from them. Thus H&M started worker interviews. “This was very tricky 
because some information can be sensitive and workers were afraid that what they said 
would be traced back to them by their employers. Around this time H&M started to use 
auditors. […] I was not until around 2003/2004 that H&M realized that aside from 
listening the to the workers, H&M also needed to help the suppliers. This was more 
about capacity building and training. Provide the factory members with knowledge of 
what is good manufacturing, worker rights, labor conditions et cetera, but also other 
business aspects such as how to set up a good recruitment force so one gets the right 
workers.” Jackpot, Company X and Company Y confirm that the CoC has been there for 
years, but all renewed it due to the increased attention paid to CSR, then started to visit 
factories or directly jump-started with third-party involvement. C&A explains: “Auditing 
on its own is clearly not enough. It does not bring you to where you want to be in terms 
of all the necessary improvements.” Within C&A supplier improvements are supported 
with local seminars, by local members of the auditing organizations, in particular regions 
in the local languages. If there is a particular issue with the performance of a specific 
supply partner, then C&A holds one-to-one sessions with the supplier. H&M also looks 
into the future, which the respondent think will be about ownership: “On the long run, 
we need to transfer more of the responsibility to the factory owners, they are the ones 
that run the factories in their countries. I am talking about supplier ownership and 
supplier engagement in controlling the shortcomings in their own factories. They also 
need to get involvement from the workers, and get a dialogue between workers and 
management. Success would be to have well functioning mature industrial relationships 
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[…] I think it is not sustainable in the long run that companies like H&M have a top down 
approach going into the factories to tell them what is wrong and what is right. There 
needs to be an ownership that strives for having good working conditions, having 
sustainable production, et cetera. It is a business change”. 

Furthermore large firms show a tendency to start increasing sustainability in a 
specific part or line of the collection. For example company X launched a special 
sustainable label: “All the lessons we draw from this process we want to implement step 
by step also into the remainder of our private label”. The respondent explains this is a 
slow process that involves communicating their actions This communication in itself is 
hard because raising attention for the sustainability of one product also raises attention 
to other products that are not sustainable. C&A shows a similar picture: “The learnings of 
our biocotton supply chains are pretty profound and now we started to roll it out in the 
remainder of our cotton supply chains – and if I look beyond that we will have to do 
something in the rest of our supply chains that are not cotton oriented”. Jackpot has a 
different approach: “Our aim was from the very beginning to work with our five biggest 
suppliers who are accountable for 80% of our production. Today 52% of our supplier 
base is now completed as say SA8000 or BSCI while 30% is in the pipeline”. On the 
question of how Jackpot approached the 5 biggest suppliers, the respondent answers: 
“We have approached that with Solidaridad21 and also Made-by to some extent, but it is 
mostly Solidaridad people. They [suppliers] have been trained and audited and in the 
end of course audited by third party. […] Some could easily see the sense of it, some 
were a little bit slower. […] We would approach them only about that [topic]. For 
example, we had a seminar in Shanghai and we would invited someone from Textile 
exchange/Made-by and our PDO’s22

Medium sized firms intent to include or involve suppliers in existing initiatives. For 
example Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding works with a range of work clothes brands. The 
company tries to pressure the brands to initiate sustainable lines or something alike. The 
respondent describes this as a difficult process. When he asks them to adopt something 
specific such as biocotton, their immediate response is: ‘all right, how many containers 
would you like to buy?’. Instead, the respondent now pressures them to join him in a 
membership with the FWF. But in doing so, he feels hindered by its size. The respondent 
feels Groenendijk bedrijfskleding not in a position to tell large brands what to do, or they 
will decide not to sell to him instead of the other way around. Company X: “We intent to 
get all our suppliers to participate in the system [of BSCI], but we have to remain 
pragmatic. Above all, we try to look at the individual supplier, does he/she understand 
what it is about – social compliance – […] have other buyers also pressured him/her and 
what kind of progress has he/she shown?”. For now all suppliers have to acknowledge 
their awareness of social compliance, but Company X is looking into the option of 
making it a hard criteria. Also M&S Mode tries to include their suppliers in the BSCI 
system.  

, agents and some of our biggest suppliers. We did 
workshops with them. […] Sometimes together, sometimes single” 

SMEs look for and select only those supplier with whom  a sustainable vision is 
shared. Global Woman says: “When you are working on something, like sustainable 
fashion, you simply attract people that fit”. Such partners are found at fairs, but also 
often via their existing relations. Wat Mooi describes a similar process. However they 
note that they have a limited base of suppliers to source from: “We actually have too few 
suppliers to check all the boxes of being professional, reliable and at the same time 
sustainable. And affordable”. Both companies indicate that trust is important in the 
selection process of these supplier. One cannot solely rely on certificates because many 
small designers do not have the means to certify their collection. Wat Mooi indicates: “I 
think that in a 10 minute conversation with a label representative you can feel whether 
they have a good approach or not. You can tell by looking at people whether it is their 
passion or whether it is simply a matter of marketing. In that case, they are not able to 

                                                                    
21 Solidaridad is an international network organization that works on creating sustainable supply chains by 
supporting sourcing and producing companies (www.solidaridadnetwork.org).  
22 Abbreviation for the production companies Jackpot works with.  

http://www.solidaridadnetwork.org/�
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tell more than ‘this is biocotton, that is good for the environment’. A label that executed 
a search for biocotton can explain why it is better for the environment and why they 
choose for it”. Other indicators of why someone is not an honest producer is that they 
have a combination of for example 75% organic cotton and 25% polyester, “I know that 
is not right, they don’t really mean it” (Global Woman) or because they refuse to deliver a 
certificate before an order is placed (Global Woman). Jackpot explains that it is not 
feasible for a bigger company to solely work with sustainable suppliers: “We are not a 
small company that could say: ‘from tomorrow we only source from suppliers who have 
SA8000, we just move all our production’. We are big and we need to work with our 
suppliers. Of course we had to swap some and we also found new ones which are 
certified”.  

All companies, large and small, have realized that there is a need to educate staff 
throughout the own company about their influence on CSR in the supply network. It is 
important they understand and share the companies values/what the company aims to 
achieve, and know how to translate this in their work actions. For example C&A explains: 
“Bio cotton is not grown all over the world. India is the biggest cultivator of organic 
cotton, and therefore we have advised the buyers to source bio cotton primarily from 
India, and to manufacture mainly within India and surrounding countries in the sub-
continent. We are going to focus our activities on a few specific farm groups with 
manufacturing nearby. This is a business transformation. […] In order to take us to 
where we find ourselves now, we first of all had to create this circumstance within C&A 
where buyers were aware of what we were going to do and why – and how they were 
need to work within that new way of working. Then to the sourcing organization we said 
‘you are the people on the ground, you are closest to the farming partner. We need you 
to work with the farming partners to find out where the best most reliable sources are, 
where they are linked to ginners, linked to spinners”. H&M confirms that buyers play a 
crucial role. The sourcing organization of H&M is 100+ people and they  make the 
business decisions that eventually influence CSR efforts. The respondent states: “You 
cannot outsource CSR, it needs to breath within your own organization”. C&A says in 
general terms: “The designer has to understand what impact their choice of certain 
fabric will have on the rest of the supply chain. A buyer has to understand what his or 
her decisions might mean if they delay on decisions regarding the approving of a  
sample for example”. In order to achieve such awareness C&A indicates that having 
transparency in the company is crucial, because “the designer has to understand what 
impact their choice of certain fabric will have on the rest of the supply chain”. Although 
CSR is now often assigned to a CSR manager or department, most of the medium to 
large firms express the opinion that they hope it will be integrated throughout the 
company in the upcoming years, making a CSR department (almost) unnecessary (e.g. 
Company X and Company Y).  

5.1.4.3 CSR transparency in the supply network 

5.1.4.3.1 Desired transparency to consumers and other stakeholders 

The consumer does, but not necessarily, respond to transparency, i.e. higher CSR 
transparency in some instances leads to different consumer choices but it is not black-
and-white. Nevertheless some companies have developed ambitious methods to inform 
the customer about sustainable matters with the belief that this influences the choices 
the customer makes. Others are struggling with what to tell the customer.  

Wat Mooi has developed an extensive wiki like page with information about 
sustainable fabrics and production methods. “I feel it is not our position to decide for our 
consumer, but I think it is our role to enable our consumer to make a trade-off. Do I find 
social circumstances of importance, than this might be for me. Do I find environment 
important…”. In addition they enhances their web shop with a range of simple icons 
that tell the consumer what aspects were taken into account in the production of that 
specific piece of garment. “I believe in educating the consumer. People will pay more 
attention to it step by step, then transparency will come automatically”. The respondent 
compares it to junk food: “the moment you start asking about the amount of calories. 
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The change is that people have to start asking, because the moment you do so, you 
know the issue”. Munja agrees it is all about awareness and education consumers and 
decision makers. In addition Wat Mooi expresses the opinion that not having 
transparency hinders benefitting positively from CSR (via reputation) since it lowers 
trust.  

Other companies, especially those who are not founded for or solely focusing on 
sustainable fashion, are struggling with what to tell the consumer. For example, 
Company X: “The active consumer – the one who is looking for it – is a very small group”. 
On the remainder of the consumers the respondent comments: “On the one hand they 
want to, on the other hand they do not want to pay for it, it should be offered, but not ‘in 
my-face’ because then I think you are greenwashing23

Several companies indicate that although the consumer buys the product, it is not 
them who eventually determine the license to operate. Governments and NGOs are 
important stakeholders to inform about and satisfy with the company strategy. 
Company Y says: “The consumer is important, because they buy your product. However, 
since we got the impression they are not really interested, we are actually doing it 
[communication] for NGOs and the media”. H&M reflects on their sustainability reports 
which they publish since 2004. The respondent agrees this is not something the average 
consumer would dive into. The consumers are mostly targeted directly with specific 
information in the actual stores. For other organizations (like NGOs and unions), H&M 
publishes the CSR report, holds press conferences, seminars, and frequently acts as a 
speaker. There are also other interest groups that would like to know how H&M is 
working, like politicians. “For all the stakeholders, we try to have an open approach to let 
them know what we are doing and being humble towards what we can do what at the 
moment is our set of approaches”. C&A indicates that this kind of transparency work, 
and should work, both ways: “We appreciate the additional stakeholder feedback we get 
from a whole range of partners and other interested parties – we have to thank them for 
bringing to our attention issues that we not always bring ourselves”. 

. There are a lot of things to take 
into account!”. Jackpot indicates: “We have decided that it is a very difficult area to 
communicate and we need to keep it simple. This rule of simplicity and that it should 
always be connected to our clothes. That is what we aim for. And that is pretty much for 
everyone.” 

5.1.4.3.2 Desired transparency within the supply chain 

The level of preferred transparency in the supply network differs between bigger and 
smaller companies. Micro to Medium sized companies seem to prefer a strong open 
relationship with their direct suppliers and trust that the norms they agree on are 
translated further down the supply chain. Medium to Large sized companies prefer to 
have direct insight further down the supply chain. Micro to medium sized companies 
indicate this is not feasible for them due to lack of both power and knowledge. 

Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding indicates: “One could conclude that if you have a 
transparent supply chain, it would be easier to look at the sources of what is going well 
and what is going wrong. A crucial mistake in this line of thought is that for party at the 
very start of the chain, you are not of interest, nor for the first few steps downstream. […] 
It is a necessity that you proceed step by step”. Also, the respondent adds: “My vision 
[…] is that I only have influence on the first two tiers of suppliers, after those I have lost 
all my power. […] If you want to proceed further up the chain, you have to realize you 
need to acquire a lot of know-how. Look, I know how to sell clothes. […] If I want to 
proceed in the chain, I need to acquire knowledge about fibers, about stitching, about 
dying, spinning…  You have to acquire ever more specialized knowledge to remain a 
discussion partner. I feel that it is more efficient for every step in the chain to pressure 
upwards independently”. Van Puijenbroek Textiel declares a similar vision. Going up the 
chain is only efficient as long as you have a certain level of buying power. The only 

                                                                    
23 Greenwashing is generally defined as the use of environmental claims in marketing/advertising that are 
trivial, misleading, or deceptive to consumers (Kangun, Carlson, & Grove, 1991). 
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exception, Van Puijenbroek Textiel, indicates: “It is if you are working on a cradle2cradle 
project, there you need all the knowledge from throughout the chain”. Wildenberg 
Mannenmode confirms that it is difficult for them to ask questions about sustainability 
because they have little knowledge about the processes of their suppliers.  

Company Y indicates that for them having a good relationship with their direct 
supplier is of importance, but despite of that they try to go further down into the supply 
chain and obtain information from 2nd tier and beyond. Before the 1st tier could decide 
which suppliers to use for itself, but today Company Y has a say in this as well. An 
advantage is that Company Y is a brand and “as soon as you put your name on 
something, you obviously have more influence”.  

Company X has changed the internal structure of the buying department in order to 
be able to get more transparency from their supply network and make more strategic 
decisions. Aside from buyers they now have so-called sourcers who evaluate the 
strategic side of supply, including sustainable aspects. This makes it easier for them to 
get more insight into the supply chain. What they find problematic for obtaining 
transparency, is the use of sub-contractors or sub-suppliers, window companies and 
consultants who help factories building an auditable façade. They have no complete 
strategy on how to obtain complete transparency, but hope that the creation of 
strategic sourcers will help getting there.   

Even larger companies such as Jackpot, H&M and C&A indicate that it is important to 
get as much information from the supply network as possible, although this is neither 
easy nor always feasible. Jackpot: “We need to go one step further and get involved with 
the branches of our suppliers around wet processing, that would be the next level for 
us.” They also aim to engage them in the Better Cotton initiative. The factories that are 
producing the H&M clothes, are 100% checked by H&M. If certain parts of the 
production are outsourced (e.g. stitching or printing), H&M also audits those 
organizations. So all the organizations involved in the actual making of the clothes are 
checked by H&M. However at this stage H&M is not going to trim suppliers, meaning 
suppliers of buttons, zippers et cetera. Fabric suppliers are not the direct suppliers of 
H&M, all fabrics being bought by the 1st tier suppliers of H&M. So normally H&M has no 
direct business relation with the fabric suppliers. However a few years ago, after the 
introduction of ‘clean production’ (a project focused on environmental savings trough 
efficient use of resources such as water & energy), H&M started approaching 2nd tier 
suppliers and beyond to cooperate and make improvements in this area. For H&M this is 
also a way of building trust with these suppliers so that in the future they can also 
discuss other topics with them.  

C&A tells: “I would say that we are still in the early stages of building the necessary 
transparency we need going right through our whole supply chain. It is not something 
that C&A can do on its own. We need to do this in partnership with a lot of other people, 
not just solely our supply chain. […] C&A is part of what is called the sustainable apparel 
coalition – launched March 2011 – and basically we are now looking to work with a 
group of 24 brands and retailers around the globe in pre-competitive areas. So where 
can be cooperate with them in terms of social and environmental issues such that we 
can have a much greater impact if we approach it in a similar way”.  

Nevertheless there are still big hurdles. Both upstream and downstream. For example 
H&M has experienced that low (formal) documentation in production facilities has 
hindered the sustainability pursuit in the past, because lack of documentation makes it 
highly difficult to check on (undesired) issues. Downstream Wildenberg, as a retailer, 
indicates no information is received from their supplier about CSR or sustainability of 
clothes, while in fact this is what could encourage demand since “the story sells”.  

5.1.4.3.3 Desired transparency in the broad supply network 

The network, and the information that is exchanged within the network, is valued as 
very important in the change for sustainability. Having information helps with the 
design of strategies to drive CSR through the supply network.  Also collaboration and 
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knowledge sharing and/or approaching suppliers in a similar matter is valued as 
successful by sourcing companies. In other words: the value of having a shared 
understanding of the concept of CSR in the supply network is confirmed by most 
companies. For this shared understanding of the concept and the necessary actions, 
interaction with third parties is appreciated.  

There is thus a need for transparency in the broad supply network with interaction 
between direct competitors. This information sharing is, as was already mentioned 
before, taking place. In the previous Paragraph this was mentioned in quotes of C&A, but 
they are not the only one  endorsing this proposition. Company X says: “The topic of CSR 
is not new […] but it is on the direct surface nowadays and we are in a phase that 
everyone is willing to speak with each other about this on open terms. CSR has 
contributed to a much more open collaboration between different stakeholders, […] the 
realization is there: ‘we want the same thing, so why are we fighting each other?’. We are 
doing double work, while together we could make bigger steps. The communication is 
there”. M&S Mode tells: “Down in the shopping street we are each other’s biggest 
competition, but CSR wise we are talking with V&D, WE and de Bijenkorf. We can really 
help each other”. M&S Mode is also sourcing in some of the same factories as large 
multinationals. This has a positive effect, for example when sand-blasting of jeans 
appeared to be an issue, M&S contacted their factories via their agent to hear they had 
all stopped that practice already since H&M banned it. G-star is, for a similar reason, not 
auditing some of their factories. Instead they are participating in a platform where 
auditing rapports are exchanged between sourcing companies, so that not every 
individual company has to go in and audit a supplier for themselves.  

5.1.4.3.4 The role of communication instruments and information systems 

At present micro to medium sized companies value certificates while medium to 
large sized companies value auditing via external verification to obtain transparency in 
the supply chain. For transparency to third parties, direct dialogue is preferred above 
formal instruments such as tracking & tracing systems, benchmarks and annual reports. 
Although the latter is valued by the very large corporations.  

Micro to medium sized companies value certificates and labels to get transparency 
and guarantees. Certificates are often used in the supplier selection process, although 
not solely. But at the same time certificates are also criticized. Global Woman indicates: 
“We always work with certified fabrics,  this gives us the assurance that it is organic”. 
Mud Jeans: “A supplier of ours must have SA8000 at minimum, they need to have a line 
of Fair Trade, GOTS or recycled clothes”. Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding explains he 
perceives certificates as a secure way of showing transparency. You share your 
information with a third party which then declares you match a certain standard. This 
means you do not have to exchange company specific or sensitive information with 
everyone, but you can still deliver evidence of your performance. Several companies are 
frustrated that it are the companies active with CSR who have to pay for certification, 
they hold the opinion that it should be those who do not implement CSR should be the 
ones getting certification. But they also realize this to be unrealistic. Several companies 
expresses his confusion with the broad range of standards and certificates that is on the 
market nowadays. It is confusing, while at the same time there are actually few 
certificates aside from Max Havelaar that the consumer actually understands (e.g. Wat 
Mooi, Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding, Wildenberg Mannenmode and Mud Jeans).  

For medium to large sized companies (own) auditing and external verification play 
an important role in the transparency in the supply chain. The results from audits are 
also used to put pressure or put sanctions in place. For example, Van Puijenbroek Textiel 
is highly satisfied with an external auditor (FWF). In their experience, this always leads to 
insights they would not be able to obtain themselves due to their own limited 
knowledge, experience and access to the factory and documentation. For C&A their 
auditing organization SOCAM plays an important role. For many issues SOCAM has 
developed a standard way to deal with it. If an issue is really serious, C&A suspends an 
account. This means they will not place any new orders – the ones already placed they 



Page 38 
 

do not intervene with – until the supplier has developed a concrete action plan. If over 
the years issues keep appearing C&A goes in for a one-to-one in order to make the 
supplier understand how important these issues are for C&A. After each financial year, 
C&A categorizes the suppliers according to their social compliance – based on the audits 
of that year. This categorization always leads to the identification of suppliers with a low 
score, with whom action will have to be undertaken to improve certain issues. By doing 
this the buyers of C&A develop direct involvement with CSR issues – instead of leaving it 
with SOCAM solely – “to review the performance, to say what is not acceptable and to 
listen to the manufacturers in terms of how they propose to change things”. M&S has a 
similar approach based on the BSCI classification. They express they do not leave at the 
first unsatisfactory report, but only after no progress has been shown. This vision is 
shared by H&M, that you will not affect things by leaving. Furthermore, H&M looks at 
sanctions the other way around: “Important is transparency and focus. To make visible 
who is viewing progress [through audits] and those who are doing good should be 
encouraged through orders”. 

Other communication instruments are mostly criticized, such as tracking & tracing 
systems, indexes and benchmarks, CSR awards/honors, annual communication 
instruments. Sustainability reports are seem as a feasible manner for communication for 
large companies only. For interacting with external parties outside of the supply chain, 
direct dialogue is generally preferred. Wat Mooi who retails traceable clothes states: “I 
feel it is more of a marketing gimmick, it is not something that plays a role in our 
supplier selection”. Company X indicates they started off with a tracking-and-tracing 
project with their sustainable line, however it was much harder than anticipated for by 
them and Made-by. It already failed at the 1st tier of suppliers who failed the time and 
resources to participate. Jackpot says: “Track-and-trace in theory we think it is great. It is 
a very good idea and it is fantastic to be able to show transparency. Practically, it does 
not work. Practically, the system is too difficult, it really demands a lot of our suppliers. 
[…] This spring and summer [collection] we have 40,000 pieces out that are traceable, 
but the hit rate is so low […]. The way we see it: for our consumers it is good to know 
that it is possible, but they do not need to do it. And the ones who have tried have often 
failed. But the possibility is there and that is what transparency is also about”. Indexes 
and benchmarks are perceived as highly impractical by a majority of the companies. The 
corresponding questionnaires are too long and complex (Company X, M&S Mode, 
Company Y, Wat Mooi) and on top of that they do not always reflect the effort a 
company makes because the benchmarks criteria does not match the company’s (Wat 
Mooi and Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding). Wildenberg Mannenmode has received a reward 
from its municipality for its CSR efforts, however, he feels that the municipality would 
better put their efforts in education entrepreneurs instead of simply rewarding. Finally 
SMEs feel publishing sustainability reports is not feasible for them. In such an instance 
the Made-by scorecard can help. Jackpot is in essence positive about this annual report, 
however, would like to expand it: “We feel often quite limited by the scorecard from 
Made-by. For example we would like to amount of GOTS certified products in, but this is 
not a possibility in Made-by. So we would like to have the scores on different fabrics 
maybe, or other things, but then we would have to adapt the system”. 

5.1.4.4 Supply network configurations 

Throughout the interviews it appeared that certain aspects of the supply chain 
configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies experiences with obtaining 
the desired level of transparency within the supply network.  

Several of these supply chain configuration relate back to a general macro level 
which falls beyond the scope of influence. However, it does determine the context and 
thus strategy en effort a company has to put in to get the information it desires. In the 
textile & clothing industry it became apparent that the competitive pressure due to the 
presence of a high number of players and the generally low margin business hindered 
companies in their pursuit to both share and obtain information. It is very easy to 
duplicate pieces of garments, it is a common practice (as indicated by Munja, Van 



Page 39 
 

Puijenbroek Textiel, Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding, Wat Mooi), and become an even bigger 
problem when companies are transparent about their sources. The latter also lead to the 
risk of bypassing, where customers start sourcing directly from their 2nd tier supplier 
(Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding and Mud Jeans). Furthermore low margins leave companies 
with low budgets for additional activities such as assembling, documenting and sharing 
information. For these reasons companies are reluctant to share information, while both 
aspects are not likely to change.  

Other supply chain configuration relate back to a meso level which falls beyond the 
scope of influence of an individual company, but may be affected through joined efforts 
of multiple companies and other stakeholders. For the sake of CSR, but also for 
reassurance, control and transparency, several companies who are highly active with 
CSR tend to choose their suppliers closer to ‘home’, for example in Turkey, Poland and 
Portugal (e.g. Global Woman, Munja, Wat Mooi and Van Puijenbroek Textiel). When 
production facilities fall under European law it appears it is easier to get insight into and 
reassurance of the circumstances. Furthermore the bigger the geographical spread the 
more cultural differences companies encounter, which makes communication and thus 
realizing transparency more difficult. Furthermore high number of operations and steps 
in the supply chain makes is more difficult to get transparency due to low levels of both 
power and knowledge beyond the 1st tier (as described in Paragraph 5.1.4.3.2). In 
addition several companies emphasize that, with regard to CSR – but perhaps also in 
general terms, they prefer working with integral/vertical producers, those who have 
everything in-house (e.g. M&S Mode, Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding, Mud Jeans and H&M). 
The more steps there exist between companies the harder it gets to exchange 
information, thus be transparent. When as a buying company one is of a small size in 
relation to ones supplier it is difficult to demand information or  even get on speaking 
terms. While this could be alleviated by looking for a smaller supplier, it was suggested 
during interviews it is best solved by joined efforts of more than one buyer (pressuring 
together or sharing audit information). This can only take place with the presence of 
platforms than facilitate vertical information sharing and/or the presence of CSR related 
(branch specific) standards or certificated. Finally multiple companies emphasize they 
gladly work with NGOs, special pressure groups and sustainable initiatives to jointly 
realize transparency throughout the broad supply network.  

Finally there are those supply chain configuration that are on a micro level and which 
fall in the direct scope of influence of the buyer and its supplier and can be affected 
within a single buyer-supplier relationship. Van Puijenbroek Textiel indicated that since 
more players in the area of work clothes have focused on specific niches, the 
competitive barrier to share information disappeared. Furthermore several companies 
reported that as a result of efforts of information sharing, it became obvious that it pays 
to establish longer and dedicated buyer-supplier relationships (e.g. M&S Mode, 
Company Y, H&M). It is best phrased by H&M who tells that what happened around 
2004/2005 was that H&M realized that the longer one works with a supplier, the greater 
the chance is to achieve something with regard to CSR. H&M also realized it was 
important to have a picture of the factories from the start  of the relationship in order to 
structurally monitor progress. That is when H&M started a structural auditing program 
and sustainability reporting. In line with this a final configuration relates to the 
discussion of communication instruments in Paragraph 5.1.4.3.4 from which it is 
concluded that transparency may be easier achieved in the case of mutual adoption of 
appropriate communication instruments & information systems such as code of 
conduct, audits, and annual reports. 
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5.2 Case Study 2: Windows & Facades 

5.2.1 Respondent demographics 

5.2.1.1 Participating companies’ characteristics 

Table 5 provides an overview of the participating companies from the windows & 
facades industry, in which stages of the value chain they are active, company size and 
corresponding trade association (see also Paragraph 5.2.2.1). The objective was to select 
a sample with differentiation in company functions, company sizes and CSR activity (see 
Paragraph 4.3.2). This was achieved to a satisfactory extend although it is noted that the 
majority of the companies interviewed have very similar company functions. The sample 
used to draft this case study includes:  
 Some differentiation in company functions, although there is strong 

representation of companies active in the production / assembly and 
distribution stages of the value chain. There is a low representation of 
companies active in the production stage of the supply chain with regard to 
raw materials and semi-manufacturing (e.g. profiles, sidings, etc). 

 Differentiation in size of the companies, with approximately 33% small; 33% 
medium and 33% large companies.  

 Some differentiation in CSR activity amongst the companies as is illustrated in 
the subsequent Paragraph. Upon asked all companies scored themselves 
average or higher in CSR in comparison to the industry’s average.  

Table 7 - Participating companies’ characteristics from the windows & facades industry 

COMPANY ACTIVITY IN STAGES COMPANY SIZE TRADE 
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2.1 Van Hengstum    X X X  Small Small VMRG & 
Metaalunie 

2.2 SKG/KCG       X n.a. n.a. n.a. 
2.3 Metaglas X   X X X  Medium Small VMRG & 

Metaalunie 
2.4 Widam    X X   Medium Small VMRG 
2.5 Schipper Opmeer    X X X  Medium Medium VMRG & VKG 
2.6 Scheldebouw X   X X   Large Large VMRG 
2.7 Dutch Green 

Building Council       X n.a. n.a. n.a. 

2.8 Somfy X  X X    Large Large VMRG & 
Romazo 

5.2.1.2 CSR activity amongst participating companies 

CSR activities of the companies present in the sample include:  
 Metaglas: winner of the ‘Prix de Femme Metaal’ award24

 Schipper: winner of the ‘Prima Ondernemen’ award

 2010 for the integration 
of more female employees in the metal industry. 

25

 Dutch Green Building Council (DGBC): a market-driven initiative with the aim to 
make “sustainability in the building industry measurable by developing a 

 2010 for their yearlong 
outstanding CSR policy, which includes (among other activities) the founding of 
a production site suited to employ workers with hardness of hearing / deafness.  

                                                                    
24 www.femmemetaal.nl/femmemetaal.website/TemplateThree.aspx?RID=3  
25 www.nrk.nl/ledendeel/dossiers/duurzaamondernemenenmvo/prima/Pages/default.aspx  

http://www.femmemetaal.nl/femmemetaal.website/TemplateThree.aspx?RID=3�
http://www.nrk.nl/ledendeel/dossiers/duurzaamondernemenenmvo/prima/Pages/default.aspx�
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sustainability label allowing for the uniform rating of buildings throughout the 
Netherlands”26. The DGBC choose to use the English BREEAM27

This list is not a complete overview of the CSR activity amongst the participating 
companies, it is merely an impression. It is concluded that CSR activity amongst the 
participating companies shows a certain level of differentiation, as was intended.  

 methodology as 
the basis for their sustainability label. 

5.2.1.3 Interviews  

Characteristics of the interviewees and interviews:  
 7 out of 8 interviews took place with a single respondent; 1 interview took place 

with two respondents present. 
 Of the 9 respondents, in 6 instances the function of the respondent was 

owner/director/chief manager. In 2 instances the interview took place with 
respondents in the role of KAM manager, which is short for ‘Kwaliteit Arbo 
Milieu’ (Quality, Labor conditions, Environment). In 1 instance the interview 
took place with a respondent in the function of manager Benelux facade 
control systems. 

 7 out of the 8 interviews were conducted face-to-face (in Dutch); the remaining 
interview was conducted via telephone (in Dutch). 

 The average interview, excluding introduction and closing, lasted 62 minutes 
(ranging between 48 and 77 minutes). 

 The interviews were recorded and transcribed from tape to text. These 
transcriptions covered 42 pages (Cambria; 10pt; single spaced). 

5.2.2 Introduction 

5.2.2.1 Characteristics of the industry 

Again, the introduction of the industry follows the structure of the value chain, as is 
depicted in Figure 7. In general basic raw materials used for the production of facades 
and windows are steel, wood, plastics and glass. In this specific niche industry the 
dominant raw material used is aluminum. Aluminum, or actually bauxite, is mined on a 
limited number of sites worldwide. Bauxite is compressed into aluminum billets. Those 
billets are transported to production sites of a limited number of MNEs. These 
processing companies produce semi-manufactures, for example standardized aluminum 
frames which are used to produce most windows and facades. All participating 
companies indicated that the semi-manufactures they source are produced at European 
processing sites. However there are sites around the world and competition from sites in 
low-income countries such as China is increasing. Since safety and duration are amongst 
the most important characteristics of aluminum used in building (Van Hengstum) it is 
key to source the right quality frame and therefore at present none of the participating 
companies show interest in sourcing from locations further away.  

Before being used aluminum frames are coated as to prevent influences from the 
weather. Coating may take place at the processing company or at specialized coating 
companies. Finally they are brought to production & assembly companies who saw-cut 
and assemble the final products based on client specification. Most participating 
companies in this research sample have the profile of production & assembly company. 
Some of the participating companies also construct and place the product at the actual 
building site, although this job might also be left to the building contractor. The building 
contractor plays an important role in the high-end commercial building. In the 
finalization of a building the contractor usually bridges the gap between the architect 
and principal on one side and the suppliers on the other side such as the windows & 
facades producers. This is however not the case in the low-end private sector where a 

                                                                    
26 www.dgbc.nl/wat_is_dgbc/dgbc_english  
27 BREEAM is an environmental assessment method and rating system for buildings. A BREEAM assessment 
uses a set of performance measures, which are set against benchmarks, to evaluate a building’s specification, 
design, construction and use (www.breaam.org or www.breeam.nl).  

http://www.dgbc.nl/wat_is_dgbc/dgbc_english�
http://www.breaam.org/�
http://www.breeam.nl/�
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windows producer usually sells directly to, for example, house owners.  

 

Figure 7 - Basic functions within the windows & facades value chain 

The following trade association represents companies active in the Dutch niche of 
the metal windows & facades industry, and supported the present research:  
 Vereniging Metalen Ramen en Gevelbranche (VMRG) is an independent trade 

association that represents producers of aluminum and steel facades, which 
includes windows, (sliding) doors, conservatories, curtain walls et cetera28

The participating companies describe VMRG as an involved and pro-active trade 
association. With regard to sustainability member companies are positive about the role 
VMRG has played in the establishment of ALU ECO – a foundation that strives for 100% 
recycling of industrial aluminum

. 
VMRG has approximately 120 member companies and 90 partners (mostly 
companies with a close business relation to the branch).  

29

5.2.2.2 Development of CSR in the industry 

. With regard to the development of window LCAs 
several participating companies expressed they are sorry themselves nor the VMRG took 
an active role. As a result, the LCA standard for windows (comparing wooden, plastic and 
aluminum windows) does not include this recycling aspect.  

Within the windows & facades industry CSR is given attention, but usually not within 
the core focus of the company. There is – of course – the exceptional company that goes 
the extra mile. Van Hengstum illustrates that CSR is important, but mostly addressed 
implicitly:  “As the eighth generation it absolutely is of interest, you cannot help but 
think about the generations to come who – you hope – you will be able to give a chance, 
not only within the context of the business, but the world”. Widam has never formally 
addressed CSR as a company but now they have started to study the concept and they 
have realized they are actually addressing CSR related issues already, especially social 
wise. Schipper Opmeer has received an award for its outstanding year long CSR 
performance . Their comment: “It is a reward for 30 years of practice”. Beside that they 
feel honored, they also wonder: “How is this possible?”. They feel their way of doing 
business is “very normal”. But they admit they have high standards. These came to light 
when they were asked to review a fairly new building for complaints of draft. It appeared 
everything was within the norms, but indeed, there was draft. They realized 
improvements, which they eventually translated into a concept called ‘responsible 
living’ with which they achieve up to 80% less draft in living spaces.  

CSR is mostly associated with environmental performance of the product. Social and 
labor conditions are generally given a lot of attention within the industry, but solely 
within one’s own company (and not further up or down the supply chain). Social aspects 
are mostly associated with long employments, training of employees, welcoming 
scholars and interns, working with people from sheltered workshops, and regional 
sponsoring. For example: Widam is proud of their average duration of employment of 21 
years which they feel is a result of high employee satisfaction and strong social 
circumstances. Metaglas frequently welcomes scholars and interns in their company, 

                                                                    
28 www.vmrg.nl  
29 www.alu-eco.nl/page1.html or www.vmrg.nl/over-de-vmrg/vmrg-en-het-milieu-alueco.html  

http://www.vmrg.nl/�
http://www.alu-eco.nl/page1.html�
http://www.vmrg.nl/over-de-vmrg/vmrg-en-het-milieu-alueco.html�
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especially girls via VHTO30

When asked which environmental aspects the respondent associates with 
sustainability, Van Hengstum answers: “everything that is part of the facade”, such as 
isolation, ventilation, recycling. This is a clear illustration of how most companies in the 
windows & facades industry look at CSR: downstream. The concept is mostly associated 
with the performance of the actual product and less with the way the product is 
produced. The DGBC explains: “That a window with a low environmental footprint is 
optimal is nonsense from the perspective of sustainability. A window […] in essence is 
made to enhance a building with a certain quality. You have to judge sustainability on 
the building-level – not on the product-level. You can put together a whole bunch of 
cradle2cradle products, but this does not make a sustainable building”. The 
predominant focus of CSR in the supply chain is therefore also downstream, meaning: 
how does my product contribute to a sustainable building? There is little focus on the 
sustainability of raw-materials or semi-manufactures. CSR initiatives in this industry have 
been launched accordingly and thus focus on 1) measuring the sustainable performance 
of buildings while taking into account used products and 2) the quality and 
environmental aspects of the production process of semi-manufactures and assembly 
companies (see also 

 and has been working with employees from a sheltered 
workshop for years.  

Figure 8). Somfy confirms that this focus, which gained in popularity 
over the last couple of years, has changed not only the way in which they review their 
product, but also the way they market them.  

 

Figure 8 - Focus of CSR initiatives within the windows & facades value chain 

About half of the interviewed companies indicate that the economic crisis has had a 
major influence in the development of CSR within the industry. Of course there has been 
a period where demand dropped. Due to the fact that windows & facades are usually the 
very last realized aspects of a building, the companies active in the industry had many 
running projects that secured them with work for years to come when the crisis 
commenced. This industry feels the effect of the crisis most heavily now. In particular 
small-sized companies indicate that, in this time of ‘survival’, it is hard to pay attention to 
additional projects, although CSR is also acknowledged as a source of opportunity to 
secure a strong position in the market on the long run. The DGBC explains that the crisis 
has had a definite effect on the way of building, in particular in high-end commercial 
building. Before the market was supply driven. Buildings were developed and realized 

                                                                    
30 VHTO is a Dutch organization committed to raising interest amongst girls and women in an education and a 
profession in science, technology and ICT (www.vhto.nl).  
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before there was a customer or consumer in the picture. There was another problem, 
namely the lack of a proper evaluation cycle: what is the real quality of the building in 
relation to the designed quality? As a result the DGBC formulates: “Today, it is mere 
impossible to develop an office building that is not sustainable, because there is vacancy 
of office space. If you plan to add to the stock in hand, it better be of high sustainable 
quality”.  

5.2.2.3 Visions of the future 

The perception of companies about the future is very consistent. All companies 
expect that the near future will bring an increase in demand for sustainable products. 
Van Hengstum believes CSR will become a dominant selection criteria, especially in 
bigger development projects. Widam believes CSR will become a differentiator in the 
market. Somfy thinks of it more as a future requisite for any product added to a building. 
Schipper emphasizes it cannot be long, considering all new buildings should be neutral 
by 202031. Several companies pinpoint that in order to realize sustainable building, a 
change will have to occur in the way building projects are realized nowadays. There is a 
need for more chain integration (e.g. Widam and Schipper). Widam also thinks that in 
the future suppliers of semi-manufactures and raw-materials will play a bigger role. 
Since these are large influential companies, Widam says: “I expect that our suppliers will 
determine how we operate. I think that is the future: that Schüco32

5.2.3 Main findings 

 tells us ‘you can 
distribute our system, but only if you fit these criteria’”.  

5.2.3.1 Summary of the findings 

As indicated, for the presentation of the findings the structure of the conceptual 
model is followed. This Paragraph summarizes the main findings and refers forward to 
corresponding Paragraphs. 

With regard to the experienced benefits from CSR efforts companies identify 
numerous ways in which they benefit from CSR efforts. Examples of direct benefits 
include: sales (demand), cost efficiency, resource savings, and lower environmental load. 
Examples of indirect benefits include: positive reputation/brand image, high employee 
motivation/commitment, low workplace absenteeism, high worker productivity, 
attraction of employees with an desirable profile, innovative partnerships. Overall most 
benefits identified relate to individual CSR efforts and not so much to those throughout 
the supply chain. More information about the experienced benefits is found in 
Paragraph 5.2.4.1. 

The second core variable in the conceptual model is the CSR performance 
throughout the supply network. Following line with case study 1, also within this 
industry it appeared there are several factors that positively or negatively influence 
company’s motivation for driving CSR through the supply network. These motivational 
factors relate back to buyer characteristics, product characteristics and supplier 
characteristics; further elaboration is found in Paragraph 5.2.4.2.1. These factors have 
impact on the conceptual model and are therefore listed in the subsequent Paragraph 
5.2.3.2.  

With regard to the adopted strategy for increasing sustainability of the supply, it is 
concluded that the strategies of large firms differ from those of smaller firms. Large 
companies and development project have a specific structure and prerequisites. At this 
high level of development, (environmental) concern is a prerequisite to participate in a 
tender. The situation for smaller scale projects is different. Due to very similar company 

                                                                    
31 The ambition to realize energy neutral buildings by 2020 has been formally documented in European and 
Dutch government policy (www.agentschapnl.nl/programmas-regelingen/beleid-overheid-energieneutraal-
bouwen). 
32 Schüco is a global leader in aluminum & plastic frames and solar systems for building facades and windows 
(www.schueco.com).  

 

http://www.agentschapnl.nl/programmas-regelingen/beleid-overheid-energieneutraal-bouwen�
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profiles, small to medium sized companies need to develop innovative sustainable 
products and concepts to stand out from the crowd. Furthermore, small to medium 
sized companies work towards early involvement in the building process, direct 
collaboration with architects, in order to realize smart CSR conscious solutions. Finally, 
small to medium sized companies do not feel a need or enough power to pressure 
suppliers. They rely on collective initiatives initiated by VMRG. More findings related to 
these strategies are found in Paragraph 5.2.4.2.2.  

The third core variable in the conceptual model is CSR transparency. Throughout the 
interviews the role of transparency did not appear as clearly defined. The large 
Scheldebouw has mentioned the exchange of CSR related information as a prerequisite 
for tenders. It appears that small to medium-sized companies do not feel a need to 
provide transparency, while at the same time they express a need to gain more 
transparency on the sustainability performance of aluminum frames. The individual 
small to medium sized companies express a sole need for transparency for its use in 
communication and marketing. Companies throughout identify the best parties to 
communicate with about innovative sustainable products as being the architect or 
building principal. More findings related to transparency are presented in Paragraph 
5.2.4.3.1.  

In comparison to the textile & clothing industry, companies within windows & 
facades industry are less familiar with the communication instruments presented in 
Paragraph 3.1.3. The industry is very active developing standards. It is an often covered 
topic in the interviews and is expressed below in for example the development of LCAs 
and need for sustainability data. BREEAM plays a dominant role in the development of 
commercial real estate. Further elaboration on the influence of standards, measures and 
other communication instruments are found in Paragraph 5.2.4.3.2. 

Finally during the interviews it appeared that also within this industry certain aspects 
of the supply chain configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies 
experiences with obtaining the desired level of transparency within the supply network. 
These configurations present themselves on macro (beyond the scope of influence), 
meso (can be influenced by joined efforts) and micro (can be influenced by the 
individual the buyer-supplier relation) level; further elaboration is found in Paragraph 
5.2.4.4. These configurations have impact on the conceptual model and are therefore 
listed in the subsequent Paragraph 5.2.3.2. 

5.2.3.2 Implications for the research model 

Implications for the research model are (i) confirmation of the positive relation 
between transparency and CSR performance; (ii) motivational drivers that present 
themselves as moderator for that relationship; and (iii) SC configurations that influence 
the ease by which transparency is achieved. Table 8 provides an overview the 
implications for the conceptual model and summarizes the mechanisms  or arguments 
that were posed throughout the case study on how factors operate in the context of the 
windows & facades industry. Furthermore, the implications are shortly listed below.  

Firstly, confirmation of the positive relation between transparency and CSR 
performance is found throughout the case study. The following effects of transparency 
are identified to positively influence CSR performance and thereby underpin the 
relationship: 
 Better analysis and prioritization of sustainability matters 
 Horizontal as well as vertical information sharing 
 Opportunity to build brand image 
 Opportunity to affect consumer behavior 

Secondly, it appears that the success of strategies to increase CSR performance of the 
supply network, such as realizing transparency, is determined by the presence of the 
CSR motivational drivers. Without these drivers, companies indicate there is no 
motivation to adopt any strategy to drive CSR through the supply chain. The following 
motivational drivers present themselves as a mediator for the relation between CSR 
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performance of the supply chain and CSR transparency within the supply chain (where 
the latter is considered as a strategy to positively influence the former)(elaboration in 
Paragraph 5.2.4.2.1):  
 Product characteristics. 

 Bad reputation of aluminum (+) 
 Scarcity of raw materials (+) 
 Low quality stock at hand (+) 
 Low availability of sustainable materials (-) 

 Buyer characteristics.  
 Pressure/demand from customer/consumer (+) 
 Low CSR knowledge/awareness amongst customers/consumers (+) 
 Low willingness to pay a higher price for sustainable goods in 

comparison to original goods (-) 
 Supplier characteristics: 

 Intrinsic motivation (+) 

Thirdly it appears that the configuration of the supply chain influences transparency 
in the supply chain positively or negatively. In addition it appeared companies can, to a 
certain extent, influence the configuration of their supply chain in order to positively 
influence the ease of which transparency is realized.  Macro configurations fall beyond 
the scope of influence. Meso configurations can be influenced by joined efforts. Micro 
configurations can be influenced within the individual the buyer-supplier relationship. 
The following supply chain configurations present themselves as having an influence on 
CSR transparency within the supply chain (elaboration in Paragraph 5.2.4.4):  
 Macro:  

 High necessity of know-how & experience (+) 
 Diverging supply network (-) 

 Meso: 
 Presence of CSR related standards/certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of trade association (+) 
 Low supply chain integration (-) 
 High number of operations/steps in the supply chain (-) 
 Low buying power of customer/consumer (-) 
 Working with predetermined quotations (-) 

 Micro: 
 Low differentiation between companies (-) 

Table 8 - Implications for the research model as a result of case study 2 

Implications: Influential factorsa Arguments: 
Transparency 
positively 
influences CSR 
performance. 

 Better analysis and prioritization of 
sustainability matters 

 For large scale projects, demand for CSR information 
has led to a more formalized and systematic approach 
throughout the SC.  

 Early project where suppliers and architects collaborate 
show deliver smarter and more sustainable buildings, 
where before these parties would exchange limited 
information.  

 Horizontal as well as vertical 
knowledge sharing 

 For large scale projects, demand for CSR information 
has led to a more formalized and systematic approach 
throughout the SC.  

 Opportunity to build brand image  Transparency determines the value of CSR activities, 
since it provides opportunity for marketing. Higher 
value leads to higher willingness to invest in CSR.  

 e.g. “CSR has low commercial power if you are not able 
to make your actions transparent”.  

 Opportunity to affect consumer 
behavior 

 Having transparency enables companies with data to 
convince buyers to decide for the sustainable options. 

 e.g. via long-run cost-benefits analysis.  
Motivational 
factors moderate 
the relation 

PRODUCT CHARACTERISTICS 
 Bad reputation of aluminum (+)  Bad reputation of aluminum motivates companies to 

show otherwise. 
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between 
transparency and 
CSR 
performance. 

 e.g. “Aluminum still has a bad reputation – while this is 
in fact nonsense. […] Aluminum is so easy to recycle, 
but many have not realized this yet” 

 Increasing scarcity of raw materials 
(+) 

 Scarcity and rising prices of original aluminum 
motivated the industry to recycle construction 
aluminum.  

 e.g. the founding of ALU-ECO.  
 Low quality stock at hand (+)  Sustainable quality is one of the few differentiators that 

sell/rent a building as long as there is vacancy.  
 e.g. “there is vacancy of office space. If you plan to add 

to the stock in hand, it better be of high sustainable 
quality”.  

 Low availability of sustainable 
materials (-) 

 100% recycled materials are not (yet) freely available, 
for aluminum nor for other materials, thus hindering 
sustainability pursuit.  

BUYER CHARACTERISTICS 
 Pressure/demand from 

customer/consumer (+) 
 In the market of large development projects, a level of 

sustainability has become a prerequisite to participate 
in tenders, this motivates companies to adopt CSR.  

 In the low-end market, the demand is rising steadily, 
e.g. buyers can be influenced “As long as we can show 
the market: this is how you profit from it”. 

 Low CSR knowledge/awareness 
amongst customers/ consumers (-) 

 Low-end demand for sustainable products remains a 
niche, customer/consumers do not ask for it 
themselves. This discourages companies to adopt CSR.  

 Low willingness to pay a higher 
price for sustainable goods in 
comparison to original goods (-) 

 For the low-end market cost-benefit analysis can 
convince buyers, for the high-end market these 
calculations are complex and uncertain, which 
discourages buyers and thus also supplier.  

 Building subcontractors obtain their margin out of 
purchase advantage, they are not willing to pay a 
higher price.  

 e.g. “In our sector it is about outsourcing for the lowest 
price possible”.  

SUPPLIER CHARACTERISTICS 
 Intrinsic motivation (+)  Much CSR motivation comes from own vision, beliefs, 

norms and values.  
Supply chain 
configurations 
determine the 
ease by which 
transparency is 
realized. 

MACRO CONFIGURATIONS 
 High necessity of know-how/ 

experience (+) 
 The need for know-how alleviates the potential 

competitive barrier, products are not easily duplicated.  
 e.g. “knowledge is becoming ever more important”.  

 Diverging supply network  
(-) 

 The powerful position of suppliers of raw-materials 
hinders exchange of information with downstream 
small sourcing companies.  

MESO CONFIGURATIONS 
 Presence of CSR related 

standards/certificates (+) 
 CSR related standards and certificated facilitate 

information sharing and express a shared 
understanding of the concept of CSR.  

 Stimulus/support of  
trade association (+) 

 Third parties facilitate information sharing and 
stimulate the evolution of a shared understanding of 
the concept of CSR.  

 Low SC integration (-)  The building contractor bridges between demand, 
design and supply. This being, there is low exchange of 
information.  

 High number of operations/ steps 
in the supply chain (-) 

 Buyer power and knowledge of the production process 
heavily decrease when SC steps increase, making 
information retrieval difficult.  

 Low buying power of 
customer/consumer (-) 

 Small sourcing companies are not in the position to 
demand information from large scale suppliers.  

 Working with predetermined 
quotations (-) 

 High price pressure hinders inter-chain collaboration.  

MICRO CONFIGURATIONS 
 Low differentiation between 

companies (-) 
 The majority of small scale producing companies source 

from a limited set of large scale suppliers. Although CSR 
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is seen as a potential differentiating factor, it is not 
adopted as such.  

a Behind an influential factor, the notion ‘(+)’ implies a strengthening and ‘(-)’ a weakening moderator/relation. 

5.2.4 Detailed findings 

5.2.4.1 Benefits  

5.2.4.1.1 Direct benefits 

Companies have some difficulty formulating the way they benefit from their CSR 
efforts. Some say “not so much yet” (Widam). Overall most of the benefits identified 
relate to individual CSR efforts and not so much to those throughout the supply chain. 
Reported direct benefits include decrease of the environmental load of the company in 
combination with (logistic) cost efficiency (Van Hengstum) and energy savings (Widam).  

The majority of the participating companies express that they expect to benefit from 
increase in demand for sustainable products in the future (e.g. Van Hengstum and 
Metaglas). Only one company reports benefitting from being selected in tenders due to 
their environmental performance (Scheldebouw). This company is considerably larger 
than the other companies in the sample.  

5.2.4.1.2 Indirect benefits 

That the adoption of CSR practices has led to an increase of motivation and 
commitment amongst personnel is also confirmed within the windows & facades 
industry (e.g. by Metaglas, Widam and Scheldebouw). Somfy indicates they have 
changed their application process according to their CSR focus. As a result of efforts on 
the social side, Schipper is convinced they benefit from a higher ‘profit’ due to low 
workplace absenteeism and higher worker productivity. The enthusiasm of staff and 
attracting of employees seems to be in close connection to the reputation of the 
company, which is positively influenced by CSR efforts (Metaglas, Schipper, 
Scheldebouw).  

Somfy expresses positive gain of a partnership they started with Philips. This  the 
respondent feels, has opened up innovative opportunities for Somfy which they would 
most probably be denied if a “giant” like Philips did not trust them to be a trustworthy 
company that can perform on a desired CSR level.   

5.2.4.2 CSR performance of the supply network 

5.2.4.2.1 Motivational factors 

Throughout the interviews companies formulated several motivational factors for 
going into the supply chain CSR wise and explained why they did not want or could 
(fully) incorporate CSR in their supply chain. 

Several of the motivational factors relate back to product characteristics. As indicated 
the economic crisis and the remaining stock at hand consisting of vacant low quality 
buildings has pushed the motivation to deliver sustainable buildings in commercial 
building. Furthermore, many companies express high levels of motivation to 
demonstrate that their dominant material – aluminum – is not at all as unsustainable as 
is believed. Metaglas: “Aluminum still has a bad reputation – while this is in fact 
nonsense. […] Aluminum is so easy to recycle, but many have not realized this yet”. 
Many more companies express dissatisfaction with the bad reputation of aluminum 
which also has to do with the development of Life Cycle Analyses for different types of 
windows. Widam comments: “The calculations are not fully correct. […] the branches of 
wooden and plastic windows end up with a better score than the aluminum industry. 
This is a result of the effort and money they put in the development of these LCAs. […] 
The aluminum industry missed the boat by not doing something similar”. The result is 
that in current LCAs and BREEAM standard calculations, it is assumed aluminum is 
produced out of its raw-material bauxite and recycling is not included in most of the 
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present calculations. In the opinion of aluminum windows & facades companies this 
depicts an incorrect image, since aluminum is very easy to recycle (while wood is not 
recyclable at all) and this lowers the score significantly. Justifying aluminum’s 
sustainable potential motivates companies in the branch to adopt CSR. In line with the 
above it should be noted that the general scarcity of bauxite has already pushed 
companies to participate in recycling initiatives and thereby adopt CSR. However it is not 
yet easy for companies to lay hands on fully recycled materials, especially looking into 
the broader range of necessary materials. For example, Metaglas indicates they would 
prefer to use recycled glass but have difficulty findings an appropriate supplier.  

Several of these motivational factors relate back to buyer characteristics. For example 
Scheldebouw reports: “When you participate in a tender, you get all these 
questionnaires that include questions about how you deal with the environment […]. At 
some point it is simply expected that you have developed environmental concern”. In 
the market of large developing projects, a level of sustainability has become a 
prerequisite to deliver to powerful customers. But also in the lower end market several 
companies have observed an increase in demand. For example Metaglas anticipates on 
“the voice of the market. It is not so much a concrete questions like ‘Metaglas, do you 
have a something with an isolation property of x or a u-value of 0,5’. It is an ongoing 
development. […] You see how the Building Decrees requirements increase, it is a 
general trend. […] Also, it is not only about rise in demand, it is often so that we put 
something in the market and create demand for is. […] As long as we can show the 
market: this is how you profit from it […] then they automatically end up with us”. 
Schipper and Van Hengstum both indicate a steady rise in demand for sustainable 
products in the private market (directly to the end-user). Individual customers are more 
easily influenced and convinced because of the direct contact and easy calculations. 
Unfortunately cutting of government subsidies on for example high isolating window 
glass has negatively influenced this demand. Nevertheless Schipper is positive and 
focusing more on the private market. Both in the private market and in commercial 
building it is key to educate the decision maker because awareness of sustainability is 
low. While calculations for an individual are doable, at present it is often not possible to 
make solid complex calculations on how a product will perform on a big scale. However, 
there is a need for these kind of calculations in order to be able to inform customers 
accurately and thereby influence their decision making process for the sake of 
sustainability.  

While the above factors positively influence the motivation to pursue sustainability in 
the supply chain, price is a negative factor. Widam: “In our industry it is about 
outsourcing for the lowest possible price”. Somfy explains: “The construction industry 
works with a business model […] where the contractors obtain their margin out of 
purchase advantages. This is strange in the situation where, in essence, companies 
should make profit when delivering their end product”. Due to this high price pressure, 
companies have a low willingness to invest in sustainable products which usually come 
at higher costs and thus higher price.  

Finally, similar to the textile & clothing industry, there is a motivational factor that 
relates back to characteristics of the supplier. In this instance there appears to be just 
one factor which is intrinsic motivation. As indicated in the introduction of the industry 
several companies are active CSR wise, but feel this is “normal business”, while others are 
not even aware of what they are doing CSR wise. All companies report they feel it is plain 
logic to care for your personnel and continuously improve your product sustainable 
wise. It is part of doing business. Much of this motivation comes from own vision, beliefs, 
norms and values.  

5.2.4.2.2 Strategies to increase sustainability of the supply network 

Large companies and development project have a different structure and 
prerequisites than those of a smaller scale. At the high level, (environmental) concern is 
a prerequisite to participate in a tender and companies are therefore forced to make 
internal changes accordingly (see also the comment on demand posted by 
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Scheldebouw in Paragraph 5.2.4.2.1). Scheldebouw confirms that increasing 
sustainability has been pushed by demand. “The societal norm changes and you have to 
meet these higher expectations”. More tangibly “we are forced to fill in questionnaires 
and deliver certification of our operations”. Scheldebouw has been ISO9001 certified for 
years. Intrinsically motivated, in combination with pressure from the market they pursuit 
additional ISO14001 and SA8000 certification. Step by step they are realizing a more 
sustainable production process. The respondent indicates he carries pride in the fact 
they have been able to respond to the demand for sustainable production with two new 
certificates. But he also notes: “Do not forget we are not alone, at some point within the 
next 1 or 2 years these certificates will be thought of as the new minimum, similarly to 
the ISO9001 which everyone is expected to have nowadays”. Large companies need to 
keep up pace in sustainable innovations, something that Scheldebouw also does on 
product level with high isolation facades and solar energy integrated constructions. 
Scheldebouw thinks that for smaller businesses working within a set quality and 
environmental system is feasible, although full certification might be too costly. Due to 
the deviating structure of smaller scale projects it is unsure whether it is a necessity such 
as in larger scale projects.  

Two major issues present themselves when discussing sustainable supply chain 
management with the participating small to medium sized companies. Firstly they 
mention the highly formalized functionalities and legislation combined with some very 
similar company profiles, which they pinpoint as a hurdle for going into the chain CSR 
wise. Secondly, they express dissatisfaction with the role of the contractor in the 
building process, which in their opinion only focuses on price and withholds inter chain 
collaboration. Both of these issues companies attempt to alleviate, for the sake of 
continuous business as well as CSR. Furthermore, chain wise the respondents explain the 
difficulty of looking upstream, and indicate the government currently does not effective 
sustainability support.  

In the construction industry functionalities are highly formalized. The construction 
process is highly formalized and dominated by legal procedures. Combined with some 
very similar company profiles, this hinders the delivery of CSR throughout the chain. SKG 
explains that within the windows & facades industry the majority of the companies work 
with standardized aluminum profiles out of which they assemble window frames. When 
a dozen companies sell the same kind of product, all you can compete on is price: “That 
is what contractors do”. But if your company has a strong story to tell or delivers a 
differentiated product, then you might be the preferred supplier. Such a story might be ‘I 
am sustainable’ or ‘I have ISO14001 – environmental concern’. Both Widam and Schipper 
compare themselves to a Meccano builder. Widam explains: “The issue is, and this is one 
of the reasons why we do not do it, that if I would pass by the contractor and talk to a 
building manager and show him ‘look what a nice profile, it will save you energy, it is low 
in maintenance, …’. ‘Nice’, the building manager will reply, ‘I will include it in my 
procurement guidelines’. Then I have put in lost efforts, because the procurement 
guidelines are send to the contractor and the contractor will ask 10 different suppliers to 
come up with a price. This is how it works nowadays. I am marketing without any 
certainties of whether I am able to get the job. […] I am a Meccano builder as well as a 
Meccano promoter. The building manager can decide where to shop: at Intertoys, Bart 
Smit, Toys ‘r Us – you name it”. Several companies try to alleviate this problem by 
developing unique products or concepts, like Metaglas who has a self-designed frame 
construction and Schipper with ‘responsible living’. In conclusion SMEs develop 
innovative sustainable products and concepts to stand out from the crowd. 

SMEs heavily criticize the subcontractor for its focus on price and nothing else. The 
subcontractor “does only what he is told” (Van Hengstum), “thinks only about price, 
price, price” (Metaglas), “is not interested in […] energy savings, because it does not 
influence his margin” (Widam), “If you want an ultimate product, you need to work in a 
joined team effort – this is where we fail until now” (Widam). Somfy expresses a need for 
the industry to remove itself from what the respondent refers to as ‘the circle of blame’.  
“What this means is that parties leave everything in the hands of other parties. 
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Somebody starts calling ‘there is no demand’, the principal follows ‘the market is not 
demanding’. You can draw the circle, everybody blames someone else for sustainability 
not catching on. Together we have to make the transition. We have to create awareness 
of the possibilities. Because without that people do not know what to demand. We have 
to create the demand”. As expressed in the visions of the future (Paragraph 5.2.2.3) many 
companies indeed expect demand to catch on and are waiting for this to happen. At the 
same time many of them desire to work directly with the architect instead of the 
contractor. But this is difficult because it is different from the traditional way the 
construction sector works. Today an architect usually hires a contractor who in turn will 
look for suppliers such as a windows & facade company. Van Hengstum explains the role 
of the subcontractor: “The contractor will only take on things when he is demanded to 
do so by the architect or principal. He will never decide for himself: this is interesting, 
let’s talk about it”. The majority of the companies agrees it is not in the interest of the 
contractor to include a sustainable vision in the project. Metaglas: “For us, the most 
important party to influence is the architect. We are frequently included in specifications 
/ procurement guidelines”. Metaglas heavily invests in marketing and communication 
(1,6FTE) which pays back through early involvement in development project. Widam 
gives an example of where they managed to join in a development project together 
with a contactor early onwards. By suggesting some basic changes in the building’s 
design they were able to put in the facades from the inside, thereby passing the need of 
scaffolding the entire building and saving over a ton. However Widam also explains it is 
very hard to make the transition to become a partner of architects, because it is away 
from the traditional way. Widam has no clue as to when to contact architects or building 
managers because he has no information about  when they are planning to start 
something. Nevertheless small to medium sized companies report on working towards 
early involvement in the building process, direct collaboration with architect, to come to 
smart CSR solutions. The DGBC confirm the need for inter chain collaboration: “I expect 
that more and more architects are going to work for, or directly with, suppliers. You will 
see that those parties that do so, will be the ones most successful sustainability wise. The 
reason is that they are involved in an early phase – in the design phase. This means they 
get to introduce innovative and sustainable products  in the overall concept. If you are 
not involved early on, you cannot influence what is going to happen. What you are left 
with are the operational requirements – all you can do is beat the competition price-
wise. The market will filter itself: if you do not reposition, you will automatically become 
a player who sells standard products for bottom prices.” 

During interviews several notes were posted on the role of the Dutch government in 
the push for sustainability throughout the construction sector. In general terms 
respondents express dissatisfaction aboutthe role of the government. Some indicate 
that despite sustainability ambitions, actual government policy remains unclear 
(Metaglas) or successful subsidies, for example for isolation glass or renovations, have 
been cut (Van Hengstum, Schipper). Also the strict legislation poses problems, for 
example with waste. Most companies are forced to pay for the removal of waste and 
leftover materials, while they actually feel this material is worth money. Unfortunately, 
regulations puts them in a position where they cannot make use of these materials. For 
example, paper waste cannot be donated to a recycle foundation because it is ‘industrial 
waste’ and needs to be ‘removed’ by a ‘specialized company’ (Van Hengstum). Somfy 
beliefs that the quick adoption of BREEAM is something that the government would not 
have been able to achieve within the time span it has been achieved in now. 

All of the above is in line with the downstream focus of the industry (see Paragraph 
5.2.2.2). Looking upstream, all participating companies showed difficulty in explaining 
and determining where the materials they use come from and how they are made. 
Relations with 1st tier suppliers are considered good but companies feel no need to 
initiate collaboration beyond the 1st tier supplier. Schipper explains: “it all starts with the 
mining of bauxite, there you have little influence. […] You can, at a certain point, ask you 
direct supplier ‘what can we do about this?’. In essence the focus on recycling is our 
answer to it”. It all comes down to the circle-of-influence, Schipper explains. If you want 
to change everything, up to child labor in China – which you can do by not buying the 
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specific problem – it all becomes very indirect. Let us first look at the Netherlands and 
what we can achieve with our direct suppliers. Schipper believes there is still a lot that 
can be done here. Furthermore SMEs do not feel they have enough power to pressure 
the large multinational suppliers. For this, they rely on collective initiatives initiated by 
VMRG, such as round-tables.  

5.2.4.3 CSR transparency in the supply network 

5.2.4.3.1 Desired transparency to stakeholders 

Throughout the interviews, a very different vision on transparency appeared in this 
industry in comparison to the previous study in the clothing & textile industry. The role 
of transparency is not so clearly definable, nor the different stakeholder groups with 
whom exchange of information could accommodate for the adoption of CSR.   

It appears that small to medium-sized companies do not feel a need to work on 
transparency, while the large Scheldebouw has mentioned the exchange of CSR related 
information as a prerequisite for tenders. Widam comments that nobody, consumer nor 
third party, ever asks them anything about CSR, aside from the expected comments on 
isolating qualities of specific products. Van Hengstum indicates: “If someone would ask, 
he/she will receive an honest answer, but it is not te case”. For Scheldebouw the explicit 
demand for CSR information has not only led to a more formalized and systematic 
approach for their company, but also to a level of shared understanding amongst 
competitors and customers. “Looking at the group of which we are part I see a 
development of the dominant ethics towards the environment. In the end, everyone 
complies by group ethics, this that you have to take care for the environment”. For 
smaller companies information about the CSR performance is not structurally included 
in the selection process of supply chain partners/suppliers. Van Hengstum says: “I do my 
best, but if others don’t and I would suspend them for it, I would be the one without a 
job in the end”. Metaglas comments that in theory including these kind of demands in 
the selection process of supply chain partners is very effective, but “it is most definitely 
not the first action I will undertake, actually I think it is one of the last steps I will take”.  

The individual small to medium sized companies solely values transparency for its 
use in communication and marketing. Transparency in that sense determines the value 
of CSR activities. This is best expressed by Metaglas: “It is nice to purchase recycled 
aluminum but there has to be some kind of communication strategy that underpins this 
action. If I do not communicate and market it, it is of no use. […] CSR has low 
commercial power if you are not able to make your actions transparent”.  

In line with the discussion in the previous Paragraph on strategies to drive CSR 
through the supply network (Paragraph 5.2.4.2.2), companies identify the best parties to 
communicate with about innovative sustainable products as being the architect or 
building principal. In some cases even the end-user. Similar as in the texile & clothing 
industry, additional knowledge is required in order for companies to remain a discussion 
partner. Widam illustrates this with an example of an early collaboration with an 
installation company. Together they try to come up with calculations about the 
environmental performance of aluminum, which requires extensive knowledge about 
the product. As a result of never being pressured to come up with CSR information, 
companies report they lack information that determined how they perform CSR wise. As 
was illustrated in the example of the LCA, where they missed the boat: now the data to 
convince supply chain partners that aluminum is indeed a good decision, is missing. 
Schipper stresses the need for sustainability performance data of aluminum frames: “We 
need to equip our sales people with tools to convince people”. From this, one could 
conclude there is a need for transparency, but it is in its early days.  

5.2.4.3.2 The role of communication instruments and information systems 

The industry is very active developing standards. It is an often covered topic in the 
interviews, and is expressed above in for example the development of LCAs and need 
for sustainability data. Aside from standards and certificates, respondents are not very 
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familiar with CSR specific communication instruments.  

A large company such as Scheldebouw has obtained several standards such as 
ISO9001, ISO14001 and SA8000 certification. Also SKG has observed that these ISO 
certifications regained popularity in recent years. Nevertheless most smaller companies, 
active in the private market, are not yet familiar with certificates, and those who are 
familiar with them are not valued for the sake of CSR in specific. Scheldebouw, as an 
MNE, is very explicit about certificates, much like the textile & clothing industry where 
ISO certificates were mentioned explicitly. The respondent of Scheldebouw indicates 
that this kind of systematic approach where one needs to show improvements every 
year works for them. In preparing the annual audit, one needs to get everything in order 
and clear.  

The BREEAM certificate is not (yet) available for the private (low-end) market. It is 
therefore not a surprise that smaller companies are not very familiar with this 
methodology. Nevertheless in commercial building, the BREEAM certificate gained a 
market share of over 40% in the first year after launch. A special aspect of the BREEAM 
certificate is that its development is based on an open-source method33

Smaller companies show some additional critique or skepticism towards certificates. 
For example Metaglas: “You want to be able to measure your performance, however this 
comes at a risk of trapping yourself in a system – which is exactly what you do not want”. 
As an example it is indicated that measuring also means comparing to a norm, which 
could for example be ‘5% of the workforce Wajong

 and that it is 
continuously being updated. This is interpreted as a search for shared understanding. As 
might be expected some companies feel left out because the façade of a building 
counts for no more that 5% of its total performance.  

34

5.2.4.4 Supply network configuration 

’ while in fact the respondents want 
to be able to make her own (responsible) choices, not be forced to make certain choices 
for the sake of receiving a certificate.  

Throughout the interviews it appeared that certain aspects of the supply chain 
configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies experiences with obtaining 
the desired level of transparency within the supply network.  

Several of these supply chain configuration relate back to a general macro level 
which falls beyond the scope of influence. As hinted before the powerful position of 
suppliers of raw-materials and standard window profiles hinder the exchange of 
information, especially looking backwards with the small sourcing company as a focal 
point. This situation, where there are few suppliers upstream and many downstream is 
called a diverging supply network35

Other supply chain configuration relate back to a meso level which falls beyond the 
scope of influence of an individual company, but can be affected through joined efforts 
of multiple companies and other stakeholders. One aspect is that of how value is 
determined, which in the present windows & facades industry is done through 
predetermined quotations set out by the contractor. As has been elaborately illustrated 
above this hinders inter chain collaboration and information sharing. As a result of the 
formalized functionalities there is low supply chain integration. A fairly new 

 and hinders the equal exchange of information and 
thus transparency. However there is also a positive macro configuration, namely the 
high necessity of know-how and experience. Van Hengstum indicates that even if 
someone would steal their product in concept, there is little they can do with it (in 
contrast to duplication practices within the textile & clothing industry): “Knowledge is 
becoming ever more important. The product will only end up right, if you know exactly 
what you are doing”. This high need of know-how hinders a potential competitive 
barrier to share information.  

                                                                    
33 More information can be found on wiki.dgbc.nl.  
34 Wajong stands for work and employment support for disabled young people. The purpose of the act is to 
assist these youth in finding and keeping paid work (www.uwv.nl/wajong). 
35 Terminology used by for example Garg, Narahari & Viswanadham (2006).  

http://www.wiki.dgbc.nl/�
http://www.uwv.nl/wajong�
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development is seen in which companies try to expand their functionality by integrating 
new functions in their business. Although not amongst companies in the sample, Somfy 
and DGBC do pinpoint window companies that are now hiring architects themselves to 
make them a stronger discussion party.  

Van Hengstum talks about how VMRG promotes awareness amongst member 
companies concerning the supply chain. An example the respondent gives is advice on 
how a company can shorten its supply chain. This is feasible by, for example, integrating 
coating of aluminum with one of the existing steps instead of outsourcing. Thereby one 
limits the number of steps and reduces geographical spread and alleviates logistical 
pressure, while at the same time leading to obvious benefits as less environmental 
pressure and more control. There is also a project called Slim Bouwen36

Throughout the case several other contextual factors have been mentioned, such as 
the low buying power of the sourcing company that as a direct effect of the divergent 
supply network hinders exchange of information. However joined efforts and collective 
pressure through collaboration (e.g. via VMRG round-tables) might alleviate some of this 
transparency barrier. Thus the stimulating/supporting role of the trade association is 
effective. Furthermore the presence of CSR related standards and certificates has been 
mentioned as having a positive influence in developing a shared understanding of CSR 
as a concept (Paragraph 

 that amongst 
other activities evaluates the optimal procedure for constructing a building, thereby 
looking at when things should be moved, and whether or where semi-manufactures 
should be constructed.  

5.2.4.3.2) 

Finally there are those supply chain configurations on a micro level which fall in the 
direct scope of influence of the buyer and its supplier and can be affected within a single 
buyer-supplier relationship. In this instance solely the low differentiation between 
companies appear as a barrier for companies to actively start communicating about CSR. 
The other way around by starting to communicate companies try to differentiate 
themselves through the concept of CSR.  

 

 
 

  

                                                                    
36 www.slimbouwen.nl  

http://www.slimbouwen.nl/�
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5.3 Case Study 3: Promotional Articles 

5.3.1 Respondent demographics 

5.3.1.1 Participating companies’ characteristics 

Table 9 provides an overview of the participating companies within the promotional 
articles industry, in which stages of the value chain they are active, company size and 
corresponding trade association (see also Paragraph 5.3.2.1). The objective was to select 
a sample with differentiation in company functions, company sizes and CSR activity (see 
Paragraph 4.3.2). This was achieved to a satisfactory extend. The sample used to draft 
this case study includes:  
 Some differentiation in company functions, although there is strong 

representation of companies active in the design, distribution and end-user 
sales stages of the value chain. There is a low representation of companies 
active in the production stage of the supply chain and those companies are 
active with production / assembly only. There is no representation of 
companies who produce raw materials or semi-manufactures in the sample.  

 Differentiation in size of the companies, with approximately 14% micro; 43% 
small; 29% medium and 14% large companies.  

 Some differentiation in CSR activity amongst the companies, as is illustrated in 
the subsequent Paragraph. 

Table 9 - Participating companies’ characteristics from the promotional articles industry 

COMPANY ACTIVITY IN STAGES COMPANY SIZE TRADE 
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2.1 Xindao X    X   Medium Medium PPP 
2.2 Main Sales     X X  Small Small PPP 
2.3 Virconsult       X n.a. n.a. n.a. 
2.4 Brandwijk      X  Small Small PPP 
2.5 IGO-POST     X   Large Large PPP 
2.6 Toppoint X   X X   Medium Medium PPP 
2.7 Markclip X   X X   Small Small PPP 
2.8 Van der Basch     X   Micro Micro PPP 

5.3.1.2 CSR activity amongst participating companies 

CSR activities of the companies present in the sample include:  
 Brandwijk: specialized in CSR associated promotional articles and implemented 

CSR throughout the company. Brandwijk is the first PPP member company to 
receive CO2 conscious certification37

 Xindao: developed a range of sustainable products for which they won several 
industry awards such as the Promotional Gift Award 2011 (Eco House), PRO-
motional Product of the Year 2010 (The Bottle – against PET bottles), Good 
Design – USA 2009,  Goodies d’Or  2008 & Reddot design award 2008 (Eclipse 
solar torch). 

. 

 IGO-POST: Works with ‘Atlant’ employees, all of which are people with 
disabilities who are stationed at one of the company’s biggest departments: 
packaging. 

 Virconsult: assisted in the development of industry specific CSR certificate.  

                                                                    
37 CO2 conscious certification is part of the ‘CO2 prestatieladder’ an instrument designed for the selection of 
appropriate suppliers in tenders (www.skao.nl).  

http://www.skao.nl/�
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This list is not a complete overview of the CSR activity amongst the participating 
companies, it merely gives an impression. It is concluded that CSR activity amongst the 
participating companies shows a certain level of differentiation, as intended.  

5.3.1.3 Interviews 

Characteristics of the interviewees and interviews:  
 7 out of 8 interviews took place with a single respondent; 1 interview took place 

with two respondents present. 
 Of the 9 respondents, in 7 instances the function of the respondent was 

owner/director/chief manager. In the remaining 2 instances the interview took 
place with respondents in the roles of quality manager and chief sales manager. 
The responsibilities of the respondent in the role of quality manager closely 
resembled those of KAM manager (Quality, Labor conditions, Environment) – 
such as several respondents in case study 2. 

 6 out of the 8 interviews were conducted face-to-face (in Dutch); the remaining 
2 interviews were conducted via telephone (in Dutch). 

 The average interview, excluding introduction and closing, lasted 56 minutes 
(ranging between 27 and 84 minutes). 

 The interviews were recorded and transcribed from tape to text. These 
transcriptions covered 34 pages (Cambria; 10pt; single spaced). 

5.3.2 Introduction 

5.3.2.1 Characteristics of the industry 

The basic value chain of promotional products is depicted in Figure 9. For the 
introduction of this final case, the value chain provides limited guidance since this 
industry covers a wide range of products. Xindao explains: “It is actually a very strange 
industry, nobody has exact knowledge of it – sometimes you are given something with a 
logo like a pencil or a bag. You never really understand how it works. Nevertheless it is a 
fairly large industry. In the end all those millions of companies around the world are 
bound to give away something occasionally, to clients, personnel or at fairs. All this is 
included in our industry”. But although the range of products is large, there is the 
limiting factor that the average promotional product should be appropriate for an 
audience ranging somewhere in-between 18 and 60. Xindao: “Unless you are ‘target’ 
marketing, a product has to be quite ‘mainstream’. You can add colors, but in the end 
the majority will decide for something black, dark blue or otherwise safe”.  

The majority of the participating companies indicate that the most important, if not 
sole, production country for their industry is China. In essence products are produced in 
China and, in some cases, also printed with logos. Then they are imported to  Europe by 
specialized suppliers. If not printed already, client logos are added in either in-house or 
outsourced printing facilities. Most of the specialized Dutch importers hold stock for the 
majority of their collection. Although a large part of the collection is assembled out of 
standard products, the majority of the participating importers also have a range of 
unique self designed products. Most importers work with overseas agents, while some 
have their own overseas department.  

None of the importers participating in this research sells directly to consumers. 
Instead their customers are distributors who deal with selling the products, but do not 
hold any stock themselves. Xindao adds: “Distributors have the relation and the selling 
skills”. It is up to the distributors to assess the need of a consumer, which might be 
anything in-between a quick fair give away to a premium gift for a company’s most 
respected relation. Since the promotional product is usually a gift, the company buying 
the products from the distributor is thus not the end-user of the product, making 
product feedback to the distributors, importers and actual producers even more difficult 
than in the average supply chain. The clientele of distributors ranges from the local 
bakery to the large Dutch (multinational) corporation.  
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Figure 9 - Basic functions within the promotional articles value chain 

The following trade association represents companies active in the Dutch niche of 
the promotional articles industry, and supported the present research:  
 Platform Promotionele Producten (PPP) an independent trade association that 

represents both importers and distributors of promotional products in the 
Netherlands. PPP has approximately 300 members with a collective annual 
turnover of approximately €1,1 billion38. The proportion of importers versus 
distributors in the Dutch industry is approximately 1:239

PPP adopted a pro-active attitude towards CSR several years ago. About two years 
ago the association launched a membership compulsory CoC

. 

40

5.3.2.2 Development of CSR in the industry 

. The respondent of 
Virconsult, who from early onwards advised PPP concerning their CSR efforts,  
elaborates: “[The fulfillment of the CoC] was not fully satisfactory for the board [of PPP]. 
At a certain point I was once again present at a board meeting where they said: ‘How can 
we give this more body?’ I answered with: […] ‘by stating we believe this is what [CSR] is 
about and that companies should have at least implemented these aspects in their 
operations’. […] eventually, this led to the development of a certification scheme”. At 
present, approximately 20 member companies have received or are in the process of 
getting this PPP CSR certificate (which equals a near 7% of the PPP member companies) 

The active role of the trade association, renewed environmental legislation 
(Toppoint) and government policy to source in a sustainable manner (IGO-POST) 
boosted attention being paid to CSR within the promotional articles industry. However 
many companies express uncertainty about what the concept means for them. For the 
first time during interviews, participating companies echoed questions back to the 
researcher, e.g. “I don’t know. What do you think CSR means for the business?”.  

Companies indicated they are struggling to translate the concept into their daily 
business practice. First of all for many it is unclear what a sustainable manner of 
production and/or sourcing includes. Virconsult, who assisted the trade association in 
the development of a branch specific CSR certificate, explains that the greatest CSR gain 
in the supply chain of promotional products is achieved through addressing the 
production methods. Therefore great attention is paid to the sourcing practices of 
companies running for the PPP CSR certificate. By doing so they promote an upstream 
focus amongst companies, especially those who import directly from low-income 
countries.  Aside from the PPP CSR certificate there are few other accepted standards 
within the industry. Standards followed by participating companies are depicted in 
Figure 10 and, similar to the CSR PPP certificate, carry an upstream focus.  

Secondly question marks are posted as to what a sustainable product might be. Most 
companies have arranged for a ‘green’ line in their assortment. Xindao who intends to 
have a leading role in the supply of sustainable products explains how they defined 
sustainable products: “One, you can use biodegradable materials. You can put the 
product in the ground and after a few years it is gone. Then you have products that are 

                                                                    
38 www.ppp-online,nl  
39 PPP has approximately 300 members of which 196 are distributors 
40 www.ppp-online.nl/assets/files/diversen/Code_of_Conduct_PPP.doc  

http://www.ppp-online,nl/�
http://www.ppp-online.nl/assets/files/diversen/Code_of_Conduct_PPP.doc�
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solar-based, […] which also communicates sustainability. But if you look at the 
production process of these products, it is doubtful. […] Then finally you have products 
that communicate savings. We did very well in this area. But again, looking at individual 
products, the production process is a bit doubtful. […] But these latter kinds of products 
have a strong communication message and that is why they sell. […] It is awareness. You 
will never know whether people will really use these particular raft strips of energy 
lamps”. Other importers have more difficulty with formulating how they assigned 
products to the ‘green’ line. Some of them, for example IGO-POST, show skepticism 
towards the production process of some products that should supposedly be 
sustainable, similarly to the doubts related to solar products posed by Xindao. 

 

Figure 10 - Focus of CSR initiatives within the promotional articles value chain 

5.3.2.3 Visions of the future 

Perceptions of the future amongst respondent show great difference, ranging from a 
firm belief that CSR will become the predominant decision-making criteria amongst 
customers to a distrust that CSR is going to play an important role within the industry in 
upcoming years. Xindao provides an elaborate vision on the future: “My perception of 
the future is a bit ‘blurred’ […]. If you ask me, I honestly believe that if you do not take 
the CSR trend seriously, you will no longer be in business in 10 years time. […] Look at 
the depleting commodities. The Chinese have only just begun with consuming. There 
we are going to experience change like we have not seem before. […] I think all will lead 
to a complete shift on the way one does business. Thinking cradle2cradle, […] not taking 
that seriously is not staying in business”. Furthermore he notes: “We [are] in an industry 
which has to ask itself whether China will remain interested in producing our goods on 
the long run. I expect that cheaper products will move. Labor costs are only going to 
keep on rising in China. […] I believe this will slowly evoke a shift, where China […] 
eventually will produce for the local market, and less for export. Production countries 
will change to India, maybe other Asian countries, but perhaps also Eastern Europe, from 
where the supply chain is considerably shorter. Those will be some interesting changes”. 
Brandwijk observed that CSR is gaining importance for customers and beliefs this will do 
nothing but increase. Both Markclip and Xindao express a concern that the market for 
promotional articles is very vulnerable for big and rapid change. For example a negative 
press release in combination with a massive promotional event such as a world cup 
could potentially change the market permanently overnight, making CSR a grounded 
survival criteria.  

Toppoint and Markclip also express the opinion that CSR is likely to increase in 
importance, therefore a higher demand is expected to follow. However the respondent 
of Toppoint questions whether it will settle itself permanently. He notes that not even 
the government executes its sustainable policies to the full extent. Others are even more 
skeptical. Such as IGO-POST: “The hype will last for a while, […] but in the end it will 
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weaken”.  Markclip: “I pose big question marks. Personally, I do not believe in it, not for 
real. […] I do not think it will work. Maybe the producers will change into ‘we go green’ – 
but then the Chinese automatically become more expensive. As a result one will search 
for even cheaper employees. That goes against the grain with me. In the end it is us 
Dutch people who are wrong”. Brandwijk agrees it is a difficult playground: “Everybody 
is complaining about the rising prices in China, but actually lots of it we pushed 
ourselves by driving CSR through the supply chain. We are the ones putting demands on 
the producers, which costs money. Preventing child labor and all other things costs 
money”. Van der Basch thinks CSR is of importance, however beliefs that it will take 
forceful regulation, which he does not expect to be implemented any time soon. The 
respondent concludes: “The shore will stop the ship. In the end it will all work out. […] 
But what it will do is force us to work in a smarter way with commodities. It will be a 
organic process, however those with the big power: the governments – will have to 
make big steps”. 

5.3.3 Main findings 

5.3.3.1 Summary of the findings 

As indicated for the presentation of the findings the structure of the conceptual 
model is followed. This Paragraph summarizes the main findings and refers forward to 
corresponding Paragraphs. 

With regard to the experienced benefits from CSR efforts, confidence that CSR pays is 
low amongst the majority of the participating companies. Some direct benefits that 
were mentioned include cost efficiency and sales. Indirect benefits include UPS, brand 
image, long-run survival, a motivated workforce, and low workplace absenteeism.  

The second core variable in the conceptual model is the CSR performance 
throughout the supply network. Following line with case study 1 and 2, also within this 
industry it appeared there are several factors that influence company’s motivation 
positively or negatively for driving CSR through the supply network. These motivational 
factors relate back to buyer characteristics, product characteristics and supplier 
characteristics; further elaboration is found in Paragraph 5.3.4.2.1. These factors have 
impact on the conceptual model and are therefore listed in the subsequent Paragraph 
5.3.3.2. 

With regard to the adopted strategy for increasing sustainability of the supply it 
appears that strategies have a mere upstream focus, but are not clearly defined. 
Responsibility for sustainable sourcing is left solely with importing companies, who on 
their turn indicate they try to control the first tier through agents or own sites overseas 
who check factories. In the selection of appropriate suppliers and controlling CSR, 
transparency and communication instruments play an important role. There is no insight 
in second tier suppliers or beyond. Price pressure hinders companies in implementing 
CSR upstream. There is no clear differentiation between the strategies adopted by large 
versus smaller firms. More findings related to these strategies is found in Paragraph 
5.3.4.2.2. 

The third core variable in the conceptual model is CSR transparency. Throughout the 
interviews, the role of transparency did not appear as clearly defined. While CSR 
conscious companies like Brandwijk and Xindao indicate transparency is becoming 
increasingly important, the remaining companies do not feel a need to be transparent 
about CSR activities. At present the dominant perception is that CSR is of low interest for 
customers and therefore communication (in general or in terms of certificates) is 
unnecessary. Instructing distributors about sustainable products is perceived as an 
important first step, as they are the first to perceive a need amongst customers. If a 
customer shows an interest, it is likely to be a large multinationals. Their CSR sourcing 
criteria have mismatched promotional products in the past, which leads to skepticism 
amongst supplying companies about the work that is involved in CSR transparency and 
the intentions of these large multinationals. Transparency can potentially lead to an 
administrative burden. Further up the supply chain, transparency initiatives are in the 
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early stages and involve some communication instruments. More findings related to 
transparency are presented in Paragraph 5.3.4.3.1.  

In comparison to the textile & clothing industry, companies within promotional 
articles industry are less familiar with the communication instruments presented in 
Paragraph 3.1.3, but they are more familiar with them than respondents in the windows 
& facades industry. In general terms: CoC, certificates and auditing is perceived positively 
as well as it is criticized. Companies express themselves positive about the intent by 
which these communication instruments are adopted. Critique includes: the CoC is 
without any liability, the CoC is subject to interpretation, and certificates and auditing 
reports from overseas suppliers should not be trusted for factories ‘window dress’, 
subcontract and they pose an administrative burden on factories. Audits that are 
executed by Dutch importers focus on legal compliance, such as product checks on 
hazardous materials. Own CSR related certification has the potential to underpin CSR 
activities to outsiders, however they are often not valued as such. Other communication 
instruments do not play a role (yet). Further elaboration on the influence of 
communication instruments is found in Paragraph 5.3.4.3.2. 

Finally it appears that also within this industry certain aspects of the supply chain 
configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies experiences with obtaining 
the desired level of transparency within the supply network. These configurations 
present themselves on macro (beyond the scope of influence), meso (can be influenced 
by joined efforts) and micro (can be influenced by the individual the buyer-supplier 
relation) level; further elaboration is found in Paragraph 5.3.4.4. These configurations 
have impact on the conceptual model and are therefore listed in the subsequent 
Paragraph 5.3.3.2. 

5.3.3.2 Implications for the research model 

Implications for the research model are (i) partial confirmation of the positive relation 
between transparency and CSR performance; (ii) motivational drivers that present 
themselves as moderator for that relationship; and (iii) SC configurations that influence 
the ease by which transparency is achieved. Table 10 provides an overview the 
implications for the conceptual model and summarizes the mechanisms  or arguments 
that were posed throughout the case study on how factors operate in the context of the 
windows & facades industry. Furthermore, the implications are shortly listed below.  

Firstly, partial confirmation of the positive relation between transparency and CSR 
performance is found. The following effects of transparency are identified to positively 
influence CSR performance and thereby underpin the relationship: 
 Opportunity to build brand image 
 Opportunity to affect consumer behavior 

Secondly, it appears that the success of strategies to increase CSR performance of the 
supply network, such as realizing transparency, is determined by the presence of the 
CSR motivational drivers. The following motivational drivers present themselves as a 
mediator for the relation between CSR performance of the supply chain and CSR 
transparency within the supply chain (where the latter is considered as a strategy to 
positively influence the former)(elaboration in Paragraph 5.3.4.2.1):  
 Product characteristics 

 Uncertainty of the concept of a sustainable product (-) 
 Buyer characteristics 

 Low pressure/demand from customer/consumer (-) 
 Low CSR knowledge/awareness amongst customers/consumers (-) 
 Low willingness to pay a higher price for sustainable goods in 

comparison to original goods (-) 
 Supplier characteristics 

 Intrinsic motivation (+) 
 Low confidence in the benefits of CSR (-) 

Secondly it appears that the configuration of the supply chain influences 
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transparency in the supply chain positively or negatively. In addition it appeared 
companies can, to a certain extent, influence the configuration of their supply chain in 
order to positively influence the ease of which transparency is realized.  Macro 
configurations fall beyond the scope of influence, meso configurations are influenced 
byjoined efforts, micro configurations can be influenced within the individual the buyer-
supplier relationship.  

The following supply chain configurations present themselves as having an influence 
on CSR transparency within the supply chain (elaboration in Paragraph 5.3.4.4):  
 Macro:  

 High number of companies (-) 
 Low margin business (-) 

 Meso: 
 Presence of CSR related standards and certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of trade association (+) 
 High geographical spread (-) 
 Low buying power of sourcing company (-) 

 Micro: 
 Long duration of the buyer-supplier relationship (+) 
 Mutual adoption of communication instruments & information systems 

such as a code of conduct, audits etc. (+) 

Table 10 - Implications for the research model as a result of case study 3 

Implications: Influential factorsa: Arguments: 
Transparency 
positively 
influences CSR 
performance. 

 Opportunity to build brand image  Respondents indicate information sharing is done for 
the purpose of commercial gain. 

 e.g. “when the customers asks for it”. 
 Opportunity to affect consumer 

behavior 
 Slowly customers express more interest in sustainable 

products, a strong story can convince them.  
 e.g. “distributors are in fact our ambassadors. They have 

to turn around to the consumer and tell the story”. 
 e.g. “Our customers instructed us to offer a sustainable 

supply of products. A select part of our customers. But 
we see this part is growing at a rapid pace”. 

Motivational 
factors moderate 
the relation 
between 
transparency and 
CSR 
performance. 

PRODUCT CHARACTERISTICS 
 Uncertainty of the concept of a 

sustainable product (-) 
 Companies show difficulty in explaining what 

determines a sustainable product and/or are skeptic.  
 e.g. the production process of ‘green’ solar products is 

environmental unfriendly in nature.   
BUYER CHARACTERISTICS 

 Low pressure/demand from 
customer/consumer (-) 

 Companies perceive low demand for sustainable 
products, therefore willingness to invest in CSR is low.  

 Low CSR knowledge/ awareness 
amongst customers/consumers (-) 

 Promotional products are usually bought under time-
pressure and are not ordered through a buyer’s 
purchasing department, therefore there is time nor 
knowledge to make a sustainable decision.  

 Low willingness to pay a higher 
price for sustainable goods in 
comparison to original goods (-) 

 The dominant purchase criteria is price. Sustainable 
product come at a higher price and are therefore 
unattractive.  

SUPPLIER CHARACTERISTICS 
 Intrinsic motivation (+)  Some companies are motivated by personal norms and 

values.  
 Low confidence in the benefits of 

CSR (-) 
 The belief that CSR pays is low, therefore the motivation 

to adopt CSR is low.  
Supply chain 
configurations 
determine the 
ease by which 
transparency is 
realized. 

MACRO CONFIGURATIONS 
 High number of companies (-) 
 Low margin business (-) 

 Competitive pressure limits willingness to share 
information. 

 e.g. “We will never be transparent about our sources, 
which in the end are our added value”.  

MESO CONFIGURATIONS 
 Presence of CSR related 

standards/certificates (+) 
 The launch of the PPP CSR certificates supports 

companies in providing transparency.  
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 Stimulus/support of  
trade association (+) 

 PPP has taken an active role in the pursuit of 
sustainability in the industry.  

 High geographical spread (-)  Control is less over further away locations. 
 e.g. “We are moving part of our production to China, we 

definitely expect to have to ask more questions” 
 Low buying power of 

customer/consumer (-) 
 As a large buyer it is easy to get information, as a small 

buyer it is not.  
MICRO CONFIGURATIONS 

 Long duration of the BSR (+)  Monitoring and continuing relations with suppliers 
contribute to mutual communication.  

 e.g. it is a PPP CSR certificate guideline. 
 Mutual adoption of 

communication instruments/ 
information systems such as CoC, 
audits etc. (+) 

 Transparency is more easily achieved when exchange of 
CoC, auditing and annual reporting is adopted.  

a Behind an influential factor, the notion ‘(+)’ implies a strengthening and ‘(-)’ a weakening moderator/relation. 

5.3.4 Detailed findings 

5.3.4.1 Benefits 

The majority of the companies express low confidence in the benefits of CSR. For 
example, Toppoint indicates: “I would happily invest in CSR, but at present it costs me 
money, while there is no positive effect on my competitive position. That is the 
problem”. Markclip indicates that CSR may pay in inner piece, most certainly no financial 
gain. Main Sales cannot think of any way in which their company or any other company 
might benefit from CSR. IGO-POST holds the opinion that is may work for those 
companies who have been founded with a CSR mission, but it is a lost cause for those 
who need a turnaround. “I do not believe that in the current market – even if you would 
promote it – one could have gain from it, because today everyone is saying the same 
thing. Every company nowadays says: we are CSR […]. It is no longer a distinctive 
characteristic, even if you are truly sustainable. Some companies try to use it as a 
differentiator, but that does not appear clearly, unless one has been working in a 
sustainable manner since early onwards. I do not believe a company can really profit 
from it any more”.  

5.3.4.1.1 Direct benefits 

Xindao and Brandwijk do report on several benefits. Direct benefits include cost 
efficiency, especially on the logistics. They have changed their way of handling, have 
relocated to a building across the road from their logistics partner – which they build as 
sustainable as possible. Finally they have made a deal with a company that collects their 
paper waste free of charge. Furthermore CSR brings Brandwijk a lot of work and sales.  

5.3.4.1.2 Indirect benefits 

Xindao reports on a range of indirect benefits, such as having a USP that also 
matches the innovative and high-end image of the company. Furthermore they feel CSR 
helps them prepare for rapid change in upcoming demand. At present Xindao confesses 
that benefits are poor, but they are confident it will pay on the long run. Brandwijk also 
reports on brand image, and adds to this a motivated and satisfied workforce. IGO-POST 
who invests also in social circumstances also reports motivated staff and a low 
workplace absenteeism.  

5.3.4.2 CSR performance of the supply network 

5.3.4.2.1 Motivational factors 

Throughout the interviews, companies formulated several motivations both for 
going into the supply chain CSR wise as of why they did not wanted or could (fully) 
incorporate CSR in their supply. 

Several of the motivational factors relate back to product characteristics. However in 
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this case it sticks to one issue which is the uncertainty of what a sustainable product is 
about. The doubts and critical notes posed in the introduction (Paragraph 5.3.2.2) 
indicate that an uncertainty about what defines a green product, hinders companies in 
their pursuit. Considering a promotional product can be anything, identifying green 
products it is not perceived as an easy job by companies active in the industry.  

Several of these motivational factors relate back to buyer characteristics. The 
dominant conviction in the industry is that the customer determines the product, so 
therefore also the sustainable value. Demand for sustainable products is perceived as 
low. However most companies would expect the corporate business to be more 
conscious of the value of the promotional product and how this should match a 
sustainable or responsible image. They indicate that once they do, they will be quick to 
response. However today it is not the case yet. Those companies who specialize in a 
sustainable product range do perceive demand. 

Xindao has been and still is investing in the development of sustainable products: 
“We are most definitely active with it and are investing money, time and energy 
accordingly – also for the reason that we believe it will only gain in importance. […] At 
present it is disappointing the market does not show a stronger demand. In fact, 
customers – and especially multinationals […] – who have impressive sustainability 
mission statements […] still, when it comes down to the promotional product […] go for 
the cheaper non sustainable option”. Main Sales indicate: “I have developed a green 
catalogue about two years ago, but nothing came out of it”. Later on the respondent 
mentions: “I do not think people really care. The percentage that is interested is very 
small”. Main Sales has several ministry offices as customers, but even they do not stick to 
the green products, despite the government policy to source in a sustainable manner. 
Main Sales continues: “I have never sold an eco ballpoint. If I had to live off green 
products, I would be bankrupt tomorrow”. IGO-POST adds: “People like the fact that 
there is a green part of the collection, but actual sales are at a bare minimum. Most of 
these products are a little bit more expensive, most people decide based on price, not 
eco”. Toppoint also comments on the role of the multinational: “Make no mistake, also 
those companies prefer to buy 10% under the price. Green is good, but it is not often 
people want to pay extra for it”. Markclip confirms a very similar picture of the 
multinational customers, although they do observe a slight increase in the interest paid 
by larger customers to the CSR activities of their suppliers. Van der Basch indicates that 
although demand is very low, the great majority of companies that do buy sustainable 
product are in fact larger companies. “The butcher really does not care whether a paper 
article is recycled or not”. Overall, the low demand does not motivate companies to 
adopt CSR in their own operations as well as throughout the supply chain. Xindao whose 
site in Shanghai is ISO14001 certified declares: “I think that if we would abandon 
ISO14001 from tomorrow onwards, we will not sell any less products. Sad, but true”.  

Brandwijk, who specializes in sustainable products and CSR, displays a very different 
situation. “Our customers instructed us to offer a sustainable supply of products. A select 
part of our customers. But we see this part is growing at a rapid pace”. Especially his 
larger customers are paying attention to the topic. “Attention is huge, it just seems that 
our industry […] does not realizes it. Or perhaps they lack the resources to invest in it”. 
Furthermore Brandwijk declares: “We [are] selected because we are known pioneers in 
the CSR area. […] Never I have had to do acquisition – not for our 27 years of existence. 
People all find us via-via”. Brandwijk also argues that increasing demand for CSR also 
works the other way around, as soon as companies give it more attention, so will the 
consumer. IGO-POST has low confidence in this strategy. “If a company, because CSR is 
such a hype, suddenly adopt this concept and turns around their business I do not 
believe it will be a success. Your customer file does not include customers who share this 
vision. So I think chances are higher you will lose, not gain customers”.  

Several companies indicate that the awareness of decision-making customers is low. 
Xindao: “For companies [promotional products] are usually of ‘low interest’. They are 
amongst the last things arranged to complete the marketing mix, often last minute ‘we 
have to give away something nice at the fair’ […]. On top of that, it often concerns one-
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time purchases. For the buying company they are not exciting, the average order size is 
in between 400 to 500 euro’s.  […] The buying company does not really care, above all it 
should not take too much of their time. […] As long as they receive proper value for 
money, they are satisfied”. As a result there is often a lack of policy and grounded 
decision making when it comes to the purchase of promotional products. Furthermore it 
is often not the buying departments but rather the marketing department that makes 
the decision. They lack knowledge and criteria (CSR wise) that a buying department 
might incorporate in the decision making process. The special circumstances under 
which promotional products are purchased hinder motivation amongst companies to 
actively embrace CSR.  

Finally there are motivational factors that relate back to supplier characteristics. The 
actual companies active and selling in the market express a low confidence in the 
benefits CSR can bring to a company (see Paragraph 5.3.3). Therefore they are not 
motivated to invest in the concept. Those who have a strong intrinsic motivation, such 
as Brandwijk and Xindao, are certain CSR will pay and will catch on in the future, they are 
not scared to invest – quite on the contrary: they are motivated to do so.  

5.3.4.2.2 Strategies to increase sustainability of the supply network 

Strategies to improve sustainability of the supply chain have a mere upstream focus, 
in line with the focus of the trade association and PPP MVO certificate. The set of 
strategies is not as broad or clearly positioned as within textile & clothing, nor is there a 
clear differentiation between the strategies adopted by large versus smaller firms.  

A first observation is that responsibility for sustainable sourcing is left solely with 
importing companies. Internet reseller Main Sales explains: “My advantage for buying 
from a notable importer, for who I am a large customer, is that when there is something 
wrong with the product I can send it back and say: ‘there are carcinogenic substances in 
this product, it is not right, it is your responsibility – you have failed good import’. For 
this, I gladly pay a few cents. […] Am I going to play hard over 8, 7 or 6 percent margin? 
No way! I am not willing to take the risk. I rather do business safely”. Also Brandwijk who 
specializes in a sustainable product portfolio agrees that he rather leaves the actual 
importing to specialized companies who have the expertise to do the right thing. They 
source their portfolio through European importers and fairs.  

In this industry importing companies typically focus solely on import, and do not sell 
to consumers, only to distributors. The importers work to have good relationships with 
first tier suppliers. Most of these companies have strong relations overseas, with one or 
multiple agents and/or by establishing own sites. For example Xindao and Toppoint 
(New Wave) have their own office in Shanghai, while IGO-POST, Markclip and Van der 
Basch work with agents.  Responsibility to check and select appropriate factories is 
usually left to these overseas organizations. In the case of certified factories, certificates 
or audit reports are usually shared with the importing company, however towards this 
companies show skepticism. More information about these communication instruments 
are found in the subsequent Paragraph 5.3.4.3.2. Generally, what became apparent in 
the interviews is that many checks focus on legal compliance (such as the presence of 
hazardous materials or chemicals via SGS41

Van der Basch explains that by checking the end product through for example SGS, 
they can to a certain extend guarantee the quality of the production process and thus of 
not only the first, but also the second tier supplier (or beyond) of semi-manufactures. 
However aside from product checking none of the importing companies have insight 
into their supply chain beyond the first tier supplier. Xindao: “I think that is something 
almost no one does – especially not in our industry”. The respondent explains that with a 
portfolio of 1200 products in a broad range of product types, it is not feasible to go all 
the way to control all supply networks. Xindao furthermore indicates that 
subcontracting is a major issue in China, which auditing fails to prevent.  

), not necessarily additional CSR aspects.  

                                                                    
41 SGS provides inspection, testing, certification & verification services to ensure that products, services & 
systems meet requirements such as quality, safety & performance standards (www.sgs.com).   

http://www.sgs.com/�
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Again in the execution of SSCM, importing companies feel hindered by the price 
motivation of customers and (end) consumers. General belief is that sustainable 
products are more expensive, several companies indicate that a environmental friendly 
product does not necessarily needs to be (e.g. Brandwijk, Xindao, Toppoint). However, 
when one attempts to improve social circumstances throughout the supply chain, 
Xindao explains this inevitably leads to higher costs. “Today SA8000 is gaining 
popularity. If you demand that in China, you drastically reduce the number of factories 
you can source from – and you have to be willing to pay 25% more”.   

Finally all importers indicate that selection of the right suppliers is key for getting 
grip on the CSR performance of the supply network. Toppoint indicates that when they 
plan on adding a new (type of) product to their collection, they first check whether it is 
possible to source it from their existing supply base. If not, they contact a potential 
supplier and pay a visit during which they assess whether a factory meets standards and 
would pass a future audit. If so, then they start price and product negotiations. If 
everything works out the mother company New Wave goes in for an inspection. For 
most importers transparency and corresponding communication instruments play an 
important role in the selection of suppliers. Elaboration continues in the following 
Paragraph 5.3.4.3.  

5.3.4.3 CSR transparency in the supply network 

5.3.4.3.1 Desired transparency to stakeholders 

While CSR conscious companies like Brandwijk and Xindao indicate transparency is 
becoming increasingly important, the remaining companies do not feel pressured to be 
transparent (about CSR activities). Brandwijk indicates: “I truly have had to adjust, 
actively communicating what we do for society. We have been doing such things for 20 
years, but always without much transparency. However, nowadays, it is increasingly 
emphasized so therefore you have to be transparent. […] Without transparency you 
have no success”. The respondent of Xindao believes the supply chain as a whole is 
becoming increasingly transparent, and that differentiation is a prerequisite for survival. 
He says: “The XD Eco story for us, is becoming increasingly important”, and also: “There is 
always somebody cheaper than you, so you can forget about that”. Other companies 
indicate they feel no pressure to be transparent. Although Main Sales agrees that in the 
digital age of internet information is getting more important, concerning CSR the 
respondent says: “There is no need to inform my clients about that, unless for example a 
Ministry explicitly asks about it, in that case they receive an appropriate answer. In 
principal, my clients do not ask questions about it, I do not think it interests them”. IGO-
POST indicates: “At present, we do not actively communicate [CSR]. […] We want to 
publish a small piece on the website, but we do not want to shout we are CSR”. 
Toppoint, who through its mother company New Wave works with BSCI, does not 
communicate this actively either: “I feel that if you communicate it, it should be 100% in 
order. I want to be honest about this, at present we cannot comply 100% yet”.  

Nevertheless companies show awareness to those consumers who are interested in 
the topic. Although they may not feel pressured to be transparent in general, IGO-POST 
does indicate: “Of course we have assessed who are stakeholders are and who attach 
importance to CSR. […] Certain governmental institutions, such as the local municipality, 
have an interest through our environmental license therefore we have to inform them. 
Certain customers, however not all – so we will not send out a mailing to all our 
customers saying ‘we are CSR’, however we will address a specific part of our customers 
who we think attach importance to it. In particular larger companies. We keep track who 
has ever asked about CSR related topics”. Several importing companies (e.g. Xindao, 
Markclip) express the importance of properly instructing distributors, since they have to 
translate the production portfolio to the consumer. Xindao: “distributors are in fact our 
ambassadors. They have to turn around to the consumer and tell the story – on behalf of 
us [producers/importers]”.  However both firmly believe the CSR story will be pushed by 
consumers actually asking for sustainable products. Nevertheless until that time it is key 
to inform the distributor about activities so that when the consumers asks for it, the 
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distributor can respond in an instance with a sustainable product.  

In the incidental situation where CSR transparency is demanded by a consumer, it is 
most likely a large multinational buying the products. The approach taken by these 
consumers it most negatively perceived by producing/importing companies. For 
example, in the days that Markclip was still producing in the Netherlands a large 
customer sent out a large business consultant to audit their site. It took them half a day 
and employees had to answer questions designed for Chinese factory employees such 
as ‘are you allowed to leave for home after a day of work?’. It left Markclip highly skeptic: 
“I am afraid inspections like those are fed by the risk for reputational damage rather than 
the well-being of people or the environment”. IGO-POST provides another example: “It is 
frustrating. Sometimes [a large corporate] asks for information […] based on a standard 
checklist that is not the least suitable for the product. […] They ask for safety leaflets of 
pencils and I have to tell them ‘Sorry, they do not exist’. Sometimes the reaction is: ‘then 
we cannot source from you’. […] It makes me wonder: how can it be they receive [safety 
leaflets] when they source somewhere else? It makes me think other companies are 
likely to sign whatever they are asked […] nobody will ask about it afterwards anyways. 
But that is not what we want”.  

As described in the previous Paragraph 5.3.4.2.2 importing companies are looking 
backwards up the supply chain and are asking for information from their suppliers, also 
CSR wise. But, as indicated, much of this information concerns legal compliance of 
hazardous materials. Importing companies usually send out the PPP CoC (or an 
alternative CoC) to suppliers, or ask for certificates of audits. Unfortunately they are 
suspicious to what happens with this documents. More information on these 
communication instruments are found in the subsequent Paragraph 5.3.4.3.2.   

5.3.4.3.2 The role of communication instruments and information systems 

The PPP CoC is perceived positively as well as it is criticized. Generally, companies 
agree that the intent of the CoC is good. However how the content of the CoC is 
translated into practice differs per company. Main Sales responds: “I find that very 
logical. The topics cover a broad spectrum – if you ask 10 companies about their 
implementation you will find 10 different – with similarities – but still different 
approaches”. IGO-POST is more skeptical: “If we want to be certain about [the 
circumstances at]  our supplier, we always ask our supplier to provide us with their policy 
and never ask them to comply to ours. Because they will truly sign anything you send 
them”. One of the respondents of Markclip expresses dissatisfaction with the way the 
CoC is formulated: “You would rephrase it better by saying ‘we inspect our suppliers and 
do business solely with those who report’. Saying ‘we strive for…’ is without any 
liability”. Virconsult indicates that the non-engaging nature of the CoC has led to the 
development of the industry specific PPP CSR Certificate.  

The PPP CSR certificate creates opportunity for companies to make transparent that 
they are active with CSR and provide them with some confirmed evidence. Virconsult 
lists several reasons for companies to run for the certificate: “Status and show-off. They 
feel that they are doing the right thing, the driver is to show it to the outside world. 
Sometimes they want to use it to answer to their clients who ask ‘what are you doing 
CSR wise?’. The certificate is an answer”. Brandwijk looks at this development highly 
positive, although the respondent also notes that at present the range of available 
certificates (e.g. CO2 certification, ISO certification, PPP CSR certification) leads to 
confusion amongst customer, i.e. they might not know how to prioritize or value 
certificates. But also the respondent notes: “Nowadays everybody can claim, talk and 
shout things – but it you can underpin it with a certificate, that is the only tangible thing 
for a customer. […] There are a lot of companies who say ‘we work according to the 
norm’, however that is a very different claim than ‘we are certified according to the 
norm’”. Virconsult adds: “I think it is difficult for companies to switch between certificates 
and at a certain point it becomes too expensive too. […] This is why the PPP CSR 
Certificate is designed to be a stepping stone for future ISO9000 and ISO14000 
certification”. IGO-POST notes that PPP within the industry is a well known foundation, 
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however outside of the industry, amongst customers, PPP is unknown and therefore of 
low value. Van der Basch says: “I would like to be CSR certified, I think it is an important 
topic. However, my very first priority as a small business is survival. If I see how much 
time running for the certificate takes – we are with 2 people – then it not feasible”. Later 
on the respondent notes that running for the certificates also required documenting 
and formalizing processes which hinders their strength as a micro enterprise of being 
extremely flexible.  

As indicated there is a range of CSR related certificates adopted throughout the 
industry, such as ISO9000, ISO14000, SA8000, CO2 certification. Certification has the 
potential to underpin a company’s CSR efforts in the eye of third parties and customers, 
and thereby contribute to CSR benefits. However opinions concerning the value of 
certificates differ. As indicated in Paragraph 5.3.4.2.2 Xindao does not feel the ISO14000 
certification makes a difference for outsiders. Brandwijk agrees that the internal 
organization and consideration has benefitted most from ISO certification. However 
Brandwijk has also observed that CO2 certification is ever more frequently requested in 
tenders. IGO-POST says: “I find many of the CSR certificates quite meaningless”. The 
respondent indicates she believes that if she would take the time to sit down and write 
down their efforts, she would receive several of these certificates without further ado. 
She adds: “I have nothing against certificates, however they should add something to 
the organization – not only a lot of [administrative] work”. IGO-POST has proudly 
obtained the ISO certification. In a way similar to Xindao the respondent indicates that 
the internal organization is most important, the certificate itself is nothing but a label, 
which at present is not valued by outsiders – therefore she sees no reason to obtain it. 
Upstream in the supply chain, certificates are sometimes asked for, but not considered 
as trustworthy. IGO-POST provides an example of how a Chinese manufacturer who they 
had asked for a certain certificate, simply returned their sample certificate with a stamp 
and autograph. Markclip: “my biggest suppliers I visit myself to see whether they comply 
to minimal standards”.  

As described in Paragraph 5.3.4.2.2 companies, who have their own (production or 
design) sites abroad or who work closely with agents, use audits for the control of CSR 
performance of the supply chain. Xindao is ISO14000 certified and stimulates suppliers 
to get similar certification. Several suppliers have followed example and are showing 
yearly progress environmental wise. Concerning social compliance Xindao notes: “We 
have our CoC which covers basic things – although not basic for everyone – such as no 
child labor, no involuntary labor […]. We audit the factories on these issues. […] Our 
own CoC is, of course, a prerequisite. However on top of that – if from tomorrow 
onwards we would demand SA8000 compliance, we would better close the business. 
There are not enough factories yet […]”. There is also a negative side of audits. Factories 
see them as a burden and decide for themselves to leave their customers, which is 
possible due to the growing demand from inland China and the great variety of 
customer in this business. For example, Xindao has experienced a loyal supplier leaving 
them because he was no longer willing to comply to the broad set of strict requirements 
posed on him by European and American customers. Also, several respondent express 
distrust towards audits. For example, IGO-POST: “If we were to audit Chinese 
manufacturers, we would have to coordinate that from the Netherlands. You would 
assign an auditing company and receive proper reports – it costs a lot of money. Then 
you have your reports, but whether the information is correct is hard to say”. The 
respondent indicates that subcontracting is a mainstream practice and there is no way 
of knowing whether your ordered product was produced in the audited factory or not. 
“If we are going to audit, we will do it with a specific goal, not merely for the sake of 
obtaining a report”. Markclip shows similar skepticism: “The only way to know for sure 
whether how your product was produced is to be there when the actual product is 
produced and not leave until they are finished”. For a micro enterprise like Van der Basch 
auditing is costly, for them this kind of information comes forth from (unannounced) 
visits executed by their local agent(s). The respondent agrees: “that is pretty much the 
only thing you can do. As soon as you are gone, you never know what they will do”.  
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The suspicion against validity of certificates and audits concern overseas suppliers 
from low-income countries only. Trust plays an important role in relations with other 
suppliers, as is  illustrated by Markclip: “I have to be honest, for European producers CSR 
plays no role in the supplier selection process. With these kind of listed enterprises you 
assume everything is taken good care of”. Also within the PPP CSR Certificate more 
emphasis is put on the control of import goods from outside the European Union, and 
on the strict execution of CoC compliance.   

Aside from those named, communication instruments have low influence in the 
execution of sustainable supply chain management or the pursuit of transparency 
within the industry, although participant show greater familiarization with the 
instruments listed in Paragraph 3.1.3 than the respondents of case study 2.   

5.3.4.4 Supply network configuration 

Throughout the interviews it appeared that certain aspects of the supply chain 
configuration determined the ease or difficulty companies experiences with obtaining 
the desired level of transparency within the supply network.  

Several of these supply chain configuration relate back to a general macro level 
which falls beyond the scope of influence. Similar to the textile & clothing industry it 
became apparent that the competitive pressure due to the presence of a high number 
of players and the generally low margin business hindered companies in their pursuit to 
both share and obtain information. Van der Basch illustrates: “I am a product importer 
that delivers to distributors – not to end-consumers. […] In the case of a bigger sized 
order, it may seem financially attractive for my clients to go straight to China themselves. 
They will most certainly do so. In that case the distributor becomes the instant importer, 
with all possible problems you can think of. […] My added value is knowing the right 
manufacturers, knowing how to handle them. We will never be transparent about our 
sources, which in the end are our added value”.  

Other supply chain configurations relate back to a meso level which falls beyond the 
scope of influence of an individual company, but may be affected through joined efforts 
of multiple companies and other stakeholders. For example, high geographical spread 
of production sites leads to more questions and issues CSR wise. Markclip illustrates that 
at present they have most of their production in Poland. “We are moving part of our 
production to China, we definitely expect to have to ask more questions”. Having power 
also determines in this industry whether demanding transparency is feasible or not. 
Markclip indicates that in the instance where Markclip is a considerable large buyer from 
a supplier it is fairly easy to get information, alternatively when Markclip is a small buyer 
it is no use. Van der Basch mentions  having not enough buying power for any one  of 
their suppliers to be able to go and demand CSR information.  

As indicated in the previous Paragraph on communication instruments it appeared 
that the presence of standards and certifications helped bringing companies closer 
together and sharing a vision of what CSR is about (Paragraph 5.3.4.3.2). The supporting 
role of the trade association has proven essential in this process.  

Finally there are those supply chain configuration that are on a micro level and which 
fall in the direct scope of influence of the buyer and its supplier and can be affected 
within a single buyer-supplier relationship. Main Sales and IGO-POST both emphasize 
that transparency and mutual understanding only arises after a certain duration of the 
relationship. That this is also a desire for the sake of CSR is explained by Virconsult who 
indicates longer BSRs are prerequisite to receive the PPP CSR certificate: “What we are 
trying to accomplish is that one knows its suppliers. Not only today, but that they are 
monitored. That you communicate with your suppliers. […] What I believe makes the 
difference, is that when one knows its supplier, does repeated business with them, the 
mutual expectations become clearer”. This eventually leads to a higher ease of 
communication about broader issues such as CSR and monitoring progress in that areas. 
A final configuration relates to the discussion of communication instruments in 
Paragraph 5.3.4.3.2 from which it is concluded that transparency is more easily achieved 
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in the case of mutual adoption of appropriate communication instruments & 
information systems such as code of conduct, audits, and annual reports. 

5.4 Cross-case analysis 
A summary overview of the findings of the three case studies is provided in Table 11. 

The main conclusions drawn from the comparison of the three case studies are given 
below. In contrast to the presentation of the findings in the individual case studies, the 
cross case-analysis does not follow the structure of the conceptual model. Instead, the 
conclusions are presented (i) based on the CSR development in the three sectors; (ii) the 
strategic implications of the strategies adopted by companies throughout; and (iii) the 
implications for the final research model.  

5.4.1 CSR development 

The incorporation of CSR in supply chain management shows different maturity 
levels in the three industries. The attention given to this topic differs strongly per 
industry: where it is mainstream for the textile & clothing industry, it is given attention – 
but not in the core of the business – in the windows & facades industry and attention is 
limited in the promotional articles industry. Although attention has been growing in all 
three cases, there is a gap of for example 15 years between the introduction of CoCs in 
the first case study (textile & clothing) versus the last (promotional articles). These 
observations show great resemblance with CSR maturity/evolution models as posed by 
Kibbeling, Valk & Weele (2009) and Marrewijk & Werre (2003). In line with the above 
perceptions of the future also differ from a permanently positioned aspect of doing 
business (textile & clothing) to a doubtful trend (promotional articles). Further 
comparing results of the case studies, it appears much of the difference can be traced 
back to difference in CSR maturity level.  

5.4.2 Strategic findings 

When a sustainable supply ambition is adopted and strategies accordingly, not only 
differentiation on maturity level, but also differentiation between larger and smaller 
firms appear. Formalized structures, such as certification, auditing et cetera, are 
preferred by medium to large sized firms. Micro to small sized firm adopt a relational 
strategy and try to solely work with companies with whom they share a sustainable 
vision. Supply chain integration – the need for a shorter and less complex supply chain – 
appears as an important factor to get more control CSR wise. This resembles a 
development quite opposite of the dominant outsourcing trend of the last two decades 
(Busi & McIvor, 2008). 

Looking in more detail at how transparency was discussed during interviews and 
which specific respondents made explicit mentioning of transparency, it appears 
transparency as a concept appeals more to companies of larger size and those of greater 
CSR maturity. SMEs affiliate more with concrete terminology, e.g. “information sharing”, 
“access to information”, “mapping of the supply chain”, “analyzing the supply chain”, 
and “sharing an understanding of CSR”. Overall the way companies describe 
transparency shows resemblance with problem analysis and diagnosis, as for example 
described in a regulative problem solving cycle (Strien, 1997), where in this specific 
instance problems are CSR related issues. However the main difference is that once the 
decision is made  to drive CSR through the supply network, keeping up transparency 
becomes an ongoing process, thus continuously analyzing the supply chain for 
sustainability issues. As maturity grows, it appears instead of focusing on problems, 
companies increasingly mention transparency as an opportunity to communicate good 
practice and use CSR for the marketing strategy and brand image. Remarkably, in the 
promotional articles industry companies indicate that for this reason only (commercial 
gain through marketing) they desire transparency.   

Furthermore, as maturity of CSR throughout the supply network increases, so does 
the perceived need for transparency and the overall familiarization with CSR specific 
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communication instruments posed on Paragraph 3.1.3. In addition an upstream versus 
downstream focus seems to determine the use of these communication instruments. 
The promotional articles industry has only recently adopted a CoC, while this instrument 
has already been abandoned by front running companies in the textile & clothing 
industry. The display of critique on communication instruments in the textile and 
clothing industry can be interpreted as a display of the phase of maturity the industry is 
in. While audits, certificates and external verification are perceived as positive, these are 
also very much the communication instruments used today and appropriate for the 
industry’s CSR maturity state. Some of the criticized instruments show pitfalls (or are no 
longer appropriate for the maturity level, such as a CoC), while others potentially still 
need to prove their success (perhaps tracking & tracing).  

5.4.3 Implications for the research model 

The three case studies present a list of CSR benefits which are the result of CSR 
performance of the industry’s CSR performance. It appears that confidence in benefits 
grow as companies gain more experience (and CSR maturity level grows). Direct benefits 
are most easily identifiable, indirect benefits appear (sometimes unexpected) after long 
term investment in CSR. 

A set of five arguments as to why transparency within a supply network positively 
contributes to CSR performance of the supply network appears, consisting of: better 
analysis and prioritization of sustainability matters, horizontal as well as vertical 
knowledge sharing, lengthier BSRs, opportunity to build brand image, and opportunity 
to affect consumer behavior. The named arguments are in line with the second line of 
thought presented in Paragraph 3.2 that transparency drives CSR performance in a 
supply chains due to measurability. As transparency increases more information and 
data becomes available about CSR issues and initiatives. At some point CSR performance 
becomes a (somewhat) measurable construct that drives continuing improvement 
through better on one side better analysis and on the other side higher levels of how 
CSR efforts pay back. However, throughout the case studies, also negative aspects of 
transparency were identified. It was indicated that striving for transparency creates an 
administrative burden/hassle for which companies have no solution yet. Furthermore, 
some respondents solely desire transparency for commercial gain, which hints towards 
transparency for the sake of greenwashing instead of improvement of CSR performance. 
Finally, there is the dilemma of competition and the corresponding sensitivity of 
information. In some instances this sensitivity can be avoided by the interference of a 
(confidential) third party (e.g. by the use of a label/certificate instead of direct 
information exchange), but in other instances no solution has been found yet and 
information sensitivity hinders companies in pursuing transparency.  

In all three case studies, motivational factors appeared that either motivate or 
discourage companies to develop a strategy to drive CSR through their supply network. 
The fact that some factors identified by promotional articles are the inverse of those 
identified in the other case studies leads to the suspicion that (some of) these hurdles 
can be transformed in drivers (e.g. low demand in the promotional articles industry 
versus perceived/growing demand in the other two industries). For the three cases it is 
concluded that companies seem to need these motivational drivers in order to 
incorporate sustainable supply chain management as part of their CSR. Without 
sufficient factors present, doing so appears valueless.  

Finally in all three case studies it appears that the configuration of the supply chain 
positively or negatively influences transparency in the supply chain. In addition, it 
appeared companies can, to a certain extent, influence the configuration of their supply 
chain in order to positively influence the ease of which transparency is realized.  
Assessment of these configuration is key in the development of a company or supply 
chain specific strategy to gain transparency and following drive CSR through the chain. 
Further elaboration of these configurations and the remaining implications of the final 
research model are found in the subsequent Chapter 6.  
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Table 11 - Overview of the case studies results 
  TEXTILE & CLOTHING WINDOWS & FACADES PROMOTIONAL ARTICLES 

CS
R 

IN
 T

H
E 

IN
D

U
ST

RY
 

Development of 
CSR until now 

 Attention for CSR related 
issues has been rising 
since the early 90s.  

 CSR started out of social 
concern and developed 
into environmental 
concern 

 CSR has become a 
mainstream aspect of 
doing business 

 CSR has a predominant 
upstream focus, meaning 
a lot of attention is paid to 
the production process.  

 CSR is given attention, but 
usually not within the 
core focus of the 
company. 

 CSR is mostly associated 
with environmental 
performance of the 
product. Social aspects 
are given attention, but 
solely within ones own 
companies. 

 CSR has a predominant 
downstream focus, 
namely: how does a 
product add to a 
sustainable building? 

 The economic crisis has 
given a push to 
sustainable building.  

 Attention for CSR is rising, 
but companies are unsure 
what this means for them. 

 Great uncertainty of what 
a sustainable product or 
production involves.  

 Trade association and 
certification promote an 
upstream focus.  

 

Visions of the 
future of CSR 

CSR has permanently 
positioned itself in the 
process of doing business.   

Demand for CSR will catch on 
within the near future, for 
which companies are 
preparing.  

Perceptions differ.  
 Some believe CSR 

attention will only grow.  
 Others are skeptical: the 

trend will either fade or 
not work due to price 
motivation.  

 The industry is highly 
sensitive for negative 
media exposure and 
therefore has the 
potential to change 
rapidly.  

ST
RA

TE
G

IC
 F

IN
D

IN
G

S 

CSR 
performance of 
the supply 
network  

 Large firms move from a 
CoC, to auditing, to 
capacity building. 

 Large firms start with 
increasing sustainability in 
a specific part or line of 
the collection. 

 Medium sized firms 
include or involve 
suppliers in existing 
initiatives. 

 SMEs look for and select 
only those supplier with 
whom they share a 
sustainable vision. 

 All companies have 
realized that there is a 
need to educate staff 
throughout the own 
company about their 
influence on CSR in the 
supply network. 

 Large companies and 
development projects 
have a different structure 
and prerequisites. Some 
level of (environmental) 
concern is needed only to 
participate in a tender.  

 Small to medium sized 
companies develop 
innovative sustainable 
products and concepts to 
stand out from the crowd. 

 Small to medium sized 
companies work towards 
early involvement in the 
building process, direct 
collaboration with 
architect to come to smart 
CSR solutions.  

 Small to medium sized 
companies do not feel a 
need nor enough power 
to pressure suppliers. 
They rely on collective 
initiatives initiated by 
VMRG.  

 There is no clear 
differentiation between 
strategies of large versus 
smaller firms. 

 Strategies have a mere 
upstream focus, but are 
not clearly defined.  

 Responsibility for 
sustainable sourcing is left 
solely with importing 
companies, who on their 
turn indicate they try to 
control the first tier 
through agents or own 
sites overseas who check 
factories. In the selection 
of appropriate suppliers 
and controlling CSR, 
transparency and 
communication 
instruments play an 
important role.  

 There is no insight in 
second tier suppliers or 
beyond.  

 Price pressure hinders 
companies in 
implementing CSR 
upstream.  
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Table 11 (continued) 
ST

RA
TE

G
IC

 F
IN

D
IN

G
S 

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
) 

CSR 
transparency in 
the supply 
network 

 Consumers are an 
important target group to 
inform about CSR, but it 
does not pay back in 
immediate change of 
consumer behavior.  

 Companies communicate 
with governments, NGOs 
and media in order to 
secure their license to 
operate.  

 Micro to Medium sized 
companies seem to prefer 
to have a strong open 
relationship with their 
direct supplier and trust 
that the norms they agree 
on are trust they are 
translated further down 
the supply chain.  

 Medium to Large sized 
companies prefer to have 
direct insight further 
down the supply chain 
that agreed norms are 
indeed executed. This is 
not feasible for SMEs due 
to lack of both power and 
knowledge. 

 At present, direct 
competitors are 
collaborating to effect 
CSR changes in the broad 
supply network.  

 The role of transparency 
did not appear as clearly 
defined.  

 The large company 
mentioned the exchange 
of CSR related information 
as a prerequisite for 
tenders. 

 Small to medium-sized 
companies do not feel a 
need to provide 
transparency, while at the 
same time they express a 
need to gain more 
transparency on the 
sustainability 
performance of aluminum 
frames.  

 Small to medium sized 
companies express a sole 
need for transparency for 
its use in communication 
and marketing. 

 Companies throughout 
identify the best parties to 
communicate with about 
innovative sustainable 
products as being the 
architect or building 
principal. 

 Companies do not feel 
pressured do be 
transparent about their 
CSR activities. The 
dominant perception is 
that CSR is of low interest 
for customers and 
therefore communication 
(in general or in terms of 
certificates) is 
unnecessary.  

 Importers see distributors 
as most important party 
to inform about CSR since 
they are the first to 
perceive a sustainable 
need amongst customers.  

 Transparency can 
potentially lead to an 
administrative burden.  

 The importers exchange 
some CSR related 
information with 
suppliers, the process is 
not formalized and led by 
the certain 
communication 
instruments.  

 

Role of 
communication 
instruments & 
information 
systems 

 Micro to medium sized 
companies value 
certificates to obtain 
transparency within the 
supply chain.  

 Medium to large sized 
companies value auditing 
via external verification to 
obtain transparency 
within the supply chain. 

 Generally, certification, 
auditing and external 
verification is trusted for 
there is a identifiable third 
party checking the set 
norms.  

 For transparency to third 
parties, direct dialogue is 
preferred above formal 
instruments such as 
tracking & tracing 
systems, benchmarks and 
annual reports. 

 Companies are not 
familiar with CSR specific 
communication 
instruments. 

 The industry is very active 
with the development of 
standards.  

 BREEAM plays a dominant 
role in the development 
of commercial real estate.  

 

  The PPP CoC is perceived 
positively as well as it is 
criticized. How the 
content is translated into 
practice differs per 
company.  

 Both audits and 
certificates are criticized 
by importers for 
manufacturers ‘window 
dress’ and subcontract. 

 The majority of audits 
executed by Dutch 
importers focus on legal 
compliance, such as 
product checks on 
hazardous materials. 

 The PPP MVO branch 
certificate and other CSR 
related certification is 
looked at both positive as 
negative 

 Other communication 
instruments do not play a 
role (yet). 

 

  TEXTILE & CLOTHING WINDOWS & FACADES PROMOTIONAL ARTICLES 
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Table 11 (continued) 
IM

PL
IC

A
TI

O
N

F 
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R 
TH

E 
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SE
A

RC
H

 M
O

D
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CSR benefits Direct benefits 
 Sales 
 Cost efficiency 
 Resource savings 
 Better circumstances in 

production facilities 
Indirect benefits 
 Positive reputation/ 

brand image 
 High employee 

motivation/commitment 
 Attraction of right 

employees 
 Higher quality of 

garments 
 Long-run competitive 

advantage 
 Higher intra chain 

collaboration/knowledge 
sharing 

Direct benefits 
 (Expected) Sales 
 Cost efficiency 
 Resource savings  
 Lower environmental load 
Indirect benefits 
 Positive reputation/ 

brand image 
 High employee 

motivation/commitment 
 Low workplace 

absenteeism 
 High worker productivity 
 Innovative (opportunities 

through) partnerships 

Confidence that CSR pays is 
low amongst the majority of 
the participating companies.  
 
Direct benefits 
 Sales 
 Cost efficiency  
Indirect benefits  
 USP 
 Positive reputation/ 

brand image 
 High employee 

motivation 
 Low workplace 

absenteeism 
 Long-run survival  

Relation 
between CSR 
performance & 
CSR 
transparency  

Positive relation confirmed 
 Better analysis and 

prioritization of 
sustainability matters 

 Horizontal as well as 
vertical knowledge 
sharing 

 Lengthier BSRs 
 Opportunity to build 

brand image 
 Opportunity to affect 

consumer behavior 

Positive relation confirmed 
 Better analysis and 

prioritization of 
sustainability matters 

 Horizontal as well as 
vertical knowledge 
sharing 

 Opportunity to build 
brand image 

 Opportunity to affect 
consumer behavior 

Positive relation partially 
confirmed 
 Opportunity to build 

brand image 
 Opportunity to affect 

consumer behavior 

Motivation to 
adopt CSR 

Product characteristics 
 Increasingly bad 

reputation of cotton (+) 
 Rising prices of raw 

materials (+) 
 High costs of recycled 

materials (-) 
 Low quality of sustainable 

materials (-) 
 Low availability of 

sustainable materials (-) 
 Low availability of 

sustainable production 
methods (-) 

Buyer characteristics 
 Pressure/demand from 

customer/consumer (+) 
 Low CSR knowledge/ 

awareness amongst 
customers/ consumers (-) 

 Low willingness to pay a 
higher price for 
sustainable goods in 
comparison to original 
goods (-) 

Supplier characteristics 
 High brand value/ sensi-

tive for public verdict (+) 
 Intrinsic motivation (+) 

Product characteristics. 
 Bad reputation of 

aluminum (+) 
 Increasing scarcity of raw 

materials (+) 
 Low quality stock at hand 

(+) 
 Low availability of 

sustainable materials (-) 
Buyer characteristics 
 Pressure/demand from 

customer/consumer (+) 
 Low CSR 

knowledge/awareness 
amongst customers/ 
consumers (-) 

 Low willingness to pay a 
higher price for 
sustainable goods in 
comparison to original 
goods (-) 

Supplier characteristics 
 Intrinsic motivation (+) 
 

Product characteristics 
 Uncertainty of the 

concept of a sustainable 
product (-) 

Buyer characteristics 
 Low pressure/demand 

from customer/consumer 
(+) 

 Low CSR knowledge/ 
awareness amongst 
customers/consumers (-) 

 Low willingness to pay a 
higher price for 
sustainable goods in 
comparison to original 
goods (-) 

Supplier characteristics 
 Intrinsic motivation (+) 
 Low confidence in the 

benefits of CSR (-) 

  TEXTILE & CLOTHING WINDOWS & FACADES PROMOTIONAL ARTICLES 



Page 74 
 

Table 11 (continued) 

  TEXTILE & CLOTHING WINDOWS & FACADES PROMOTIONAL ARTICLES 

IM
PL
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A
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O
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 (c
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ti

nu
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Role of SC 
configuration 

Macro 
 High number of 

companies (-) 
 Low margin business (-) 
Meso 
 Facilitation of vertical 

information sharing (+) 
 Presence of CSR related 

standards/certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of 

NGOs/ special pressure 
groups/ sustainability 
initiatives (+) 

 High SC integration (+) 
 High geographical spread 

(-) 
 High number of 

operations/ steps in the 
SC (-) 

 Low buying power of 
customer/consumer (-) 

Micro 
 Long duration of the BSR 

(+) 
 Mutual adoption of 

communication 
instruments/ information 
systems such as CoC, 
audits, annual reports etc. 
(+) 

 Low differentiation 
between companies (-) 

Macro 
 High necessity of know-

how/ experience (+) 
 Diverging supply network  

(-) 
Meso 
 Presence of CSR related 

standards/certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of  

trade association (+) 
 Low SC integration (-) 
 High number of 

operations/ steps in the 
supply chain (-) 

 Low buying power of 
customer/consumer (-) 

 Working with 
predetermined 
quotations (-) 

Micro 
 Low differentiation 

between companies (-) 
 

Macro 
 High number of 

companies (-) 
 Low margin business (-) 
Meso 
 Presence of CSR related 

standards/certificates (+) 
 Stimulus/support of  

trade association (+) 
 High geographical spread 

(-) 
 Low buying power of 

customer/consumer (-) 
Micro 
 Long duration of the BSR 

(+) 
 Mutual adoption of 

communication 
instruments/ information 
systems such as CoC, 
audits etc. (+) 
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6 Final model 

The final research model is depicted in Figure 11. For the presentation of the findings 
the final research model is discussed working backwards (i.e. from right ‘CSR benefits’ to 
left ‘Supply network configurations).  

6.1.1 CSR benefits 

The three case studies present a list of CSR benefits, that are not easily classified in 
the categories used in the conceptual model. Instead, companies affiliate more with 
‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ benefits and therefore they have been classified as such, where the 
former manifest in an earlier stage than the latter. Furthermore ‘direct’ benefits are often 
expected, where ‘indirect’ benefits have been mentioned to surprise companies.  

6.1.2 Transparency as a strategy to positively influence CSR performance 

It is concluded that transparency is seen by business practitioners as a (sub)strategy 
to drive CSR through the supply network. It is not a sole strategy, but it is a necessary 
element of increasing CSR performance of the supply network. The relation becomes 
stronger as a supply network grows in CSR maturity. Below the growth effect is 
described using four propositions. Once a certain level of transparency is achieved 
within the supply network  companies can use this towards the (end)market, which 
again positively influences CSR performance as market benefits create a positive 
feedback loop and motivation for companies to further extend CSR activities.   

6.1.2.1 Business-to-Business 

P1:  Transparency leads to better analysis and prioritization of bottlenecks, thus 
effectively shaping strategies of companies and thereby positively 
influencing CSR. 

As indicated in the cross case analysis (Paragraph 5.4) in early stages transparency is 
often described as analysis and diagnosis of CSR issues throughout the supply chain, 
much like that of a problem-solving cycle. Large companies, mostly in the textile & 
clothing industry, are highly explicit about how this kind of transparency helps them 
shape effective strategies. However micro to medium sized companies indicate that 
throughout the three industries making this kind of analysis is not feasible due to lack of 
power and knowledge. However at the same time these companies highly value a 
relational approach and work to share an understanding with direct relations. Where a 
complete map of the supply chain is unrealistic, one can look at one’s own scope of 
influence and work via direct relations to get the information or to get their relations to 
get the information. Although full analysis may remain out of reach a certain level of 
transparency can most certainly be achieved, as indicated by some strong relational 
companies in the case studies 1 and 2.  

P2: Transparency leads to early identification of risks, thus creating opportunity 
for companies to mitigate them and thereby positively influencing CSR.  

When a certain level of transparency is achieved after the adoption of CSR in the 
supply chain management, keeping up information sharing becomes an ongoing 
activity. If addressed appropriately this leads to earlier identification of risks and thus the 
opportunity to alleviate them. Again the maturity state is of great influence on the 
strength of this relation, since this can only be achieved after first investment in a certain 
level of CSR related information sharing. However, it has also been indicated in case 
study 3 that identification of risks is highly relevant in industries vulnerable for negative 
press. It is therefore difficult to distinguish whether P1 or P2 will be first pursuit by 
companies .  

P3: Transparency leads to increased horizontal as well as vertical knowledge 
sharing between supply network actors thus effectively shaping strategies of 
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companies and thereby positively influencing CSR. 

Most notably in case study 1 ‘textile & clothing’, but also frequently mentioned in 
case study 2 ‘windows & facades’, pursuing transparency inevitably leads to more 
information sharing. However, assessing the practices of front-runners (e.g. large 
companies in the textile & clothing industry, sustainability initiatives in the textile & 
clothing industry) and evaluating the needs of respondents in the second case study (i.e. 
desire for higher supply chain integration and early involvement in design and decision 
making processes), it appears that a transparency pursuit does not surpass the direct 
buyer-supplier relations. It actually moves into an area where 2nd tier and beyond 
relations start to exchange information as well as direct competitors, as long as this 
concerns pre-competitive areas. This level of transparency potentially leads to a level of 
knowledge sharing where mutual learning occurs and strategies are improved 
accordingly. Furthermore by mutually adjusting strategies the overall approach 
becomes more effective (e.g. by adopting a similar CoC, setting the same minimum 
requirements or sharing audit reports).  

P4:  Transparency leads to lengthier buyer-supplier relationships thus positively 
influencing trust and thereby the willingness to invest in CSR.    

Finally as was stressed by H&M, the longer one works with a supplier, the greater the 
chance to achieve results with regard to CSR. So pursuing transparency in the supply 
chain has the potential to affect supply management decisions, such as agreeing to 
continuing the  relationship. This in turn  has the potential to lead to benefits such as 
more trust and better shared understanding of the concept of CSR.  

6.1.2.2 Business-to-Consumer 

P5:  Transparency leads to an opportunity to use CSR to build brand image thus 
positively influencing the extent to which CSR efforts pay back for a company 
and thereby positively influencing the willingness to invest in CSR. 

Throughout the three industries companies indicate that it is only by the 
presentation of information and good practices that one can translate efforts into 
(end)market benefits through better reputation, brand image and marketing. At present, 
as was indicated in the cross-case analysis, CSR maturity drives companies to be 
transparent, also to the end-consumer. In this sense transparency works as a catalyst for 
further CSR initiatives, since the investment pays off. However at present in the 
promotional articles industry, the dominant company’s belief is that of CSR not paying 
back in sales nor brand image. For the maturity state of this industry transparency is not 
(yet) perceived as relevant.  

P6: Transparency leads to higher awareness amongst consumers which leads to 
higher levels of sustainable consumer behavior and thus positively 
influencing CSR.  

Although it is not proven that more knowledgeable consumers make more CSR wise 
decisions, companies throughout the three industries indicate that they believe that this 
will be the case on the long run. In order to get consumers to change behavior they have 
to be educated. Education can only be achieved with the presentation of information, 
hence: transparency. Remarkable is that all three industries underpin the two latter 
propositions,. This  seems to present itself independent of an upstream of downstream 
focus. Furthermore there is no indication the these two propositions are related to firm 
size.  

6.1.3 Supply network configurations as determinants for transparency  

In contrast to the conceptual model it appears that not so much transparency efforts 
of individual companies, but the configurations of the supply chain determine 
transparency positively or negatively. Companies can, to a certain extent, influence the 
configuration of their supply chain in order to positively influence the ease of which 
transparency is realized. These supply chain configurations appeared in all three case 
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studies and have been classified in macro, meso and micro configurations. Macro 
configurations fall beyond the scope of influence, meso configurations can be 
influenced  with joined efforts, micro configurations can be influenced within the 
individual the buyer-supplier relationship. The configurations appear as having an 
influence on transparency in the final model as depicted in Figure 11. The denotation 
‘(+)’ or ‘(-)’ refers to the influence the configuration of concern has on transparency and 
thus prescribes the easy of which transparency is realized. Paragraph 7.3 (Table 9) 
provides the practical implications of these findings by means of an assessment tool for 
business practitioners.   

6.1.4 Motivational factors as moderators for the relation between transparency 
and CSR performance 

In this research it appears that the success of strategies to increase CSR performance 
(such as striving for transparency) is determined by the presence of CSR adoption 
drivers. This implies that strategies cannot be forced upon companies. Therefore this 
insight is mostly relevant for governments, trade associations and other third party 
support organizations. Where it is most likely that a company in search of an appropriate 
strategy for driving CSR through its supply network is already motivated, it is unlikely 
that any given company will adopt such a strategy – let alone accept a forced strategy 
(such as providing transparency). To get a company (or group of companies, such as an 
industry) to drive CSR through its supply network, the presence of motivational factors is 
necessary, as was identified in all three case studies. These motivational factors relate 
back to product, buyers and supplier characteristics and appear as a moderator for the 
relation between transparency and CSR performance of a supply network (Figure 11). 
Paragraph 7.3 (Table 12 and Table 13) provides the practical implications of these 
findings by means of two assessment checklists, one for business practitioners and one 
for third parties.   
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Figure 11 - Final model 
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7 Conclusions 

This final Chapter provides the conclusions based on the research questions 
(formulated in Paragraph 1.2.4). Following, theoretical and practical implications are 
derived from the main conclusions and are discussed in Paragraphs 7.2 and 7.3. Finally 
limitations and directions for future research are presented in Paragraphs 7.4 and 7.5. 

7.1 Conclusions 
In the introduction of this research report, four central research questions were 

posed (Paragraph 1.2.4), which closely relate to the conceptual model (Figure 4). In this 
Paragraph the insights gained regarding the research questions are discussed.  

RQ1: What is the relation between company-level transparency and supply 
network transparency? 

In contrast to what was originally posed in the conceptual model (Figure 4) it 
appeared that not so much transparency efforts of individual companies, but the 
configurations of the supply chain determine transparency positively or negatively. This 
does not imply the efforts of individual companies have no influence, on the contrary. 
However the efforts of individual companies can be hindered by configurations that 
negatively influence the easy by which transparency in the supply chain is obtained. 
Therefore it is concluded that addressing these hurdles in one’s strategy is relevant. 
Furthermore these configurations have been classified in macro, meso and micro 
configurations, see the final model (Figure 11).  Macro configurations fall beyond the 
scope of influence, meso configurations can be influenced  with joined efforts, micro 
configurations can be influenced within an individual the buyer-supplier relationship. 
The majority of the configurations fall within the ‘meso’ category, which leads to the 
conclusion that not so much individual efforts, but joined efforts determine the 
transparency in one’s supply chain.  

RQ2: How does transparency in a supply network influence CSR performance of 
the supply network? 

A set of five mechanism was identified that confirm the positive relation between 
transparency and CSR performance: better analysis and prioritization of sustainability 
matters, horizontal as well as vertical knowledge sharing, lengthier BSRs, opportunity to 
build brand image, and opportunity to affect consumer behavior. These propositions 
were described in more details in Paragraph 6.1.2. The first three propositions relate 
back to transparency in the broad supply network (mainly B2B), the last two relate back 
to transparency in the market (mainly B2C). However, throughout the case studies, also 
negative aspects of transparency were identified including an administrative 
burden/hassle, transparency solely for the sake of commercial gain, competitive 
pressure and the sensitivity of information. Third parties can play a role in the alleviation 
of these negative aspects (e.g. by operating as external verification), however complete 
solutions for the negative aspects are not available yet.  

RQ3: What benefits do companies experience or expect from higher CSR 
performance of the supply network? 

The three case studies present a list of CSR benefits which are the result of CSR 
performance of the industries, the full list is found in the final model (Figure 11). It 
appears that confidence in benefits grow as companies gain more experience (and the 
CSR maturity level grows).  In contrast to what was proposed in the conceptual model 
(Figure 4)  companies affiliate more with ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ benefits and therefore 
they have been classified as such, where the former manifest in an earlier stage than the 
latter. Furthermore ‘direct’ benefits are often expected, where ‘indirect’ benefits have 
been mentioned to surprise companies. Direct benefits are most easily identifiable, 
indirect benefits appear (sometimes unexpected) after long term investment in CSR. 
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RQ4: What are the strategic lessons for business practitioners and third parties 
whose aim it is to drive CSR through a supply network? 

Throughout the case studies much insights into adopted strategies to drive CSR 
through supply chains was gathered collected. Four strategic lessons are drawn:  

v. The incorporation of CSR in supply chain management shows different maturity 
levels in the three industries. The textile and clothing industry is relatively mature in 
SSCM/SRP, windows & facades industry is in the early stages of adopting SSCM/SRP 
and promotional Articles is just taking-off in SSCM/SRP. It is concluded that the 
appropriateness of many strategies differs based on the maturity level of the 
industry/individual company. For example as maturity of CSR throughout the supply 
network increases, so does the perceived need for transparency and the overall 
familiarization with CSR specific communication instruments posed on Paragraph 
3.1.3.  

vi. Strategies do not only differ based on maturity level, they appear to be 
influenced by firm size as well. Formalized structures, such as certification, 
auditing et cetera, are preferred by medium to large sized firms. SMEs adopt a 
relational strategy and try to solely work with companies with whom they share 
a sustainable vision. Exerting buying power or implementing formalized control 
mechanisms lies beyond the influence of individual SMEs. In these areas they 
rely on collective approach or assistance of MNEs.   

vii. Transparency is seen by business practitioners as a (sub)strategy to drive CSR 
through the supply network. It is not a sole strategy, but it is a necessary 
element of increasing CSR performance of the supply network. The relation 
becomes stronger as a supply network grows in CSR maturity. Only those 
companies of a higher CSR maturity level or of larger size (MNEs) affiliate with 
the terminology ‘transparency’. Smaller companies experience this terminology 
as too abstract. Overall the way companies describe transparency shows 
resemblance with problem analysis and diagnosis, as for example described in a 
regulative problem solving cycle (Strien, 1997), where in this specific instance 
problems are CSR related issues. Describing the process of creating 
transparency as such, potentially increases relevance for SMEs.   

viii. Finally throughout this research it appeared that company’s motivation to 
adopt CSR plays a crucial role in the development SSCM/SRP strategies such as 
the pursuit of transparency. Motivational factors have been identified and are 
depicted in the final model (Figure 11). It is concluded that the motivation that 
drive companies differ based on maturity level of CSR throughout the industry.  

The above insights gained into the original research questions have led to the 
redesign of the conceptual model (Figure 4)  into the final model (Figure 11). 
Furthermore the conclusion serve as input for the formulation of several theoretical and 
practical implications in the following Paragraphs.  

7.2 Theoretical implications 
Four main contributions to existing theory have been identified. Firstly this study 

contributes to theory as it explicates how transparency works as a driver for CSR 
performance driving CSR through a supply network. In doing several motivational 
factors and supply chain configurations that influence (the role of) transparency are 
identified. The presented findings also shed light on the business practitioner’s view on 
transparency as sub-strategy in driving CSR through their supply chain.  

Secondly findings of the three case studies led to the conclusions that the three 
industries have different levels of CSR maturity – as was intended in the case selection – 
and that this differentiation in maturity leads to differentiation in strategies. In specific 
cases such as the adoption of communication instruments, an evolution of strategies 
according to a specific growth path has been observed. So this study partially validates 
theoretical evolution models of corporate sustainability as were drafted by Kibbeling, 
Valk & Weele (2009) and Marrewijk & Werre (2003). The latter described a sustainability 
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matrix with six organizational types at different development stages, where each type is 
supported by different institutional arrangements and strategies. The former proposed a 
Socially Responsible Purchasing (SRP) Evolution Model which focuses more on the 
incorporation of CSR in supply chain management.   

Thirdly this study underpins early findings that a difference exists in how MNEs 
versus SMEs adopt CSR and incorporate this into their supply chain management. 
Graafland, Ven & Stoffele (2003) concluded that the size of a business has a positive 
impact on the use of several instruments, like code of conduct, ISO certification, social 
reporting, social handbook and confidential person. This study underpins this 
conclusion and contributes with additional findings such as the relational approach 
adopted by SMEs versus the formal approach adopted by MNEs. Furthermore, as 
indicated in the review of literature (Paragraph 2.4.3) Lepoutre & Heene (2006) describe 
SMEs as having a tighter link with business partners. In the current research it appeared 
SMEs emphasize trust and sharing values in the selection of their suppliers, which is in 
line with the indication of Lepoutre & Heene (2006).  

Finally CSR front-runners describe a relatively new phenomenon, namely the need 
for shorter and less complex supply chain – or supply chain integration – in the pursuit 
of driving CSR through the supply network. This resembles a development quite 
opposite of the dominant outsourcing trend of the last two decades. However, as Busi & 
McIvor (2008) describe, the impact of environmental policies and corporate social 
responsibility requirements on outsourcing and off-shoring decisions is an urgent 
research field, for which this research provides some new insights.  

7.3 Practical implications 
The final model, as depicted in Figure 11 has several practical implications. Firstly all 

three industries mentioned motivational factors during the interviews As discussed 
(Paragraph 6.1.3) assessing the presence of these factors in a certain industry is relevant 
for third parties, such as trade associations, governments and other third parties, as this 
will create opportunity to effectively promote CSR amongst companies. In other words: 
the promotion of CSR should  match the perceptions of companies in an industry based 
on the maturity level of the industry. In addition, the motivational factors incorporate 
practical implications for individual companies as they predict the maturity level of CSR 
within the company and industry. The motivational factors have been used to draft a 
checklist (Table 12 for individual companies; Table 13 for third parties) that predicts the 
maturity level of CSR and SSCM/SRP within an industry and provides the user with 
corresponding practical tips. The checklist is designed based on the observation of the 
maturity level of the three case studies and the corresponding motivations named by 
the respondents of the case studies. For example: low confidence in CSR benefits has 
been mentioned to discourage companies within the promotional articles industry, an 
industry classified in the early stages of CSR adoption. Therefore, companies who feel 
similar low confidence are expected to be in an early stage of CSR adoption as well. In 
contrast, the textile & clothing industry has been classified as an industry with a 
relatively mature level of CSR adoption. However, respondents in this industry identify 
low quality of sustainable materials as a discouraging motivation to further pursue 
SSCM/SRP. Therefore, it is expected that companies who are not discouraged by this 
factor have exceeded the maturity level of the textile & clothing industry. The practical 
tips have been drafted using the insights gained throughout this research combined 
with the SRP insights from Kibbeling, Valk & Weele (2009), whose model is given in 
Appendix 9.4.  

It has been concluded that the motivations differ based on the CSR maturity state of 
the company and the corresponding industry. Also it has been concluded that creating 
transparency positively reinforces CSR performance of the supply network and that 
companies perceive the process of creating transparency as similar to problem diagnosis 
and analysis. Combined, these insights lead to the implication that if motivation is 
present within a company or industry, one of the initial steps taken will be to pursue a 
level of transparency, which is likely to grow in parallel with CSR maturity. In all three 
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industries supply chain configurations were formulated which positively or negatively 
influence transparency in the supply chain. As already introduced in Paragraph 6.1.2, 
assessing the presence of these factors in a certain industry is relevant for business 
practitioners as well as third parties as this will create opportunity to effectively target 
hurdles in a strategy to drive CSR through the supply chain.  Therefore, the checklists 
(Table 12 for individual companies; Table 13 for third parties) have been extended with 
assessment of supply chain transparency hurdles, which is relevant only if sufficient 
motivation to adopt SSCM.SRP is present. The practical tips have been formulated  based 
on the insights gained throughout this research.  

As the checklists have been designed based on insights from three industries, which 
in itself present differentiation maturity levels, scoring the three industries leads to 
different recommendations for third parties. For example, for the trade associations of 
the three industries, this leads to the following practical implications: 
 Textile & clothing industry (CBW-MITEX, Modint, VGT): a ‘True’ on (amongst 

others)  questions 1,2,3, 13 and 14 which corresponds to situation C. The 
industry is generally in-between SRP risk mitigation and value creation 
(Appendix 9.4). If it is in the trade associations’ interest to enhance CSR 
motivation within the industry, the following tips may be useful: 
 Support companies in the industry in preserving transparency by 

evaluating system that secure ongoing transparency (e.g. ongoing 
stakeholder dialogue, shared databases, recurrent audits/reports, 
labels/certificates).  

 Support companies in the exchange of information in a more 
interactive manner than before (e.g. via round-tables, conferences, 
workshops, online forums), focus on information exchange between 
competitors as well as in-between supply chain partners.  

 Contribute to the development of a shared understanding of the 
concept of CSR by collecting and publishing (revealing) standards or 
promoting certification. 

 Windows & facades industry (VMRG): a ‘True’ on (amongst others)  questions 9, 
11, 16 and 17which corresponds to situation B. The industry is generally in-
between SRP take-off and risk mitigation (Appendix 9.4). If it is in the VMRG’s 
interest to enhance CSR motivation within the industry, the following tips may 
be useful: 
 Support companies in the industry in getting transparency in their 

supply network, for example by making initial CSR risk evaluations 
(social, environmental, prosperity), collecting and publishing as much 
information as possible (e.g. expand the ‘green’ file on a website ). 

 Publish overviews of industry relevant standards, certificates, CSR 
initiatives and the main differences between them (e.g. in the  ‘green’ 
file on a website). Do the same for varying performance goals, ranging 
from personal standards (e.g. mission/vision, CoC), legal compliance 
(e.g. local or European legislation), international standards (e.g. ISO), 
sustainability rating (e.g. BREEAM).  

 Start to collect examples from best-practices to motivate companies 
and induce fast learning.  

 Specifically for this industry: promote/support the development of 
aluminum specific product LCA’s that include recycling.  

 Promotional articles industry (PPP): an ‘Untrue’ on (amongst others)  questions 
9, 10, 11, 16 and 17 which corresponds to situation A. The industry is not ready 
for SRP take-off (Appendix 9.4). At present it seems that there is little reason to 
actively adopt CSR. If it is in the PPP’s interest to enhance CSR motivation within 
the industry, it is useful to focus on the motivation. Thus, make an action plan 
based on an evaluation of which of the following motivations can be influenced 
and by who?  
 Uncertainty of the concept of a sustainable product 
 Low pressure/demand from customer/consumer 
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 Low CSR knowledge/awareness amongst customers/consumers 
 Low confidence in the benefits of CSR/SSCM 

7.4 Limitations 
Four main limitations of the present study have been identified. Firstly the case 

studies are based on a limited number of companies and in a limited number of 
industries. In fact, the respondents of case study 1 represent <0,016% of the population 
represented by the three trade associations in the textile & clothing industry; in case 
study 2 <2,9% is represented; and in case study 3 < 2,4%.  More extensive research 
should be undertaken to validate whether the similar results are found in other 
industries and amongst greater number of participants.  

Secondly it is concluded that the sample sets used to describe the case studies 
matched the criteria posed in Paragraph 4.3.2. However the trade associations played a 
major role in the selection of the actual participants. Furthermore all participants of case 
studies 1 and 2 scored themselves equal to or higher than the average CSR wise in 
comparison to their industry’s average. This could imply that these samples are 
dominated with front-runners. However it could also mean that companies are reluctant 
to score themselves under the industry’s average. Special consideration should be paid 
to selection of participants if further validation of the results is undertaken.  

Thirdly the conceptual model was constructed according to macro perspective in 
order to envision the relationship between transparency, CSR performance and benefits. 
During the interviews evidence was found to underpin the proposed relations. But it 
also became clear during the interviews that SMEs are not willing to be  confronted  with 
the macro perspective, for they act from their own market perspective (micro 
perspective). This makes it hard for them to judge macro relationships, especially 
between supply chain configurations and transparency. In addition it appeared that the 
concept of transparency was highly theoretical for micro SMEs. The concepts did not 
match their daily practice and interviewees had difficulties in interpreting the concept of 
transparency. In the end it is believed that mutual understanding of the concepts of 
transparency and macro supply chain configurations was established, although it 
proved to be time‐consuming. 

The assessment tools (Table 12 and Table 13) are based on the assumption that the 
factors presented in the final model work in two directions, e.g. if high supply chain 
integration is a driver for transparency, than the inverse – low integration – is a hurdle. 
This was done as to increase relevance and ease of use of the practical tool, but for the 
sake of rigor should be further validated.  

7.5 Future research 
As this research is explorative in nature, thorough validation of the final model 

depicted in Figure 11 in other industries and amongst greater number of participants is 
needed. Furthermore future research may also set out to add to the list of motivational 
factors and supply chain configurations, as insights from other industries may yield 
additional factors and configurations. Also, in order to further validate the theory of both 
corporate and supply chain CSR evolution, longitude case research would be eligible as 
this would provide more grounded insights into how companies and supply chains 
evolve from phase to phase. In their single case study Kibbeling, Valk, & Weele (2009) 
already indicated  the lack of a (subsequent) series of cases as a limitation of their study. 
The present research contributes to the CSR evolution theory since it provides insight 
into multiple cases and throughout interviews attention was paid to past and present. 
However, to further underpin the findings, a longitudinal study of subsequent cases is 
eligible. Finally, generally the positive relation between transparency and improving CSR 
performance was supported. However, respondent throughout the three case studies 
reported that transparency did lead to an administrative burden for which no solution 
was found yet. More research into effective exchange of high-quality information in the 
context of CSR and SSCM is therefore desired.  
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Table 12 – Company CSR Assessment 

Company motivational checklist:   

  
1. The (raw) materials we use have a(n) (increasingly) bad reputation. True / Untrue 
2. Our company is struggling with fast rising prices of (raw) materials. True / Untrue 
3. The (raw) materials we use are getting (increasingly) scarce. True / Untrue 
4. I feel that the products currently sold in our industry are generally of low quality. True / Untrue 
5. Sustainable/recycled (raw) materials are equally priced as original materials. True / Untrue 
6. If desired, we can relatively easy source sustainable/recycled (raw) materials of equal 

quality as original materials. 
True / Untrue 

7. If desired, we can relatively easy source sustainable/recycled (raw) materials at 
satisfactory amounts. 

True / Untrue 

8. Sustainable production methods are available at satisfactory amounts. True / Untrue 
9. I am confident that I understand the concepts of sustainable production and 

sustainable products. 
 

10. I am confident that companies throughout my supply chain are knowledgeable of the 
concepts of sustainable production and sustainable products. 

True / Untrue 

11. My customers/consumers are knowledgeable of the concept of sustainable 
production and sustainable products. 

True / Untrue 

12. My customers/consumers demand sustainable alternative. True / Untrue 
13. My customers/consumers are willing to pay a higher price for sustainable goods. True / Untrue 
14. I feel that investing in high brand value is a necessity to be successful in my industry. True / Untrue 
15. Our license to operate is highly sensitive for the public verdict. True / Untrue 
16. Personal norms and values drive our company’s management to invest in Corporate 

Social Responsibility. 
True / Untrue 

17. I feel confident that Corporate Social Responsibility leads to benefits. True / Untrue 
18. I feel confident that Sustainable Supply Chain Management leads to benefits. True / Untrue 

  

See the next page (‘Question 1-18’) for practical tips based on the given answers.  
 
If situation B, C or D applies, the below checklist for hurdles in getting transparency in the supply network may 
yield additional insights and tips.  

Checklist for supply chain transparency hurdles:   

  
19. In my industry, a start-up firm does not need extensive know-how/experience . True / Untrue 
20. The supply network in which I am active is diverging  (i.e. there are few producers of 

raw materials/semi-manufacturers, and many producers/distributors). 
True / Untrue 

21. One would classify my industry to be low margin business. True / Untrue 
22. My industry is lacking a platform for companies to share knowledge and information 

concerning CSR. 
True / Untrue 

23. There exist no industry specific CSR standards/certificates. True / Untrue 
24. There is no active stimulus/support for companies to develop CSR from third parties.  True / Untrue 
25. There is low integration within my supply network. True / Untrue 
26. My supply network’ actors are located geographically dispersed. True / Untrue 
27. There is a high number of operations/steps in the my product’s value chain. True / Untrue 
28. In my industry individual customers/consumers generally have low buying power. True / Untrue 
29. In my industry it is standard to work with predetermined quotations. True / Untrue 
30. My buyer-supplier relationships tend to be of a short time span. True / Untrue 
31. I have not adopted CSR specific communication instruments with my direct 

buyers/suppliers (e.g. CoC, auditing, monitoring, recurrent reporting, et cetera) 
True / Untrue 

32. I am not operating as a niche player.  True / Untrue 
 

See the next pages (‘Question 19-32’) for practical tips based on the given answers.  
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Table 12 (continued) 

QUESTION 1-18 

Generally, every ‘True’ is considered a positive motivational factor to pursue CSR and/or SSCM. 

 This means that every ‘Untrue’ might discourage your company, and companies throughout your supply chain, to 
adopt CSR. Useful tips include: 
 Prioritize the above lists; what motivates/discourages your company most? 
 Are you an SME or MNE? Note that the advice below shows differentiation between the groups.  
 Consult with your trade association/other third party support on how to turn around discouragements.   
 Evaluate your CSR motivation in comparison to your direct competitors. If your CSR motivation (and 

corresponding CSR performance goal) is above average, aim for reputational gain via marketing/ 
communication. If it is equal to or below average, actively seek best-practices for fast learning. 

More tips are dependent on your maturity level of CSR or SRP; there is differentiation between the questions, 
therefore check the following: 

A. Did you score ‘Untrue’ ≥ 4 times on questions 9, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17 and 18? 

 At present it seems that in your industry there is little reason to actively adopt CSR (before SRP take-off). If 
nevertheless, you desire to get more information about the concept, the following tips may be useful: 
 Exchange views with special interest groups/other third parties.  
 Ask for best-practice examples; could your company benefit in a similar way?  
 Regularly check the above list for ongoing developments/changing norms which induce motivation. 

B. Did you score ‘True’ ≥ 4 times on questions 9, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17 and 18? 

 Likely you are motivated to adopt CSR and implement SSCM. If neither of the two described situations below (C or 
D) applies to you, it is likely your company is in the early stages of adopting CSR (in-between SRP take-off and risk 
mitigation). The following tips may be useful: 
 Get transparency in your own supplier/buyer base, evaluate general CSR risks (social, environmental, 

prosperity) and obtain as much information as possible.  
 Set yourself a CSR performance goal, ranging from personal standards (e.g. mission/vision, CoC), legal 

compliance (e.g. local or European legislation), international standards (e.g. ILO), CSR initiative 
membership (e.g. FLA, BSCI, or an industry specific initiative such as FWF, Made-by). Construct action 
and communication plans accordingly.   

 Focus on first tier commitment, exchange views (e.g. via dialogue of CoC). Look for suppliers or buyers 
(depending on your position and expected risks) with whom you can start pilots to increase 
sustainability. For SMEs: look for supplier/buyer with whom you share a vision, if none are available: 
engage with direct competitors to collectively approach first tiers.  

C. Did you score ‘True’  > 3 times on questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 14 and 15? 

 Likely your company has adopted CSR already and has started to implement SSCM (in-between SRP risk 
mitigation and value creation). The following tips may be useful: 
 Implement a system that secures ongoing transparency for key financial/product volume areas, up to 

second or third tier buyers/suppliers (e.g. through ongoing stakeholder dialogue, shared databases, 
recurrent audits/reports, labels/certificates). Aim for long-term commitment.   

 Reevaluate your CSR performance goal, see B. Construct action and communication plans accordingly.  
 Develop minimal requirements for your buyers/suppliers, implement a control mechanism (e.g. 

auditing, external verification, recurrent reporting/monitoring) and construct an appropriate 
reward/penalty -scheme for excellent/inferior performance. For SMEs: either engage with direct 
competitors to collectively adopt such a control mechanism or engage in a collective CSR initiative.  

 Engage with companies throughout your industry (BSR as well as competitive ties) for the sake of 
knowledge exchange, the development of a shared understanding and effective collective strategies.  

D. Did you score ‘True’ > 3 times on questions 5, 6, 7, 8 and 13? 

 Likely your company has moved into the area of value creation where not only your own company, but also 
companies throughout your supply chain (including consumers) have acknowledges the need for sustainable 
production and are acting accordingly (in-between SRP value creation and truly sustainable). The following tips 
may be useful: 
 Collectively implement systems that secure transparency throughout your supply chains (e.g. through 

ongoing stakeholder dialogue, shared databases, recurrent audits/reports, labels/certificates). 
 Collectively set CSR performance goals (on an agreed recurrent base).  
 Develop buyer/supplier development programs in collaboration with companies throughout the 

industry (BSR as well as competitive ties). Aim for full circle supply chain engagement (e.g. C2C, 
recycling). For SMEs: either engage with direct competitors (preferably including one or more MNCs) or 
specific supply chain paths with whom a vision is shared (preferably include all tiers). 
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Table 12 (continued) 

QUESTION 19-32 

Generally, every ‘True’ is considered a hurdle in obtaining transparency within the supply network. 

 This means that every ‘Untrue’ might hinder your company in obtaining transparency within the supply network.  
 Prioritize the above lists; what motivates/discourages your company most? 
 Consult with your trade association/other third party support on how to turn around discouragements.   
 Evaluate your CSR motivation in comparison to your direct competitors. If your CSR motivation (and 

corresponding CSR performance goal) is above average, aim for reputational gain via marketing/ 
communication. If it is equal to or below average, actively seek best-practices for fast learning. 

The hurdles have been classified based on the level of influence your company can exert.  

I. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 19 till 21? 

 Unfortunately, these configurations present themselves on such a general ‘macro’ level that they fall beyond your 
company’s scope of influence. It is best to accept these configurations as a limitation in your communication 
strategy. Below several examples are given as to why these configurations hinder transparency.  
 When there is a low knowledge barrier to start up a firm, companies will be fast to classify information as 

sensitive. Alternatively, when the knowledge-barrier is high, companies can share basic information 
without the risk of competition, since know-how is essential for the information to become valuable.  

 In a diverging supply network, as a buyer you have extremely little buying power and therefore can 
exert little influence over your upstream network.  

 Competitive pressure in a Low margin business is generally high, which leads to reluctance amongst 
companies to share information. Furthermore, companies are financially constraint to adopt projects 
that are not directly related to the core business.  

II. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 22 till 29? 

 These supply chain configurations present themselves on a fairly general ‘meso’ level, which falls beyond one’s 
individual scope of influence, but can be influenced through collective action. In other words, every marked ‘True’ 
can be alleviated by collaborating with either competitors or supply chain partners. If approached as such, 
transparency will be more easily achieved. Below several examples are given. 
 Industry specific standards/certificates contribute to a shared understanding of the concept of CSR, 

however cannot be designed by an individual company. A way to design such standards is through a 
platform for knowledge and information sharing. If the industry lacks both, companies can request a 
trade association or other third party support organizations initiate contact between competing 
companies in an appropriate manner.  

 Low integration, high geographical spread and high number of steps in the supply chain hinder the 
exchange of information. These configurations can be alleviated when approached collectively by 
supply chain partners.  

 Low buying power can be alleviated when competitors collectively pressure suppliers to adopt CSR.   
 Predetermined quotations leave little room for sustainable or otherwise innovative projects. This 

configurations can be alleviated when approached collectively by supply chain partners, possibly on 
pilot basis.  

III. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 30-32? 

 These supply chain configurations present themselves on a ‘micro’ level, which falls within one’s individual scope 
of influence. This means these hurdles can be most easily influenced by actions taken within direct buyer-supplier 
relationships. Below examples are given. 
  Long term buyer-supplier relations have been recorded to induce trust levels and willingness to share 

information. If relations are generally of a short time-span, try to set up longer relations with key 
financial/product volume tiers.  

 Communication instruments are designed to support the exchange of CSR specific information, if not 
adopted already, look for suitable instruments to adopt in cooperation with first tiers. 

 As a niche player, there is a lower barrier to exchange information in comparison to a mainstream player 
that operates under higher competitive pressure.  
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Table 13 – Third Party CSR Assessment 

Industry motivational checklist:   

  
1. The (raw) materials used in the industry of concern have a(n) (increasingly) bad 

reputation 
True / Untrue 

2. Prices of (raw) materials are rising True / Untrue 
3. The materials used are getting (increasingly) scarce True / Untrue 
4. Products currently sold are of a low quality True / Untrue 
5. Sustainable/recycled materials are equally priced as original materials True / Untrue 
6. Sustainable/recycled materials are of equal quality as original materials True / Untrue 
7. Sustainable/recycled materials are available at satisfactory amounts True / Untrue 
8. Sustainable production methods are accessible at satisfactory amounts True / Untrue 
9. Companies throughout the supply chain are knowledgeable of the concept of 

sustainable production and sustainable products 
True / Untrue 

10. Consumers are knowledgeable of the concept of sustainable production and 
sustainable products 

True / Untrue 

11. Companies perceive demand and/or pressure from customers/consumers True / Untrue 
12. Customers/consumers are willing to pay a higher price for sustainable goods True / Untrue 
13. Investing in high brand value is a necessity to operate in this industry True / Untrue 
14. Companies in this industry are sensitive for the public verdict True / Untrue 
15. Companies have a high intrinsic motivation to invest in CSR True / Untrue 
16. Companies have a high confidence that Corporate Social Responsibility leads to 

benefits 
True / Untrue 

17. Companies have a high confidence that Sustainable Supply Chain Management leads 
to benefits  

True / Untrue 

  

See the next page (‘Question 1-17’) for practical tips based on the given answers.  
 
If situation B, C or D applies, the below checklist for hurdles in getting transparency in the supply network may 
yield additional insights and tips.  

Checklist for supply chain transparency hurdles:   

  
18. A start-up firm does not need extensive know-how/experience  True / Untrue 
19. The supply network is diverging (i.e. there are few producers of raw materials/semi-

manufacturers, and many producers/distributors) 
True / Untrue 

20. This is a mainstream industry True / Untrue 
21. One would classify this industry to be low margin business True / Untrue 
22. There is no platform for companies to share knowledge and information concerning 

CSR 
True / Untrue 

23. There exist no industry specific CSR standards/certificates  True / Untrue 
24. There is no active stimulus/support for companies to develop CSR from third parties  True / Untrue 
25. There is low supply chain integration True / Untrue 
26. There is high geographical spread True / Untrue 
27. There is a high number of operations/steps in the product value chain True / Untrue 
28. Individual customer/consumer generally have low buying power True / Untrue 
29. In this industry it is standard to work with predetermined quotations  True / Untrue 
30. Buyer-supplier relationships tend to be of a short time span True / Untrue 
31. Companies throughout the industry are not familiar with, nor have they adopted, CSR 

specific communication instruments   
True / Untrue 

 

See the next page (‘Question 18-31’) for practical tips based on the given answers.  
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Table 13 (continued) 

QUESTION 1-17 

Generally, every ‘True’ is considered a positive motivational factor to pursue CSR and/or SSCM. 

 This means that every ‘Untrue’ might discourage companies throughout the industry and the industry’s supply 
network to adopt CSR. Useful tips include: 
 Evaluate and prioritize the above lists; what motivates/discourages companies most? 
 Is there domination of SMEs or MNEs in the sector and how do both groups approach the concept?  

More tips are dependent on your maturity level of CSR or SRP; there is differentiation between the questions, 
therefore check the following: 

A. Did you score ‘Untrue’ > 3 times on questions 9, 10, 11, 15, 16 and 17? 

 At present it seems that in the industry of concern there is little reason to actively adopt CSR (before SRP take-off). 
If it is in the third party’s interest to enhance CSR motivation within the industry, it is useful to focus on the 
motivational factors named in these questions, as these were identified to hinder take-off most. Thus, make an 
action plan based on an evaluation of which of the following can be influenced and by who?  
 Uncertainty of the concept of a sustainable product 
 Low pressure/demand from customer/consumer 
 Low CSR knowledge/awareness amongst customers/consumers 
 Low willingness to pay a higher price for sustainable goods in comparison to original goods 
 Low intrinsic motivation 
 Low confidence in the benefits of CSR/SSCM 

B. Did you score ‘True’ > 3 times on questions 9, 10, 11, 15, 16 and 17? 

 It is likely that companies in the industry of concern are motivated to adopt CSR and implement SSCM. If neither 
of the two described situations below (C or D) applies, it is likely the industry is in the early stages of adopting CSR 
(in-between SRP take-off and risk mitigation). If it is in the third party’s interest to enhance CSR motivation within 
the industry, the following tips may be useful: 
 Support companies in the industry in getting transparency in their supply network, for example by 

making initial CSR risk evaluations (social, environmental, prosperity), collecting and publishing as much 
information as possible (e.g. in a ‘green’ file on a website or trade papers).  

 Publish overviews of industry relevant standards, certificates, CSR initiatives and the main differences 
between them (e.g. in a ‘green’ file on a website). Do the same for varying performance goals, ranging 
from personal standards (e.g. mission/vision, CoC), legal compliance (e.g. local or European legislation), 
international standards (e.g. ILO), CSR initiative membership (e.g. FLA, BSCI, or an industry specific 
initiative such as FWF, Made-by).  

 Start to collect examples from best-practices early onwards to motivate companies and induce fast 
learning. 

C. Did you score ‘True’ > 3 times on questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 13 and 14? 

 It is likely that companies in the industry of concern have adopted CSR already and has started to implement 
SSCM (in-between SRP risk mitigation and value creation). If it is in the third party’s interest to enhance CSR 
motivation within the industry, the following tips may be useful: 
 Support companies in the industry in preserving transparency by evaluating system that secure 

ongoing transparency (e.g. ongoing stakeholder dialogue, shared databases, recurrent audits/reports, 
labels/certificates).  

 Support companies in the exchange of information in a more interactive manner than before (e.g. via 
round-tables, conferences, workshops, online forums), focus on information exchange between 
competitors as well as in-between supply chain partners.  

 Contribute to the development of a shared understanding of the concept of CSR by collecting and 
publishing (revealing) standards or promoting certification.    

D. Did you score ‘True’ > 3 times on questions 5, 6, 7, 8 and 12? 

 It is likely that companies in the industry of concern have moved into the area of value creation where companies 
throughout your supply chain (including consumers) have acknowledges the need for sustainable production 
and are acting accordingly (in-between SRP value creation and truly sustainable). If it is in the third party’s interest 
to secure CSR motivation within the industry, the following tips may be useful: 
 Support companies in the exchange of information by assisting them in organizing interactive get-

togethers.  
 Support companies in the development of buyer/supplier development programs (BSR as well as 

competitive ties).  
 Promote full circle supply chain engagement (e.g. C2C, recycling). 
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Table 13 (continued) 

QUESTION 18-31 

Generally, every ‘True’ is considered a hurdle in obtaining transparency within the supply network. 

 This means that every ‘Untrue’ might hinder companies in the industry in obtaining transparency within the 
supply network.  
 Prioritize the above lists; what drives/hinders your company most? 
 Start to collect examples of best-practices early onwards to induce fast learning. 

The hurdles have been classified based on the level of influence your company can exert.  

I. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 19 till 21? 

 Unfortunately, these configurations present themselves on such a general ‘macro’ level that they fall beyond the 
scope of influence of companies or third parties, they are best accepted as limitation for communication. Below 
several examples are given as to why these configurations hinder transparency.  
 When there is a low knowledge barrier to start up a firm, companies will be fast to classify information as 

sensitive. Alternatively, when the knowledge-barrier is high, companies can share basic information 
without the risk of competition, since know-how is essential for the information to become valuable.  

 In a diverging supply network, as a buyer you have extremely little buying power and therefore can 
exert little influence over your upstream network.  

 Competitive pressure in a Low margin business is generally high, which leads to reluctance amongst 
companies to share information. Furthermore, companies are financially constraint to adopt projects 
that are not directly related to the core business.  

II. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 22 till 29? 

 These supply chain configurations present themselves on a fairly general ‘meso’ level, which falls beyond an 
individual company’s scope of influence, but can be influenced through collective action. In other words, every 
marked ‘True’ can be alleviated when companies collaborate with each other. Therefore, these configurations are 
highly relevant for third parties, since they can support inter chain collaboration or collaboration between 
competitors. If approached as such, transparency will be more easily achieved. Below several examples are given. 
 Industry specific standards/certificates contribute to a shared understanding of the concept of CSR, 

however cannot be designed by an individual company. A way to design such standards is through a 
platform for knowledge and information sharing. If the industry lacks both, trade association or other 
third party support organizations can initiate contact between competing companies in an appropriate 
manner.  

 Low integration, high geographical spread and high number of steps in the supply chain hinder the 
exchange of information. These configurations can be alleviated when approached collectively by 
supply chain partners.  

 Low buying power can be alleviated when competitors collectively pressure suppliers to adopt CSR.   
 Predetermined quotations leave little room for sustainable or otherwise innovative projects. This 

configurations can be alleviated when approached collectively by supply chain partners, possibly on 
pilot basis.  

III. Did you score one or more times ‘True’ on questions 30-32? 

 These supply chain configurations present themselves on a ‘micro’ level, which falls within an individual 
company’s scope of influence. This means these hurdles can be most easily influenced by actions taken within 
direct buyer-supplier relationships. Third parties can play a role by collecting and publishing relevant information 
(e.g. pro’s and con’s of communication instruments) and best-practices. Below examples are given. 
  Long term buyer-supplier relations have been recorded to induce trust levels and willingness to share 

information. If relations are generally of a short time-span, companies can try to set up longer relations 
with key financial/product volume tiers.  

 Communication instruments are designed to support the exchange of CSR specific information, if not 
adopted already, look for suitable instruments to adopt in first tiers cooperation. 

 As a niche player, companies experience a lower barrier to exchange information in comparison to 
mainstream players that operates under higher competitive pressure.  
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8.2 Websites 

8.2.1 General 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI); www.globalreporting.org; last accessed May 12, 2011.  
ISI Web of Knowledge; portal.isiknowledge.com; last accessed April 1, 2011. 
MVO Nederland; www.mvonederland.nl; last accessed August 1, 2011.   
MVO Prestatieladder; www.mvoprestatieladder.nl; last accessed July 6, 2011; 

www.mvonederland.nl/sites/default/files/Factsheet_maatschappelijk_verantwoord_i
nkopen_1.pdf; last accessed April 20, 2011; 

Schone Kleren Kampagne; www.schonekleren.nl; last accessed July 6, 2011; 
www.schonekleren.be; last accessed July 6, 2011.  

SGS; www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-
page11-en-10.pdf; last accessed June 30, 2011; 
 www.sustainability.sgs.com/consumergoods/documents/sgs-compact-june-
page11-en-10.pdf; last accessed June 30, 2011. 

8.2.2 Case study 1: Textile & Clothing 

8.2.2.1 Participating organizations 

C&A; www.c-and-a.com; last accessed April 13, 2011. 
CBW-MITEX; www.cbwmitex.nl; last accessed July 5, 2011. 
Global Woman; www.globalwoman.nl; last accessed March 16, 2011. 
Groenendijk bedrijfskleding; www.groenendijkbedrijfskleding.nl; last accessed March 24, 

2011. 
H&M; www.hm.com; last accessed May 5, 2011. 
Jackpot; www.jackpot.dk; last accessed April 7, 2011; www.iccompanys.com; last 

accessed May 8, 2011. 
M&S Mode; www.msmode.com; last accessed April 20, 2011. 
Modint; www.modint.nl; last accessed July 6, 2011; 

www.modint.nl/index.cfm/33,4042,126,html last accessed July 6, 2011; 
www.modint.nl/index.cfm/33,4042,c,html/Factsheet%20Cotton%20and%20wool.pdf
; last accessed July 6, 2011. 

Mud Jeans; www.mudjeans.nl; last accessed May 5, 2011. 
Munja; www.munja.nl; last accessed March 23, 2011. 
Van Puijenbroek Textiel; www.vptex.com; last accessed April 28, 2011; www.havep.com; 

last accessed May 12, 2011. 
Vereniging van Grootwinkelbedrijven in Textiel (VGT); www.rndweb.nl; last accessed July 

5, 2011. 
Wat Mooi; www.watmooi.nl; last accessed March 23, 2011; wiki.watmooi.nl; last accessed 

July 6, 2011. 
Wildenberg Mannenmode; www.wildenbergmode.nl; last accessed April 29, 2011. 

8.2.2.2 Other 

Better Cotton Initiative (BCI); www.bettercotton.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Bluesign; www.bluesign.com; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI); www.bsci-intl.org; last accessed June 21, 

2011. 
Ethical Trading Initiative; www.ethicaltrade.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
European Ecolabel; ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Fair Trade; www.fairtrade.nl; last accessed June 20, 2011; www.maxhavelaar.nl; last 

accessed June 20, 2011. 
Fair Wear Foundation (FWF); www.fairwear.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS); www.global-standard.org; last accessed June 

20, 2011. 
International Labour Organization (ILO); www.ilo.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
IVN Naturtextil ; www.naturtextil.com; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Made-by; www.made-by.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
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Oeko-tex/Öko-tex; www.oeko-tex.com; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Public Broadcasting Service; www.pbs.org; last accessed June 22, 2011; 

www.pbs.org/now/shows/310/cotton-trade.html; last accessed July 6, 2011. 
People 4 Earth; www.people4earth.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
REACH; ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/ reach/reach_intro.htm; last accessed 

June 20, 2011. 
Social Accountability; www.sa-intl.org; last accessed June 23, 2011. 
Soil Association; www.soilassociation.org; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Solidaridad; www.solidaridadnetwork.org; last accessed June 22, 2011. 
Textiles4textiles; www.textiles4textiles.eu; last accessed June 20, 2011. 
Textile Exchange; www.organicexchange,org; last accessed June 20, 2011.  
Woodhead publishing; www.woodheadpublishing.com; last accessed June 20, 2011; 

www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510; last accessed July 6, 
2011; www.woodheadpublishing.com/en/book.aspx?bookID=510; last accessed July 
6, 2011. 

Worldwide responsible accredited Production (WRAP); www.wrapcompliance.org; last 
accessed June 20, 2011. 

8.2.3 Case study 2: Windows & Facades 

8.2.3.1 Participating organizations 

Dutch Green Building Council (DGBC); www.dgbc.nl/wat_is_dgbc/dgbc_english; last 
accessed April 21, 2011; wiki.dgbc.nl; last accessed July 29, 2011. 

Metaglas; www.metaglas.nl; last accessed April 19, 2011. 
Scheldebouw; www.scheldebouw.com; last accessed April 26, 2011; 

www.permasteelisa.com; last accessed April 26, 2011. 
Schipper Opmeer; www.schipperkozijnen.nl; last accessed April 20, 2011. 
Somfy; www.somfy.com; last accessed May 31, 2011; www.somfy.nl; ; last accessed May 

31, 2011. 
Stichting Kwaliteit Gevelbouw (SKG);www.skg.nl; last accessed April 14, 2011. 
Van Hengstum; www.vanhengstum.nl; last accessed April 12, 2011. 
Vereniging Metalen Ramen en Gevelbranche (VMRG); www.vmrg.nl; last accessed July 5, 

2011; www.vmrg.nl/over-de-vmrg/vmrg-en-het-milieu-alueco.html; last accessed 
July 5, 2011; 

Widam; www.widam.nl; last accessed April 20, 2011. 

8.2.3.2 Other 

Agentschap NL; www.agentschapnl.nl; last accessed June 23, 2011; 
www.agentschapnl.nl/programmas-regelingen/beleid-overheid-energieneutraal-
bouwen; last accessed July 4, 2011. 

Alu Eco; alu-eco.nl/page1.html; last accessed June 23, 2011. 
BREEAM; www.breeam.org; last accessed July 23, 2011; www.breeam.nl; last accessed 

July 23, 2011. 
GPR Gebouw; www.gprgebouw.nl; last accessed June 22, 2011. 
Greencalc+; www.greencalc.com; last accessed June 22, 2011. 
Green Star; www.gbca.org.au/green-star; last accessed June 22, 2011. 
LEED; www.usgbc.org/LEED; last accessed July 5, 2011. 
Prix de Femme Metaal award; www.femmemetaal.nl/femmemetaal. 

website/TemplateThree.aspx?RID=3; last accessed July 5, 2011. 
Prima Ondernemen award; www.nrk.nl/ledendeel/dossiers/duur 

zaamondernemenenmvo/prima/Pages/default.aspx; last accessed July 5, 2011. 

Schüco; www.schueco.com; last accessed July 4, 2011. 
Slim Bouwen; www.slimbouwen.nl; last accessed June 22, 2011. 
VHTO; www.vhto.nl; last accessed June 23, 2011. 
Wajong; www.uwv.nl/wajong; last accessed June 23, 2011. 
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8.2.4 Case study 3: Promotional articles 

8.2.4.1 Participating organizations 

Brandwijk; www.brandwijk.nl; last accessed May 19, 2011; www.promo.nl; last accessed 
May 19, 2011. 

IGO-POST; www.igopost.nl; last accessed May 19, 2011. 
Main Sales; www.mainsales.nl; last accessed May 17, 2011. 
Markclip; www.markclip.com; last accessed May 24, 2011. 
Platform Promotionele Producten (PPP); www.ppp-online.nl; last accessed July 5, 2011; 

www.ppp-online.nl/assets/files/diversen/Code_of_Conduct_PPP.doc; last accessed 
July 5, 2011. 

Toppoint; www.toppoint.com; last accessed May 23, 2011; www.nwg.se; last accessed 
May 23, 2011. 

Van der Basch; www.vanderbaschbv.com; last accessed May 31, 2011. 
Virconsult; www.virconsult.com; last accessed May 18, 2011. 
Xindao; www.xindao.com; last accessed May 4, 2011. 

8.2.4.2 Other 

Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI); www.bsci-intl.org; last accessed June 20, 
2011. 

CO2 Prestatieladder; www.skao.nl; last accessed July 4, 2011. 
SGS; www.sgs.com; last accessed July 4, 2011. 
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9 Appendices 

9.1 Descriptives of the body of literature 
 

Table 14 - Number of publications per year 

 

Table 15 - Number of publications per source (top 10) 

Source Number of publications 
Journal of Business Ethics 36 
Supply Chain Management: An international Journal 15 
The Journal of Corporate Citizenship 10 
Conference Papers 8 
International Journal of Operations & Production Management 7 
Business Strategy and the Environment 6 
Corporate Governance 6 
Journal of Cleaner Production 6 
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 
Management 5 
Global Reporting Institute 5 
Total 104 

 

Table 16 - Number of publications per methodology 

a) Year Number of 
publications 

   b) 

 

 1991 1  
 1994 1  
 1995 1  
 1998 2  
 1999 3  
 2000 4  
 2001 11  
 2002 8  
 2003 11  
 2004 14  
 2005 18  
 2006 30  
 2007 22  
 2008 35  
 2009 36  
 2010 22  
 2011 2  
 Total 221  

a) Methodology Number of 
publications 

   b)

 

 Empirical - survey/questionnaire 34 
 Empirical - interviews 10 
 Empirical - variety of methods 14 
 Empirical – content analysis 9 
 Empirical - secondary data1 6 
 Case studies 50 
 Academic Literature review 27 
 Discussion paper2 44 
 Book Chapter 2 
 Other3 25 
 Total 

221 
 1 e.g. stock exchange ratings, BSE & NSE listings.  

2 e.g. non-academic literature review (no structured approach), theory or argument building papers. 
3 e.g. empirical ‘examples’, experiment, focus group/panel.  

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

19
91

19
94

19
95

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

Number of publications

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Empirical - survey/questionnaire
Empirical - interviews

Empirical - variety of methods
Empirical - content analysis
Empirical - secondary data

Case studies
Academic Literature review

Discussion paper
Book chapter

Other

Number of publications



Page 100 
 

9.2 Literature review of communication instruments 

As this research sets out to identify the strategies employed by companies to (wish 
to) establish high CSR performance in a supply chain and through high transparency 
levels, below several of the named instruments for interacting with stakeholders are 
described and classified. Acts of either pure information retrieval or pure information 
communication are classified as one-way transparency, alternatively when actors are 
actively engaging and communicating and retrieving at the same time or via the same 
channel it is referred to as two way transparency.  

9.2.1 Direct dialogue 

Some instruments remain that have not been discussed elaborately in literature or 
not discussed for the purpose of creating CSR transparency. These instruments include 
direct stakeholder dialogue and union in a CSR initiative such as the Fair Factories 
Clearinghouse or Fair Labor Association. Direct stakeholder dialogue obviously allows 
for two-way transparency. Once united in a CSR initiative companies can show what 
they are working on together through a means of instruments, while avoiding exposure 
of individual information that is considered competitive or sensitive. Once united it 
might also be easier to interact with other stakeholder groups and exchange 
information. 

9.2.2 Information Technology/Database 

“ICT allows for an informational environment characterized by two-way exchange 
between corporations and their stakeholders, which fosters a more collaborative 
marketplace. It is proposed that such dynamic information sharing, conducted by means 
of ICT, drives organizations to display greater openness and accountability, and more 
transparent operations, which benefit both the corporations and their constituents” 
(Vaccaro & Madsen, 2009, p. 113). Generally ICT comes in many forms.  

Common ICT instruments, such as websites, allow for one-way transparency. 
However some authors proposed ICT instruments that allow for two-way transparency 
in-between supply chain actors, for example tracking & tracing system (Trienekens & 
Beulens, 2001). Also, there are new developments on the way such as digital labeling 
which allows consumers to enter into product information databases (New, 2010).  

9.2.3 Codes of Conduct & Mission/vision Statements 

A Code of Conduct (CoC) sets guidelines from a buyer to its suppliers on a range of 
issues like, for example, child labor, forced labor, wages and benefits, working hours, 
disciplinary practices, the right to freedom of association, health and safety, and 
environmental practices (Mamic, 2005). Since the late 90s many MNEs came forth with 
CoCs through which they try to take partial responsibility for the operations of their 
suppliers by making them familiar and/or force them to follow their guidelines 
(Blowfield, 2005). Sometimes a CoC is preceded or accompanied by a less compelling 
mission statement. CoCs have the potential to positively influence the climate within 
which business is conducted (Wood, 1995). However in practice they often resulted in 
the push of uniform standards through a divers supply base whereby differences in 
identities and values where utterly bypassed (Blowfield, 2005).  

CoCs is classified as a instrument to create top-down one-way transparency primarily 
targeted towards supply chain actors but usually accessible to the larger public. Mission 
statements, when published, are a means to create one-way transparency between a 
company and a wide set of stakeholders. 

9.2.4 Legal compliance 

With regard to CSR and CSR transparency Europe has implemented some forceful 
regulative action, through national legislation or pan-European regulatory bodies 
(Fombrun, 2005). In contrast the USA tries to induce CSR behavior on a more voluntary 
base (Fombrun, 2005). Examples of CSR legislation include: Pension Fund Laws (France & 
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Germany in 2001, Belgium in 2003); Law on export credits (the Netherlands in 2002); and 
Accounting Acts (Norway & Sweden in 1999).  

Fombrun (2005) summarizes three European regulatory bodies which affect how 
companies carry out and report about CSR: 
 In May 2001, France mandated that companies quoted on the French stock 

exchange would present an annual report on their social and environmental 
performance.  

 In February 2002, Belgium followed suit with their Social Label Law. 
 In April 2003, The European Parliament came forth with a report specifically 

inviting companies to adopt an explicit CSR policy on voluntary base.  

In the Netherlands the discussion around the ‘Wet openbaarheid van productie en 
ketens’ has also raised CSR attention. For long the government discussed 
implementation of this law that would demand companies to show/publish their 
production chain.  This becomes critical when companies are sourcing internationally. 
Not only because of the difficulty of information retrieval but especially because of the 
ethical issues in the upstream supply chain. For example, looking at supply chains, big 
problems arise when crossing borders. What is regulated in Europe is not regulated in 
the US and not even discussed in emerging economies. Also some companies regard 
their supply chains as a competitive sensitive, meaning they are not willing to 
communicate their chain in the open.  

Legislation as a means to demand CSR transparency is currently primarily discussed 
and adopted in the industrialized West. It is considered a one-way transparency method 
in the sense that it is used by the governments to state society’s expectations. 

9.2.5 International guidelines 

9.2.6 Labels, Certificates & Standards 

Getting a (semi)formal assessment of CSR activities has also gained popularity in 
recent years. A good example is such a certification is the Dutch ‘CSR Performance 
Ladder’42

 Labels are attached to specific products. Most popular labels are: 

. While CoCs facilitate coordination between immediate partners in a supply 
chain, potential lies in certification for the management of indirect 2nd and 3rd tier 
partners (Ciliberti, Groot, Haan, & Pontrandolfo, 2009). Apart from certification  more 
standard-setting initiatives have been developed in recent years (Fombrun, 2005). 
Fombrun (2005) explains the difference between a between a ‘label’ and ‘standard’: 

 Max Havelaar 
 Fairtrade 
 Rugmark 
(Fombrun, 2005) 

 Standards are set as a general industry level, mostly by regulatory institutions or 
NGOs. These organizations accredit companies to determine whether they 
meet the standards. Usually standards focus on (the effects of) operation 
processes rather than specific products. Most well-known standards and 
certificates are: 
 SA8000 Workplace/Employee Relations 
 ISO9000 Organization & Governance 
 ISO14001/14004 Environment 
 OHSAS18001 Health & Safety 
 AA1000 S Stakeholders 
 CER ES Environment 
 IIP Learning and Trainging 
(Fombrun, 2005) 

Labels, certificates and standards are, once collected/adopted/accredited, a means of 
creating one-way transparency to any one of interest concerning the CSR performance 

                                                                    
42 For more information: www.mvoprestatieladder.nl  

http://www.mvoprestatieladder.nl/�


Page 102 
 

of an individual supply chain actor or – in case of a product label – the supply chain.  

9.2.7 Prices, benchmarking & indexes 

Fombrun (2005) also indicated that in order to gain positive media attention  going 
for prices or index rankings has gained popularity. Examples of CSR prices include: ARA 
(Denmark), Entreprise & Progress (France), Carl Bertelmann (Germany), Freitheit und 
Verantwortung (Germany), ACC awards (The Netherlands), Guiness Living Dublin 
(Ireland), Sodalitas (Italy), Fundación Empresa y Sdad (Spain), Sustainability Leadership 
(Switzerland), Wueen’s Awards (UK) and Manager Governance, Best Place to Work (USA). 
Well known indexes where companies are rated against each other on a set of CSR 
criteria are the FTSE4Good, the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the World 
Transparency Index against corruption. Some indexes have been criticized because only 
organizations who behave responsibly, or those that wish to appear so, are likely to 
participate (Walker & Phillips, 2006). Also once again, most indexes target MNEs and do 
not provide a appropriate platform for SMEs.  

Once obtained a price or high index ranking is a useful instrument to communicate 
ones CSR achievements. Prices and index ratings provide one-way transparency, as there 
is no interaction between stakeholders who consult the index and the companies rated 
on it.  

9.2.8 Sustainability Reports 

A non financial report on CSR usually is an annual publication drafted by a company 
itself and targeted towards any interested stakeholder. Non financial reports can appear 
under the name of Sustainability report (majority of 37%), CSR report (31%), Social and 
Environmental report (10%), Social report (10%), Environmental report (7%) or HSE 
report (3%) (Perrini, 2006b). Analyses of a set of reports showed that they usually address 
the following areas: human resource, shareholders, customers, supplier & government 
and community & environment (Perrini, 2006b). 

Corporate responsibility reporting has gone mainstream - nearly 80 percent of the 
world’s largest 250 companies issued sustainability reports in 2008, up from about 50 
percent in 2005 (KPMG, 2008). This increase is said to be a response to the Global 
Reporting Initiative and/or the rise of (non) financial indices (Walker & Phillips, 2006). The 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) pioneered a sustainability reporting framework that is 
now widely adopted43

Assuming sustainability reporting for the most part is considered a business of the 
company itself, it is classified as a one-way transparency instrument. Note that there is a 
growing tendency to verify the facts provided in such a report by a third party (e.g. 
auditor), which does not influence the nature of the transparency given, but might make 
the information appear more credible.   

. The GRI is based on the premise that “clear, consistent, 
comparable, and periodic reporting of information meaningful to companies and 
stakeholders will serve as the basis for a continuing feedback loop that will drive 
improved environmental, social, and economic performance” (Gilbert, 2002, p. 19). 
Critics noted that that it is questionable whether reporting in such a systematic way is 
feasible for the average SME and that simply publishing a report is not what 
transparency is about, since it does not necessarily involve actively engaging 
stakeholders. As a reaction to the latter point it has been noted that as stakeholders 
become more specific about the information they desire, combining comments from 
these parties in a systematic way (engaging with them) could provide the desired level 
of assurance about report content and quality (KPMG, 2008).  

9.2.9 Monitoring & Auditing 

A focal company (e.g. a MCS who is pressuring its suppliers to adopt CSR) can choose 
to verify whether its suppliers comply by social or environmental standards through 

                                                                    
43 Source: www.globalreporting.org/AboutGRI/WhatIsGRI  

http://www.globalreporting.org/AboutGRI/WhatIsGRI/�
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monitoring or an audit. A supplier can also arrange for itself to be audited for the 
purpose of credibility to its buyers or the larger public.  

Social auditing began in the 1940s (Waddock & Smith, 2000). Today auditing has 
become an industry of its own, but it is also still acceptable for a company audit itself 
(although some might prefer to refer to this as monitoring). Auditing has the advantage 
of creating credibility to stakeholders, but has also been criticized for having 
unguaranteed results – “who audits the auditors?” (Leire & Mont, 2010, p. 36).  Also, 
external auditing can be costly, while doing it yourself might not yield the desired 
credibility. This leaves SMEs, who desire to audit their operations, with a choice between 
two evils.  

Depending on the auditing approach this instrument is classified as one-way 
transparency (e.g. a MNE sends a by them appointed auditor to a factory overseas) or 
two-way transparency (e.g. a supplier implements an internal audit in close cooperation 
with employees).  

9.2.10 Marketing & Media 

"Companies are increasingly scrutinized by various audiences and are made 
accountable not only for their internal practices, but also for their suppliers’ behavior" 
(Maignan, Hillebrand, & McAlister, 2002, p. 641). One of the widely used instruments 
adopted by stakeholders to let their voices be heard is the media. Some even go so far as 
saying that the primary means for construction social opinion is from secondary sources 
such as media, not primary sources such as social reporting by firms or third-party 
assessors (e.g. audits) (Dickson & Eckman, 2008). Through their research they show that 
in some instances, the reporting of secondary sources was more negative, apparently 
only highlighting the critical notes from primary sources and leaving out the positive 
(Dickson & Eckman, 2008).  The media is an instrument that is accessible to the large 
public and thus many stakeholders. Also companies can present themselves (in media) 
through marketing, hence commercials, advertisements, et cetera.  

It is difficult to classify media as either one-way or two-way. Clearly marketing creates 
one way transparency (with little room for verification). However some journalists 
obviously hear both sides of a story before publishing (two-way transparency), others do 
not and again others allow for reactions in follow-up.  
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9.3 Interview protocol 

9.3.1 Introduction 
 Introduction of the researcher. 
 Research motive: I am graduating with the strategic sourcing & supply 

management faculty group – I had an intrinsic motivation to combine this with 
CSR. I got into contact with CSR Netherlands through a university member. They 
were positive; they received a lot of questions from partners and other 
companies how one can include CSR in purchasing and supply management. 
Many question focused on the communication/transparency aspect, hence: this 
research.  

 Research objective: The aim of the study is to increase insights on the role of 
transparency in driving CSR through supply networks and thereby help shape 
strategies of supply network actors.  

 Interview objective: Firstly, learn about the company’s vision and strategy 
towards CSR and how this relates to their supply network. Secondly, learn about 
how the company communicates about CSR and how the level of CSR 
transparency in the supply network is perceived. Thirdly, discuss how the two 
topics are related.  

 Interview procedure: Ask the researcher to fill in a short questionnaire, which 
will serve as input for the interview which is semi-structured.  

 Ask permission to record the interview. 
 Ask the interviewee to introduce him/herself.  

9.3.2 Mini Questionnaire 

Note: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) means that a company takes responsibility for 
the effects of company actions on the environment, society and prosperity.  
 How would you grade your company on CSR? (grade 1 to 10) 
 How would you grade your supply network on CSR? (grade 1 to 10) 
 What is level of transparency of your company about the actions it undertakes 

with regard to CSR? (6-point Likert scale with 1 = not at all transparent and 6 = 
fully transparent) 

 What is the transparency level of your supply network concerning actions it 
undertakes with regard to CSR? (6-point Likert scale with 1 = not at all 
transparent and 6 = fully transparent) 

 Do you agree with the following statement? Information about the CSR activity 
upstream in my supply network (i.e. suppliers) is freely accessible. (6-point Likert 
scale with 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree) 

 Do you agree with the following statement? Information about the CSR activity 
downstream in my supply network (i.e. buyers) is freely accessible. (6-point 
Likert scale with 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree) 
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9.3.3 Interview 

CSR performance of the company and the supply network 
 Describe your company and your supply network. 
 What role does CSR play in your company/supply network/industry? 
 What changes have occurred within you company/supply network/industry as a 

result of CSR within the last 10 years? 
 Discuss: grade company CSR performance (mini-questionnaire). 
 Discuss: grade supply network CSR performance (mini-questionnaire). 

CSR transparency of the company 
 Who does your company target to inform about the CSR activities that are 

undertaken? 
 What topics are covered in CSR communication?  
 With which external parties (i.e. individuals, companies or institutions) does the 

company undertake a dialogue regarding CSR? 
 What topics are covered in this two-way communication? 
 Which instruments does the company use to communicate about CSR? 

(Present a list of possibilities) 
 Is the company ever pressured by third-parties to release CSR related 

information? 

CSR transparency of the supply network 
 Discuss: transparency level of the company (mini-questionnaire). 
 Discuss: transparency level of the supply network (mini-questionnaire). 
 Is there a standard that prescribes what CSR means for the supply network 
 How has the level of CSR transparency of the company and in the supply 

network changed over the last 10 years? 

Relations 
 Discuss: information access upstream (mini-questionnaire). 

 For what purpose is this information consulted? 
 Which communication-instruments are consulted?  

 Discuss: information access downstream(mini-questionnaire). 
 For what purpose is this information consulted? 
 Which communication-instruments are consulted?  

 What does the company aim to achieve with CSR communication? 
 What dilemmas does the company face with regard to being transparent about 

CSR? 
 What is the contribution of the company to the supply network’s level of CSR 

transparency? 
 How have changes in CSR transparency impacted the company? 
 How does transparency around CSR within the supply network influence the 

CSR performance of the supply network? 
 React to the following statement: ‘transparency is a prerequisite for CSR’. 
 React to the following statement: ‘transparency works as a driver for CSR 

throughout my supply network’.  

Perceived benefit  
 In what way has the company/supply network/industry benefitted from CSR? 

Other 
 What is your vision on the future developments of CSR in your business/supply 

network/industry?  
 From what kind of third party support would your company benefit?  

9.3.4 Ending 
 Thank the interviewee for his/her time and effort. 
 Discuss whether and how the interviewee will receive feedback. 
 Ask whether the company objects to disclosure of the company name in the 

research report. 
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9.3.5 List of possible communication strategies & instruments 
 Direct dialogue (Buyers/Suppliers/Other stakeholders ) 
 Mission and/or vision statement 
 Code of Conduct 
 (Annual) Sustainability report 
 Label / Certificate 
 Information Technology / Database (e.g. a Tracking & Tracing system) 
 Marketing  
 Media 
 Benchmark / Index 
 "We abide by laws and regulations" 
 "We adhere to (international) standards" 
 "We participate in a (collective) CSR initiative” 
 Other, namely... 
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9.4 SRP Evolution Model  
Table 17 - SRP Evolution Model  

of Kibbeling, Valk & Weele (2009, p. 35) 

 TAKE OFF RISK 
MITIGATION 

VALUE 
CREATION 

TRULY 
SUSTAINABLE 

Strategic 
Ambition/ 
strategy 

Simple SRP 
strategy, as part of 
CSR strategy, in 
place. 

Augment the SRP 
strategy into a 
strategy covering 
risks. 

Link strategy to 
creating added- 
value. 

Strategy recognizes 
the whole supply 
chain as essential to 
achieve sustainability 
goals. 

Goals & KPI’s Easy to reach goals 
are set and linked to 
show-case projects 

Goals are linked to 
SRP risk areas and 
projects 

More challenging 
goals are set for the 
key spend areas 

Goal setting in 
cooperation with 
partner organizations 

Tactical 
Prioritization Prioritization of 

SRP projects based 
on ease to 
implement 

General 
sustainability risks 
assessed and used 
for prioritization 

Supply chains for 
key spend areas 
have been mapped 
and used for 
prioritization 

Create an enabling 
environment for SRP 

Operational 
Determine 
Specifications 

Small set of 
specifications for 
easy projects 

Set of minimum 
specifications 

More demanding 
specifications in 
place 

Setting standards in 
the market 

Manage supplier 
Performance 

Focus on supplier 
commitment- 

Rewarding 
exceptional 
performance 

Supplier 
development 
program in place 

Gain share and 
incentives 

Monitor and 
evaluate 
outcomes 

Code of conduct 
sent and signed by 
al suppliers 

Ask of guarantees 
& Self-assessment 

Audit in place to 
assess risk suppliers 

Monitoring of total 
supply chain 

  
 People and culture; organizational structure; management support; 

knowledge; budgetary mechanisms 
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