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Abstract 
 
In the search for lower operating costs many textile companies choose to move their 

production abroad, with China being the biggest, most dominant player. As a result of this 

outsourcing, and the choices available in a global economy, society is placing more pressure 

on companies to establish both social and morally accepted practises across the whole supply 

chain. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has emerged as an increasingly expected 

practise within the textile industry and something that many companies strive to improve. In 

short, a company’s CSR activities can be described as taking responsibility within three 

sustainable areas; social, environmental and economical. The purpose of this study is to 

provide a greater understanding of the meaning and attitudes towards CSR and its 

implementation within a textile supply chain with manufacturing in China. Additionally, the 

study also aims to illustrate the perception of social and cultural sustainable development 

within and between different cultures. This study has been performed as a case study with a 

qualitative approach, where data have been conducted and collated through both semi-

structured interviews as well as observations. Through contact with a Swedish company we 

received access to their Chinese suppliers and thereby found respondents who were 

appropriate for the aim of this study. By using a theoretical framework we were able to 

analyse and discuss our empirical findings, and could thereby make the conclusion that the 

awareness of CSR is low, especially amongst Chinese textile operators, where the results 

show that CSR is a concept which is not widely practised. The results also show a clash 

between Swedish and Chinese cultures, which indicates that implementing CSR guidelines 

along the whole supply chain is both complicated and convoluted. The attempt to replicate 

each other’s values in a completely different culture is also problematic. This complex 

equation raises questions about whose beliefs are correct and who decides what is right or 

morally wrong.  

 

This thesis will continue in English. 
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Sammanfattning 
 
I jakten på lägre kostnader väljer många textilföretag att flytta sin produktion utomlands, där 

öst med Kina som huvudaktör dominerar. Till följd av den mer globala försörjningskedjan, 

med stora valmöjligheter vad gäller valet av leverantörer, ställer omvärlden idag allt större 

krav på att företag verkar mer hållbart. CSR har kommit att bli ett allt mer framväxande 

koncept inom branschen och något som många företag förväntas arbeta med. I korthet handlar 

företags CSR arbete om att ta ansvar inom tre hållbara kategorier; socialt, miljö och 

ekonomisk. Syftet med denna studie är att förklara och bidra till en högre förståelse av 

betydelsen och attityden till CSR implementering i en textil försörjningskedja med produktion 

i Kina. Vidare syftar också studien till att illustrera hur uppfattningen om social och kulturell 

hållbar utveckling inom och mellan olika kulturer ser ut. Denna fallstudie med kvalitativ 

inriktning, har insamlat data genom såväl semistrukturerade intervjuer som observationer. Via 

kontakt med ett svenskt företag fick vi tillgång till deras kinesiska leverantörer och därigenom 

respondenter lämpliga för studiens syfte. Med hjälp av den teoretiska referensramen har vi 

analyserat och diskuterat det empiriska resultat som insamlats och därigenom kommit fram 

till att förståelsen och medvetenheten kring CSR, bland såväl de svenska som kinesiska 

aktörerna är låg. Framför allt är medvetenheten låg bland de kinesiska textilaktörerna, där 

resultatet visar att CSR är ett begrepp som inte används. Resultatet visar en tydlig krock 

mellan den svenska och kinesiska kulturen, vilket visar sig försvåra implementeringsarbetet. 

Att försöka applicera en annan kulturs värderingar i en annan är problematiskt och väcker 

frågor kring vem som äger sanningen kring vad som är att betraktas som rätt och fel. 
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1 Introduction 
This chapter introduces the topic of CSR in Shanghai, China, and the previous research 

undertaken. Thereafter follows a discussion of the problems, where the main area of focus 

will be outlined. Finally the introduction will lead to the thesis main questions and 

delimitations. 

 
 

Sixteen hours a day, without a break, permission for toilet visits and with the salary of three 

crowns per hour. That is how the life of a typical textile worker can look like, whilst western 

companies thrive in the promised land of the East (Lindström 2005). The choice of supplier’s 

factories is primarily based on where to find the lowest production costs (Chi 2011). Asia is 

the biggest region for apparel production for Swedish companies (Rena kläder n.d.), with 

China being the largest player (McCann 2011). Due to low salaries paid in manufacturing 

countries throughout Asia, questions have been raised about factory workers rights and 

working conditions. These discussions have led to the separate establishment of a Code of 

Conduct (CoC) (Egels-Zandén 2007), which is a framework of rules and required behaviours 

and practices in business (Benn & Bolton 2011). These initiatives have been requested by 

both retailers and end consumers, dictating a set of principles which include different areas 

such as child labour, working hours, wages, working conditions, the working environment etc. 

(Pruett 2005). It seems relatively easy for retailers to come up with these set of principles but 

despite outer pressure there is still much to be done and questions to be asked as to why 

development has not progressed further. The aim of this thesis is to contribute to a greater 

understanding of the work of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) implementations in a 

textile supply chain within manufacturing in China and its cultural complexity. 

 

1.1 Background 

 

Increased competitiveness in a large global economy with ease of trade with other countries 

has led to the reality that many Swedish companies decide to move their production abroad to 

be able to reduce production costs and meet consumer's demand for cheaper goods 

(Westerlind Wigström 2004). Nonetheless, there is a certain amount of contradiction where 

consumers are concerned and the constraints they can impose on business activities. For 

example, a newly published report by Svensk Handel (2015) shows that 8 out of 10 

consumers think it important as to the conditions in which a product has been produced by the 

companies producing it. There is also an expectation amongst consumers that companies 

should be monitoring the supply chain to make sure that production takes place under ethical 

and environmental conditions (Svensk Handel 2015). Today the selection of suppliers has led 

to higher demand placed on companies when it comes to selection and how the company 

manages their production. In today’s society, CSR has become an important aspect of 

managing the supply chain within the fashion industry (Foote, Gaffney & Evans 2010; Gadde 

& Snehota 2000).  

CSR, in short, means a company’s responsibility divided into three different areas: social, 

environmental and economic responsibility (Grankvist 2012). CSR as a concept is often 

associated with sustainable development, and was defined by a United Nations (UN) 

commission from 1987 as: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

(Lélé 1991, p.611). Since the 1990’s the textile industry has been working toward developing 
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both social and environmental responsibilities within their supply chain. There are many 

complex challenges within the clothing industry, with some of the most difficult problems 

amongst the factory workers themselves who often work extensive and long hours on 

impossibly low wages, live below the poverty line, and never seem to have enough free time 

to organize themselves to effectively influence and make changes to their working conditions 

(Verdier, Riddselius & Chudy 2010). 

When someone speaks about CSR it is often unclear what the person refers to, which also 

Voltaw and Sethi declared in 1973; “CSR; it is a brilliant term: it means something but not 

always the same thing to everybody.” (Arnberg, Blom & Gustafsson n.d., p. 5). Most of the 

research that has been done within the field of CSR stresses the problem with the fuzzy 

terminology, which often is used interchangeably with other related concepts like business 

ethics, corporate accountability and corporate sustainability. Faisal (2010) points out how 

difficult it is to precisely define the boundaries of CSR and conclude that the lack of 

awareness about what CSR actually consists of has emerged as a major barrier to its 

implementation. 

 

Generally speaking, the term CSR and the concept behind originate from the West. The 

adoption and uptake in China has had a relatively short history, but the core principles are not 

new to China, and can be shown to have had a long history. The movement of CSR was 

introduced on the Chinese market in the mid 1990’s, when Multi-National Corporations 

(MNC) under pressure of anti-sweatshop campaigns started to impose CoC in their supply 

chains (Chen, T., Larsson, Mark-Herbert & Sveriges lantbruksuniversitet 2014). China has 

partly through their manufacturing industry achieved global success and extraordinary 

economic growth during recent decades. This growth however, has not come without any 

negative consequences for the people working within the industry, because despite the 

economic success and huge growth, the industry has faced a range of problems, such as the 

lack of business ethics and defiance of labour rights which is becoming increasingly serious. 

These effects can be partly explained by the lack of CSR involvement (Wang, L. & Juslin 

2009). 

1.2 Presentation of research problem 

 

Due to the continually growing global competition and multinational supply chains, with 

several different countries and operators cooperating together the importance of a greater 

collaboration among the different operators is emphasised by several studies within the field 

(Lueg, Pedersen & Clemmensen 2015; Berning & Venter 2015). Gadde and Snehota (2000) 

states that the type of relationships that a firm develops with their suppliers gives them a 

competitive trading advantage.    

 

The cooperation between companies from different countries with independent preferences 

evokes thoughts about imperialism, in question of culture. Whose opinions and norms are 

right, and is the West and more specific Swedish values “right” to implement on a Chinese 

company? Wang, L. and Juslin (2009) point out how western CSR concepts, to present, have 

not adapted well in the Chinese market. The reason for that is partly because of a lack in 

understanding of the definition of what CSR combine with trying to adopt an ethical approach 

to established concepts that does not take Chinese culture and reality into consideration. One 

culture may simply disagree with the values of the other’s culture, which leads to lack of 

mutual understanding. Weltzien Hoivik (2007) means that a major obstacle lies in the fact that 

we do not “read” other’s cultures correctly. Western tools and management systems being 
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used and adopted in China do not necessarily function well if they have not been appraised 

and adapted to fit Chinese culture. 

 

China, with its communist government, has in contrast to many other countries in the textile 

and producing industries, more power and resources to engage, implement, and enforce CSR 

practises (Chi 2011). Further he states that the Chinese government plays a unique role in the 

development of CSR and companies within China perceive the government as one of the most 

important stakeholders. Contrary to this Wang, L. and Juslin (2009) speaks of the “Chinese 

Harmony” approach to CSR, which in short means to “respect people and love nature”.  

Earlier research conducted in China has uncovered several areas within the garment industry; 

on how to build sustainable supply chains, implementation of CoC and Human Resource 

Management (Chi 2011; Chen, T., Larsson & Mark-Herbert 2014; Cooke & He 2010), but 

despite the extensive academic literature on both CSR and CoC there is a gap where little is 

known about how retailers influence the implementation of these kind of social, and 

sustainability initiatives. So the question is, how much of CSR-work among suppliers in 

China is a company initiative and how much is outer pressure from buyers to work within 

CSR guidelines? An investigation on a suppliers’ point of view on CSR is both interesting but 

also very important. It would contribute to the spread of knowledge about problems 

companies could face when deciding to collaborate with operators in China. The knowledge 

would also by extension promote international exchanges between companies of the textile 

industry and make them more effective in their CSR-work through highlighting important 

factors that contribute to the collaboration between buyers and suppliers. This study will 

therefore focus on the meaning and attitudes towards CSR among the different operators 

within the same supply chain, to evaluate how the relationship affects the realizing and 

practice of social sustainability. 

1.3 Purpose and research questions 

 

The purpose of the study is to explain and contribute to a greater understanding of the 

meaning and attitudes towards CSR implementation in a textile supply chain with 

manufacturing in China. Additionally, the study also aims to illustrate the perception of social 

and cultural sustainable development within and between different cultures. 

 

To further support the purpose of the research, we present the following research questions: 

 

 How do Chinese companies within the supply chain relate to CSR? 

 How does the cultural diversity between Sweden and China affect the implementation 

of CSR? 

1.4 Delimitations 

 

CSR is a broad concept that includes economic, social and environmental responsibilities. 

Due to time restrictions of this study, both the financial and environmental segments of CSR 

have been omitted from this thesis, which means that a theoretical delimitation has been 

implemented. The focus of the thesis directed towards the social parts of CSR. 

 

Since the supply chain can be complex and include many operators it has been decided to 

limit the supply chain within the study, and omit the end customers and sub-suppliers to the 

factories.  
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2 Method 
This chapter explains how our study is conducted in relation to data collection in order to 

answer the research questions. We will outline and describe the background of our study and 

the research strategy, design and analysis methods. Further we will reflect on the 

trustworthiness of our study, as a criterion of quality. 

 

2.1 Background 

 

In November 2015 we chose to apply for a scholarship from the Swedish International 

Development Agency (SIDA) relating to a Minor Field Study (MFS) within a developing 

country. The purpose of the program and scholarship is to give students the opportunity to 

gain knowledge about developing countries and to contribute to the social, political, economic 

or knowledge based development of the country where the field study takes place 

(Universitets- & högskolerådet 2015). Our thesis is a qualitative case study that was 

performed in Suzhou and Shanghai, during March, April and May 2016. To get access to 

Chinese suppliers we contacted a MNC that have connections in Shanghai and use suppliers 

within the area. Through the MNC we got the opportunity to meet and visit some of their 

partners. The empirical data in the thesis is primarily derived from three operators within the 

textile industry. The operators will from now on be referred to as The Company, The 

Intermediary and The Factories. 

2.2 Research strategy 

 

For this thesis we chose to conduct a qualitative study with a deductive research strategy. 

Bryman and Bell (2015) states that a qualitative method is well suited when the aim of the 

study is to create a deeper understanding, which was the case of our study. The main 

objectives of our thesis were to seek answers in terms of words rather than numbers, which 

the qualitative method is highly appropriate for. A deductive research strategy is according to 

Bryman and Bell (2015) the strategy that is most commonly used within the field of research 

in business and economics. The deductive research strategy is applied by using existing 

theories, which are then used to create a hypothesis to be tested. A deductive strategy is well 

suited for quantitative studies and an inductive strategy is most suited for qualitative studies. 

The aim of the inductive strategy is to build theory from data that has been gathered. Despite 

these divisions the deductive strategy can be combined with a qualitative strategy (Bryman & 

Bell 2015). 

We have chosen to use the deductive strategy even though our study is qualitative in nature. 

The reason behind that choice is because we have used theories that already exist within the 

field to create a deeper understanding about CSR and the difficulties behind the 

implementation of a CoC within the complexity of the cultural context. 

 

2.3 Research design 

 

According to Bryman and Bell (2015) the research design that is used in a study should be 

chosen based on the purpose and the research questions. To answer the questions and meet the 

purpose of our study we have chosen to perform a case study. Yin (2009) claims that “how” 

questions are more explanatory and therefore are well combined with case studies. A case 
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study is described as an empirical inquiry that investigates an up-to-date phenomenon in depth 

and within the actual context. Bryman and Bell (2015) also points out the case study’s focus 

on developing a deep understanding of the complexity, which is well suited with the purpose 

of our study. Further, they also claim that multiple case study should be performed if the 

number of cases exceeds one. Our study involves four cases and therefore makes a multiple 

case study the optimal choice. The aim of conducting multiple case studies is to get a more 

balanced overall picture through different perspectives about CSR. 

With a setup of four different operators we aim to compare the different perspectives, which 

make it suitable to apply a comparative design. Bryman and Bell (2015) propose that a 

comparative design should be applied when several cases are to be studied using the same 

method. A comparative design is also claimed to improve the possibility of understanding 

social phenomenon as an extension of the comparison between cases. The comparative design 

is therefore well suited for this study since we aim to seek for similarities and differences 

between the chosen cases. All of the operators in our case study have different characteristics 

and perspectives regarding their different positions within the supply chain, which increases 

our possibility of comparison. 

 

The choice and selection of respondents was made using the snowball sampling method. 

Bryman and Bell (2015) defines the snowball sampling method as a form of subjective 

sampling whereby as sample is a selected based on criterion of the research. Swedish 

companies are regarded as global leaders regarding advanced CSR policies and the 

engagement of CSR is a common practice among those who operates in China (Grafström, 

Göthberg & Windell 2008), with that in mind we chose to contact a Swedish textile company 

with a global supply chain. We presented to them our idea and purpose of the study and 

through further discussions with the company we came in contact with producers in China 

that met the criterion for the study. In addition to the snowball sampling we also to some 

extant made purposive sampling. The goal of a purposive sampling, according to Bryman and 

Bell (2015) to pick cases that are relevant to how the research is defined and formulated. The 

samples of this study are strategically chosen in order to collect the data necessary to meet the 

purpose. To be strategic is typical for the purposive sampling (Bryman & Bell 2015). 

 

2.4 Data collection and analysis method 

 

In the beginning of our study we started to read literature, mainly scientific articles and books, 

in order to get the information that we needed for the background and theoretical framework. 

All of the scientific articles were accessed through the database Summon using different kinds 

of keywords in order to find the most relevant articles. Keywords that we used were CSR, 

Supply Chain, China, CoC and Textile industry. 

 

For the empirical part of the study, data has been gathered mainly through semi-structured 

interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a flexible method that makes it possible to adapt 

questions and also add further questions if needed. Flexibility is a characteristic that according 

to Bryman and Bell (2015) increases the chances to get answers that is useful for the further 

analysis. To obtain a comprehensive result as possible, we also decided to interview several 

people with different connections and positions in the textile industry. When using a semi-

structured method, Bryman and Bell (2015) suggests that the researcher should set up an 

interview guide with relevant questions linked to the research area. They suggest that the 

guide helps the researcher to obtain a clearer interview process and also minimises the risks 
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for uncovered topics that would be needed for the analysis. We decided to construct several 

interview guides with some variations regarding the questions since the respondents have 

different roles and positions within the supply chain. In questions of ethical dilemmas we 

decided that all of the respondents would remain anonymous, since the subject matter can be 

quite sensitive. It is the researcher's responsibility to minimize the risk of exposing the 

participants (Bryman & Bell 2015). This decision also increases the chances of getting access 

to necessary information when the participants are to be anonymous. All of the participation 

was voluntary and the respondents gave their permission after they had received precise 

information about the study and the purpose. The information about the interviews was 

provided well in advance. 

 

Our empirical data was mainly gathered in China, specifically Suzhou and Shanghai during 

eight weeks. The decision behind the delimitation of location arise from the fact that China 

and the specific area is considered to be a “hub” for the textile industry. With a range of many 

national and international textile companies established in the area, we found the delimitation 

to be appropriate and highly relevant. Prior travelling to China we arranged two interviews 

with the Swedish firm, The Company. The first interview took place at their headquarters 

where we spoke with the CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager. The second interview was 

conducted with one of the buyers who works with the specific suppliers in China, and took 

place at Annie’s home. The first weeks in China consisted of visiting the operators that 

participated to conduct interviews and observations at the premises. We intended to interview 

both managers, factory owners and workers, but since the language skills were limited among 

the workers, observations seemed more appropriate. Instead, the factory cases were conducted 

through observations in combination with non-structured interviews. Intuitive analysis and 

understanding from being in the field are stated to be a useful tool when using the qualitative 

approach, which both interviews and observations are argued to be. These methods offer the 

opportunity to increase understanding of underlying and hidden data or aspects that might 

affect the outcome (Bryman & Bell 2015). Purpose of the observations on factory level had 

where both to study the implementation of CSR in practices but also create our own 

perception about the conditions. The observations contributed to a deeper understanding of 

how CSR for real is being received and adapted among the suppliers at “shop floor level”. 

 

All of the respondents were interviewed separately at different times and the semi-structured 

interviews were both recorded and transcribed. This process gave us the opportunity to go 

back and check the information that we had collected to make sure that we both understood 

the meaning of the information we gained, and also could be considered as an aspect that 

gives trustworthiness to the study.  

 

After collecting all the data that we needed, the empirical results were then analysed by the 

use of the theoretical framework as a guide for the study. As mentioned, the concept of CSR 

is difficult to define and the term is defined differently depending on who you ask. Because of 

that, CSR is a social construction, which is constructed through interaction within the given 

context. Bryman and Bell (2015) refers to this as constructionist ontology. It means that social 

phenomenon and their meaning are continually created by the social actors. They further state 

that a research that apply this way of thinking fits well with the method of discourse analysis 

(DA) and defines the analysis as a method that indicate how versions of the world, events, 

society and psychological words are created in discourse. A DA seemed appropriate, since the 

aim of the study was to investigate and contribute to a greater understanding of the 

complexity of cultural contradictions when CSR is to be implemented. According to the 
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ontological approach culture is seen as a social construction, since it is an emergent reality 

that continuously is constructed and reconstructed (Bryman & Bell 2015). 

 

2.5 Criteria of quality 

 

Since we now have declared the design and method for our study we will continue to discuss 

considerations about our study in order to achieve high credibility. According to Bryman and 

Bell (2015) the most common criterion for quality is validity, reliability and replication. Thus, 

these criteria are questioned regarding the qualitative approach and have therefore led to the 

implementation of an alternative criterion, trustworthiness, which better suits a study of 

qualitative character. This criterion must be met in order to achieve a research with high 

quality.  

 

As a first step to increase the trustworthiness of our study we aimed to remove personal 

opinions in order to be as objective as we could. Throughout the whole process we 

continually evaluated and discussed our degree of objectiveness so that our own individual 

values would not influence or colour either the interviews or the analysis. This kind of act is 

described by Bryman and Bell (2015) as the confirmability aspect of research and is highly 

important to consider in order the increase the trustworthiness. The confirmability aspect 

questions to what degree the investigator’s own values has been interfering the study, and was 

something highly relevant omitted during the factory observations.    

 

Something that also has been taken into account when evaluating the credibility of the study is 

the risks and difficulties that can occur through the language barrier connected to our study. 

Bryman and Bell (2015) describes the credibility as a measure on how reliable the findings 

are which equals the internal validity. We intended to meet our respondents and speak to them 

directly in English, instead of using an interpreter, to minimize the risk of losing essential 

information along the way. Even if that was our intention and what we preferred, the language 

was a problem and we needed to use tools for translation since an interpreter was not possible 

to find. We were aware that this could possibly affect the credibility of the study but we found 

it to be the best possible solution at time. In addition to the language barrier the study is also 

exposed to the risk that the respondents might glorify the factories, conditions and the 

ongoing work with CSR, which means that we cannot rely on the answers to 100 percent. The 

fact that we cannot rely on the answers we are given could decrease the credibility.  

 

Another area of concern is the transferability of the study. Bryman and Bell (2015) defines 

transferability as the ability to be applied to other contexts. Where possible, we have 

attempted to describe the process but also outline which context the study would take place, 

which is something that Bryman and Bell (2015) suggests is an alternative to increase the 

transferability of the research. The description of the four operators that are included in the 

study is one example of that. Transferability is closely connected to the possibility of 

generalization which Bryman and Bell (2015) points out as a limitation with a qualitative 

research and especially with case studies. From the beginning we have been aware of the fact 

that our findings have limitations, and the fact that the research consists of only four cases 

within the same supply chain and specific industry might mean that the results cannot be 

generalized. 
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3 Theory 
This chapter will outline the theoretical framework of the thesis and include a presentation of 

a number of relevant theories connected to the specific questions of the study. Firstly, we will 

give an overview on the definition of CSR, followed by a description of China being a global 

operator and of the supply chain management. 

 

3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility 

 

CSR can be interpreted in numerous ways and who and how the terminology is defined has 

led to difficulties in interpreting exactly what it is, what should be implemented and how to 

successfully measure the outcomes (Faisal 2010). According to Garriga and Melé (2004) the 

field of CSR not only represents a landscape of theories but combined with an uncontrolled 

growth of approaches that are complex, controversial and unclear. This results in a 

proliferation of variation of both theories and practices within CSR that have been built 

around different notions, such as public policy, society and business, etc. 

The definitions of CSR can be described as a confusing phenomenon, and according to 

Dahlsrud (2008) it is challenged by whose best interests it serves. He further states that the 

challenge is not so much about the definition of CSR, but to understand how it is socially 

constructed within a specific context and what strategies should be developed for the people 

engaged in CSR to actually apply it. CSR could be described as an objective of a firm taking 

corporate responsibility, which he describes to include sustainability through both logistics 

and production of a product (Dahlsrud 2008). The European Commission defines CSR as “the 

responsibility of enterprises for their impact on society” (The European Commission 2011). 

Contradictory to this the World Bank defines the term as describing a company’s obligations 

to be accountable for its operations and activities for all the stakeholders in the company 

(Faisal 2010). Another, broader, definition is the one Blowfield and Frynas (2005) adopt. This 

is an umbrella term which includes a variety of different theories and practices; the companies 

have a responsibility for their impact on the natural environment and on society; the 

companies have a responsibility for the behaviour of those they make business with for 

example all those within the supply chain; the companies need to manage their relationships 

with the wider society for varying reasons (Blowfield & Frynas 2005).  

 

This study builds on two ensuing models of the term CSR, and includes different forms of 

responsibilities that a firm can use in their work with CSR. The first model is Carroll’s (1991) 

CSR-pyramid, which highlights four different areas of responsibility that a firm can assume, 

while the other model is Elkington’s (1998) Triple bottom line, which is similar to Carroll’s. 

The triple bottom line differs from the pyramid by solely focusing on three perspectives, two 

similar to the pyramid and one new. Both Carroll (1991) and Elkington (1998) describe a 

relationship between the different responsibilities in a similar way, although with different 

divisions. These two models will be presented in more detail below. 

3.1.1 The CSR pyramid 

 

Carroll (1991) created the CSR pyramid, which today is widely accepted as a model of how to 

define CSR and what it means for corporations. Its initial aim was to provide business 

managers with a guideline of how to balance the shareholders’ and stakeholders’ interests 

(Carroll 1991). The CSR pyramid suggests four kinds of social responsibilities that together 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0681&locale=en%22
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0681&locale=en%22
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constitute and show the whole concept of CSR. These four categories are; economic 

responsibility, legal responsibility, ethical responsibility and philanthropic responsibility. The 

idea of the model is to illustrate how all types of responsibilities serve as a foundation for the 

next level of responsibility. However, the concept of the pyramid does not mean that one level 

needs to be fulfilled in order to engage in the next level, but is more a way to show that if one 

level in the pyramid is not fulfilled, then the remaining levels would receive less prioritization 

and consideration (Carroll 1991). 

 

The pyramid starts with economic responsibility. Throughout history, making profits, have 

always been and still are the core of business. Economic responsibility suggests 

implementation of strategies for productivity and competitiveness, through controlled costs 

and increased sales, which in the long term leads to profitability (Carroll 1991). 

 

Next follows legal responsibility, which according to Carroll (1991), means a firm must 

comply with the regulatory and legal system as determined by society. Carroll (1991) means 

that both economic and legal responsibilities are equally important and support each other as 

surety rather than two different levels. 

 

Ethical responsibility constitutes the third level of social responsibility, and embraces those 

actions expected by society, but not required by actual law. An organisation should always act 

ethically, be just, right and fair and go above and beyond minimum standards. Through 

external pressure, new laws are always being developed to ensure corporate responsibility be 

established and therefore also raises the levels of self-regulated responsibility (Carroll 1991).  

 

Philanthropic responsibility is the last level of the pyramid. Philanthropic responsibilities 

include those actions and organisation adopts to further better the community to which it 

serves and act as good corporate citizens. Carroll (1991) exemplifies this as engaging in 

community outreach programs, volunteering, supporting charities and charitable acts or 

programs that promote human welfare or goodwill. This is more simply explained as those 

actions that go beyond ethical, moral or financial actions to better the environment and/or 

society. 

 

Figure 1: The Pyramid of CSR (Carroll 1991) 



 

- 10 - 

 

3.1.2 The triple bottom line 

 

Elkington coined the term ‘triple bottom line’ in 1994 and stated that the triple bottom line 

consists of the three P’s; Profit, People and Planet measuring a company's financial, 

environmental and social performance (Benn & Bolton 2011; Triple bottom line 2009). The 

triple bottom line represents a conceptual and analytical framework for reporting and 

accounting on corporate performance, but unlike the more traditional single (financial) bottom 

line, the framework also considers both environmental and social impacts. As a concept the 

framework has been implemented in at least four areas: sustainability accounting, 

development, reporting and CSR (Gale 2012).  

 

The bottom line, referred to as the economic part or profit, distinct which kind of 

responsibility a company can and should take, but also a business needs to make money in 

order to be long-lasting and possess long-term goals. This means that there always is a 

balancing between economy and sustainability among the company’s different stakeholders 

(Elkington 1998). Environmental responsibility, also referred to as planet, is about how a 

company should carry on its business in a long-term which limits its negative impacts on both 

the earth and natural resources. Lastly, the social responsibility or people state that a company 

should be a good citizen, with regard to citizens and stakeholders’ health and wellbeing. 

Elkington (1998) describes how the three dimensions within the triple bottom line are 

integrated, and if any of the dimensions is given a lower priority the others will also be 

affected and in the long-run affects the final outcome. He further states that the unbalance 

would lead to a reduced sustainable development and affect the stakeholders negative. Instead 

of just focus on the profit, Elkington (1994) suggests that the company should talk about all of 

the three parts. Traditionally a company’s annual report would be divided in two parts, 

financial report and an environmental reporting but instead he argues for a bundled report 

where the company's stakeholders easier can evaluate corporate performance in a better way. 

3.1.3 Legitimacy theory 

 

The legitimacy theory presents how firms should act in order to gain legitimacy from society, 

and legitimacy is further considered as the primary reason for engaging in CSR-activities 

(Grafström, Göthberg & Windell 2008). In order to achieve both credibility and trust, 

Borglund, De Geer and Hallvarsson (2008; 2009) believe that a company’s CSR-activities has 

to stem from both a company’s core values and be part of its mission statement in order to be 

recognised and its integrity believed. If not, the company risks being criticized for hypocrisy 

and builds mistrust amongst its stakeholders. 

 

Legitimacy stands for a generalized assumption about firms activities to be proper, desirable 

or appropriate within the societies existing norms, values and beliefs. Both Borglund et al. 

(2009) and Carroll (1991) argues that the legitimacy theory is closely related to the concept of 

CSR. On the basis of activities that an organization undertakes, Jansson (2007) argue that 

legitimacy is given to them if the activities are considered as relevant. Therefore, legitimacy is 

not being given automatically; instead the firm have to prove to their stakeholders that their 

work with CSR is in accordance with the social constructed norms and values. Grafström et 

al. (2008) states that these kinds of norms and values are dynamic and differ between 

countries, which means that firms need to pay attention to both time and specific location 

when implementing CSR. The CSR-activities should be adapted in accordance with the 

specific context and what is considered as legitimate.  
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3.1.4 CSR applied – Code of Conduct 

 

To further implement CSR-activities as part of a company’s values it is common to establish a 

so-called CoC. A CoC constitutes statements of required behaviours and responsibilities, both 

internal and external together with its partners (Benn & Bolton 2011). Further this kind of 

framework usually focuses on social or ethical responsibility issues and illustrates only one 

example of industry self-regulation. The CoC consists of guidelines or recommendations; 

such as freedom of association, wages, and child labour, working hours, health and safety. 

 

CoC can both be voluntary and mandatory, for example the “Responsible Care Code” is 

mandated by chemical industry associations on members within a specific industry, but as yet 

is voluntary since it is not set up as a regulation required by government. Many Non-

Governmental Organizations often require members to adhere to different kind of codes 

(Benn & Bolton 2011). However, often a CoC is initiated because of pressure from external 

operators such as stakeholders, which consist of policies that suppliers agree to by signing 

formal agreements. Egels-Zanden and Bergström (2013) points out how in some cases 

suppliers fail to comply with policies which then forces buyer companies to conduct their own 

audits. Audits can either be conducted by the company itself or by an external organisation. 

The audit process will uncover if there are any deviations to the expected CoC, and the 

partnership will continue as before or if violations are uncovered, the company would be 

issued with a “Corrective Actions Plan” which identifies, what changes are needed in order to 

comply and continue the partnership between the buyer and supplier (Egels-Zanden & 

Bergström 2013). The threat of losing an important business deal should motivate the supplier 

to improve the working conditions and comply with the CoC.     

 

However, is it questionable if the implementation of a CoC alone is effective or not. Benn and 

Bolton (2011) points out the difficulty lies with the buying company which set up the CoC 

rules which the selling company needs to comply with. Brooks (1991) also argues that the 

CoC to some extent can be seen as just window-dressing. He further argues that the level of 

effectiveness depends on how much the Code is being enforced, practised and adhered to, 

which is an argument that is supported by recent research that shows these codes are 

meaningless unless they are integrated by management with all stakeholders (Benn & Bolton 

2011). The creation and development of Codes should be in consultation together with all 

those who may be affected by the Codes; otherwise it would not flow on through the global 

supply chain. 

3.2 Supply Chain 

 

The term ‘supply chain’ refers to the logistics network, including areas such as manufacturing 

and distribution centres, suppliers, warehouses, as well as the movement of raw materials and 

finished products between the different stages of the supply chain (Figure 1). Every part of the 

chain is a contributor to the production, delivery and sale of the specific product which is 

converted from raw materials to end-users (Simchi-Levi, Simchi-Levi & Kaminsky 2007). 

Weele (2014) further illustrates the chain as an industry column. The column consists of a 

series of links (companies), which continue through the different stages of production 

occurring. The differing nature of the supply chain can depending on the number of stages be 

defined as a short or long industry column. The location of the different links within the chain 

can also influence how the material-flow is formed (Weele 2014). 
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Figure 2: Company's supply chain (Chen, I. J. & Paulraj 2004) 

 

3.2.1 Supply Chain Management 

 

‘Supply chain management’ (SCM) is a term used to explain different kind of processes 

within the area of logistics. The concept can be used to describe logistical activities of, 

planning and control of materials together with the information flow both internally and 

externally between different operators within the supply chain. Beyond that, the term can also 

be described to portray inter-organizational issues and/or the relationship between a company 

and its suppliers (Chen, I. J. &  Paulraj 2004). 

 

Traditionally, businesses have solely focused on logistical efficiency improvements with 

internal initiatives. This process is known as “business-orientation”. As an effect of change 

and development towards a new approach to customers and suppliers, it is now rather a 

question of what is more effective to bring together all companies within the supply chain 

(Mattsson 2012). SCM combines planning and control over the supply chain. Simchi-Levi et 

al. (2007) advocates how the management within a supply chain reflects on all areas that 

affect costs but also those that play a significant role in achieving a product that meets 

customer requirements. Further SCM is also seen to be a tool for a company to become more 

efficient and cost-effective through the total management system. SCM encompasses a certain 

level of complexity and its practices are seen as an important factor in determining the success 

of a firm. There are, according to Simchi-Levi et al. (2007), three main critical learnings that 

need to be considered in order to become a successful business. The ability to match specific 

strategies with product characteristics, to replace traditional strategies within the supply chain 

in order to create a more cohesive supply chain that reflect on how decisions made may affect 

others within the supply chain, and lastly the ability to manage risk and uncertainty.  

 

Through the last decades business relationships have gone through a lot of development and 

change. A company’s relationships with its suppliers have strengthened and become more 

important than ever. According to Hallikas and Virolainen (2004) the increased importance on 

supplier chain management can be explained by the industry’s development towards more 

outsourcing and collaboration between companies. The traditional role for assessing the 

quality of a supplier relationship has been on analysing the supplier’s performance from the 

buying company’s perspective and the supplier’s perspective was given small consideration. 

As the business map has been redrawn, a company’s strategies regarding the selection of 

suppliers must be given a higher priority, according to Chen, I. J. and Paulraj (2004), one 

supplier alone can impact an entire supply chain’s performance. Today companies represent a 

significant link within and part of a networked supply chain, which has created more 
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complexity and challenges to manage the entire supply chain in an effective way, both for 

upstream and downstream activities. 

3.3 China – as a global operator 

 

During the last two decades the textile and apparel industry in China has grown quickly 

(McCann 2011). This is mostly, according to McCann (2011), because China has a 

comparative advantage in low-cost labour resources. However, today other countries, for 

example Vietnam or Bangladesh, have arisen as the new low-cost options and therefore made 

the market more competitive (Wang, H., Appelbaum, Degiuli & Lichtenstein 2009). In 

addition to labour, factors such as the cost of raw materials, energy, transport and 

environmental laws and regulations impact the industry (When cheap is not so cheap 2014). 

These factors have made the Chinese industry less competitive, however the country is still 

considered to be one of the world's lowest-cost producers (McCann 2011). The partnership 

between the industry and the government is a key factor for the growth of the Chinese 

industry, and according to McCann (2011) the strategy for achieving future success involves 

the Chinese government working towards creating a textile and apparel sector that no other 

nation can compete with. Further, McCann (2011) points out the government to be a key 

factor in the development of shaping sustainable standards that support the industry. An 

approach to this was when the government in 2008 introduced the Labour Contract Law 

(Wang, H. et al. 2009), a law which requires that an employer write a contract with every 

employee, in order to give the employee more security and income protection (Wang, H. et al. 

2009). However, the new Labour Contract Law is a regulation that can be seen as a 

disadvantage due to the higher costs that it brings firms (Wang, H. et al. 2009). 

3.3.1 Chinese culture 

 

The Chinese are well known for their hard work and many Chinese citizens strive for a better 

and more decent life (Leung 2008). As China is a large country, it is expected that there are 

large differences within the country as well as dissimilarities with other countries. According 

to Gesteland (2012) these differences can for example be in question of language, one day 

you may speak with someone who is able to understand English and on another day you may 

have a conversation with a successful businessman who does not know a word of English. 

The differences in language are also visible within the country since some speak Cantonese, 

whilst others speak Mandarin.  

 

The complexity and diversity of the country, according to Leung (2008), is also further shown 

in how some Chinese are traditional whereas others are not. Gesteland (2012) points out that 

when you want to make business with someone from the Chinese culture it is smart to follow 

their custom ‘first you make a friend, then you make a deal’. It is equally important to go out 

for a meal and discuss other issues and interests other than actual business. This is because 

Chinese do business based on relationships, characteristics and values, and those who intend 

to do business with a person from China should take the time to acquaint themselves with 

these characteristics and thereby build a more honest relationship (Turley 2010). The strength 

of the relationship is important due to the fact that Chinese people value the relationship more 

than a written agreement (Gesteland 2012). 

 

According to Chinese cultural hierarchy, status and respect are important customs and it is 

also important to remain calm and not interrupt a conversation which is considered rude 

(Gesteland 2012). Further Gesteland (2012) also points out that Chinese tend to speak 
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indirectly and advocate that a laugh, instead of signalling amusement may signal stress or 

nervousness. Another important part of Chinese culture is the term ‘losing face’ (Leung 2008) 

and to cause loss of face is hard to recover from and can damage a relationship. ‘Losing face’ 

means to embarrass yourself in public, for example, if a person cannot answer a certain 

question or get corrected or criticized (Gesteland 2012). 
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4 Empirical findings 
This chapter consists of primary data that we have collected through both interviews and 

observations, with respondents at the case companies. All of the respondents and firms are 

being treated as anonymous. In order to make it easier for the reader one firm at a time will be 

presented. 

 

4.1 The Company 

 

The Company is a Scandinavian based online fashion store, whose aim is to offer a wide 

range of the latest trends in fashion for young fashion- and beauty conscious women and men. 

The garments that are distributed to the consumers through their website consists of both own 

production but also external brands. Around 170 employees work at the head office, in 

Scandinavia (The Company’s website 2016). 

 

The firm does not have any in-house production; instead the production is outsourced to 

different parts of the world depending on the nature of the product, such as the quality and 

complexity. In total there are 68 suppliers located in four different countries; UK, Turkey, 

India and China. China represents the biggest player among the countries, with 22 suppliers 

based there.
1
 

 

The Company case has been based on interviews with The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager and one of the buyers, as well as some document analysis of the specific CoC and 

other relevant documents. 

4.1.1 Background of CSR 

 

At the time of the study the firm was still in the beginning of its implementation of CSR, both 

regarding the own business core and the different supply chains. Due to the firm’s rapid 

growth the last couple of years, both in size and turnover, they felt the need to start working 

with CSR. The implementation is also described as a natural step for the firm since they today 

are part of a bigger company group in which CSR is a prioritized question. The CSR & 

Production/Sourcing Manager stated that this laid as the foundations for why The Company 

determined to start implement CSR back in 2013.
2
    

 

I think the big thing about it, is that it today constitutes as a hygiene factor, 

today if you are a company, primarily in Sweden or Scandinavia, then you 

have to work with these questions because if not then you will disappear. [...] 

In our case it fell down from the top of the organization which I think is pretty 

good. I think it needs to fall down from the top in order to be a priorities 

question. - The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager 

 

The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager was asked how hir would define CSR in the firm, 

and then highlight the experienced complexity around the term. Since the concept is broad 

and can mean anything, as well as the fact that The Company is still in the beginning of its 

implementation they have decided to just focus the work mainly to the production of their 

                                                 
1
Interview with The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager, The Company, 18

th 
of March 2016. 

2
Ibid. 
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own garments. In addition, they also strive to support the external purchasing department. For 

example The Company has chosen to sign up to the “Fur-free list”, which then should be 

implemented throughout the whole organisation, both internal and external purchasing.
3
 

 

If you look at it today we have chosen to focus on the social responsible as 

well as the economic, I would say, and less focus on the environmental part. 

[...] We do not have the ability to work with everything. - The CSR & 

Production/Sourcing Manager 

 

The Company plans to identify which CSR objectives they are achieving and continue to 

practice these to a high standard. They also plans to identify which CSR objectives require 

improvement or require guidelines to be put in place to achieve good CSR. That The 

Company has faced such a fast growth is something that is described as a small restriction 

when working with the implementation. The Company constantly adds new suppliers as well 

as new markets for production, which means that much is happening at the same time and 

therefore makes it difficult to prioritize what to focus on.
4
 

4.1.2 Implementation of sustainable practices 

 

Both The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager and The Buyer describe the work with 

sustainable practices as both positive as well as having its obstacles. Since The Company is 

still a small player in the market, the commitment to CSR emphasizes and makes them appear 

as a more attractive business partner. To work with these kinds of practices is not only 

something that helps in the business’s everyday work but also serves as a statement of the 

brand and business. The positive thing about working with CSR is that it makes The 

Company appear more professional, but more still needs to be done and both express certain 

inertia within the organization when it comes to the implementation. Even if the firm has 

chosen to hire a fulltime employee and it works as a statement on its own, The CSR & 

Production/Sourcing Manager hirself still state that there is some contradiction when it comes 

to making the CSR-questions more prioritized.
5
 

 

I think it is kind of classical that the management has this view that they think 

about it as something difficult but also a bit boring. Sometimes they just see 

the costs and not what it really gives you as a company. – The CSR & 

Production/Sourcing Manager 

 

This is further explained as something that makes hir work more difficult. Hir strategy and 

goal for the future is to make the CSR-questions a permanent subject on the agenda for the 

management, make it the first question to be discussed at the meeting, which is not the case 

today. When The Buyer is asked about the structure of the implementation hir also expresses 

a desire for more discussion within the firm and not only “behind closed doors”. Further hir 

thinks that it would be better for the workers to occasionally get a recap on where The 

Company is at in terms of implementation and achieving CSR practices and policies, but also 

as a way of education in order to develop its employees.
6
 

                                                 
3
Interview with The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager, The Company, 18

th 
of March 2016. 

4
Ibid. 

5
Interview with The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager, The Company, 18

th 
of March 2016. 

Interview with The Buyer, The Company, 21
th

 of March 2016. 
6
Ibid. 
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It is not that they hide something from us but at the same time it is not 

something that we discuss that much. If you would talk about it as often as 

sales figures then it would be a total different thing. – The Buyer 

 

Today the main focus and motive for the work of CSR is to achieve a sustainable production, 

and The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager is the only person in the department and 

therefore has the main responsibility. In order to adopt the CSR-concept The Company has 

chosen to develop a CoC, which requires all their suppliers to comply with. The CoC does not 

only aim to increase the transparency and control within the supply chain, but also encourages 

a closer commitment with partners in order to achieve long-term, sustainable social and 

environmental standards.
7
 The CoC is mainly based on internationally recognized standards 

for example the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, The UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child, applicable International Labour Organisation (ILO) Conventions, and national 

legislation. Areas within the CoC are child labour, forced and compulsory labour, 

discrimination, freedom of association and collective bargaining, additional workers rights, 

health and safety, sustainability as well as monitoring and enforcement (The Company 2015). 

 

Even if the above regulations and standards are commonly used in the textile industry, not all 

firms have either the financial capability or value CoC enough to comply with these 

considerations. The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager expressed a gap within the industry 

and when hir meets new suppliers it is common that parts of the CoC are quite new to them 

and have not been implemented into the basic business. A lot of factories that The Company 

start working with are still stuck in the old way of thinking, where it is all about efficiency 

and effectivity, showing a lack of concern in regard to issues like working conditions or 

dangerous chemical ingredients.  However, hir emphasises the importance of fully educating 

suppliers in regard to these matters and that The Company should not dismiss a potential 

cooperation due to the lack of CSR. Instead, they should try to take it to the next level help 

them develop, explain and educate.
8
 

 

My goal is to educate our suppliers. It is better to educate those who are 

good in other ways, which possess the potential and want to improve. Those 

who want to develop can be educated and get our support in order to improve 

the conditions. If we decided to dismiss them for being “bad” then someone 

else will make use of the situation and start work with them and then it will 

not be any improvement for the industry. - The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager 
 

The Company’s work with CSR is therefore expressed as more than just implementing 

standards within their own business. They give thought to taking responsibility to a higher 

level in order to influence the textile industry as a whole, and point it in the right direction 

which is assumed to benefit everyone in the long-term. The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager means that taking sustainable practises and educating the whole industry is 

something that would benefit the industry as a whole and therefore make implementation far 

easier to adopt and applied in the future. The choice to enter into partnerships despite weaker 

fundamentals linked to CSR was also described as a way to enable a smoother 

implementation of their own CoC. When starting a new agreement with a supplier it was 

specifically easier to make demands up front and make them understand the importance to 

work within some given guidelines and framework. When establishing new business 

                                                 
7
Interview with The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager, The Company, 18

th 
of March 2016. 

8
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agreement The Company always demands that their suppliers sign a CoC-document as a part 

of the process, which then acts as a reminder of the policies that they are required to comply 

with.
9
 

4.1.3 CSR and China 

 

The Company has from the start, worked with suppliers in China, and the factors contributing 

to China becoming the most dominant country amongst suppliers are many. In part it is due to 

competitive pricing compared to other countries, but the potential and production capabilities 

are also something that both The Buyer and The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager value 

highly. China also has a great history within manufacturing and in particular the textile 

industry and knows how to be effective when it comes to logistics.
10

   

 

They are very good, have a great knowledge, work hard and are also very 

willing to cooperate. – The Buyer 

 

However, CSR is not always that easy in practice and is described to some extent as 

problematic when it comes to the Chinese context. General obstacles in working with Chinese 

suppliers are the barriers of communication, mostly through geographical and language 

barriers, but also the big differences in culture and cultural barriers. These factors make it 

difficult for The Company to have full control of its suppliers. Many of the suppliers that The 

Company works with do not have any own production and instead have in turn, their own 

suppliers that they work with. The Intermediary, introduced later on, is one example of that 

and serves as an agent that negotiates between The Company and the factories. Further The 

CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager explains that they can never be 100 percent sure that all 

of the production is made where the agents says it is, as it can still be outsourced to another 

sub-supplier, which complicates The Company’s ability to monitor their suppliers and see if 

policies are being followed.
11

 

 

Yes these are our policies, this is what we have to control, but honestly no 

one really has the ability to control everything. Things happens all the time 

and especially when you have so many products that need to be produced and 

with this “fast fashion” and so on… - The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager 

 

Today when it comes to monitoring their suppliers, The Company has up to now only been 

able to arrange prior announced visits in the factories, which The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager describe as restrictive. Since it is difficult to make one’s way through China without 

any native guidance, the inspections have always been done on predetermined dates, which 

hir explains means the visits can be arranged by the suppliers so that the factory and its 

employees will pass the inspection and if any party violates the agreements nothing really 

happens and there is little to no consequence. They do have the option to terminate the 

partnership but The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager explains it is not really seen as a 

good solution since the firm usually cannot afford to lose a supplier, and therefore has to 

compromise on its principles in order to continue business.
12
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So what do the suppliers really think about The Company’s CoC and other requirements? The 

CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager feel that the CSR-policies sometimes are not respected 

by the suppliers, and some just act out of complying as a mere formality. A couple of times a 

year the new updated restricted chemicals list is sent out to all of the suppliers but the firm 

does not really expect the suppliers to read the documents. Because of that The Company has 

to put more attention when it comes to specific products that are known to contain dangerous 

chemicals. Further it is also claimed that a certain negative attitude towards CSR exists, where 

the suppliers only see the additional costs as well as the extra amount of work that needs to be 

put into the production as the problem.
13

 

 

They have to fulfil certain kind of demands in order to make the buying 

company satisfied, otherwise it will be more difficult, but maybe they just do 

this as an “eye-servant” more or less? […] I do not really trust the Chinese, 

they are kind of sneaky sometimes – The CSR & Production/Sourcing 

Manager 

 

The Chinese suppliers are described as money driven and always wanting more; therefore, 

The Company strives to communicate with their suppliers about the benefits of working with 

sustainable practices and the long term gains. The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager 

explains that they always need to make the suppliers aware of the win-win, and the 

competitive advantage that you can gain from it. If a business take these issues into account 

and implement the policies in the organization then they will be more popular among the 

stakeholders and therefore in the long term also make more money.
14

 

4.2 The Intermediary 

 

The Intermediary is a Chinese based supplier that provides quality products in the field of 

textiles; such as clothes, bags, scarves and so on, together with value-added services. The firm 

was founded in 2009 and export their products worldwide but with special focus on Europe. 

With an own design technique department and great experience, they have the ability to 

develop garments mimicked by pictures and in short time (The Intermediary 2015). At the 

office, located in Suzhou, there were approximately 15 employees in different positions, such 

as merchandisers, pattern makers, seamstress, and so on. In total the firm makes 

approximately 1,000 different styles of garments a year, and last season, AW15, The 

Company placed an order for more than 200 styles at the firm.
15

  

 

The Intermediary case has been based on interviews with The Owner and one of the 

merchandisers that have regular contact with the factories, which at the time of the study 

totalled six, all with varying capabilities and specialization. 

4.2.1 Background of CSR 

 

Since 2009 when the firm started its business it has grown quickly. In the start-up stages there 

was only The Owner, and today the firm has 15 employees. From taking on the responsibility 

of managing the business by hirself to where the business is today has been quick, however 
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The Owner describes the quick growth as positive and necessary in order to grow otherwise 

they would disappear. The firm needs more customers to be able to grow further and also 

wants to be able to provide a better service. However, CSR is something that has not been a 

part of the development of the firm and The Owner is unfamiliar with the term as hir uses 

other terms.
16

 

 

CSR, I do not really know what it stands for, because I do not use that term. 

There are other terms instead...about CSR. - The Owner 

 

Although hir did not know the term, The Owner knows the meaning behind it and that it 

would give Chinese people a better quality of life, and it is something that many people in 

China strive for. Hir described that CSR is not a commonly used term in China, and instead of 

bundling issues together, you speak about them as they arise, for example working conditions, 

overtime and etc. The Owner was asked which of the three areas that hir think is the most 

important to work with. The answer was economic responsibility should be number one, and 

second social responsibility and, for now, the third, would be environmental. The Owner 

understand that more and more people are thinking about the environment and the 

government is also emphasising the importance of environmental responsibility, but The 

Owner believes that social responsibility should come first even though hir believes that 

social responsibility is not something hir considers a problem within hir firm, and therefore it 

is not top of mind, which is something that The Merchandiser also agrees with when asked the 

same question.
17

  

Economic development has been important for China’s development, and the manufacturing 

industry has played a key role in the country’s economic growth. Therefore, The Owner 

described economic responsibility as being complex because of rising costs, and expresses 

concern that if economic growth slowed, the country might go back several years in 

development. One reason for increased costs has been due to workers now receiving one day 

of rest every week. Because of the higher costs both factories and customers continue to move 

their production to where it is possible to still achieve lower prices.
18

  

 

So everything is more expensive now, and all costs will be much, much higher 

and also the workers, because to produce our garments is very hard work, 

very hard so few, and no young people enjoy this, so there is few people that 

enjoy this to the cost will be more higher. And this is not good, for a lot 

factories move to poor place like the Bangladesh. - The Owner 

4.2.2 Implementation of sustainable practices 

 

The Owner was asked how the process worked when choosing factories to work with, since 

from time to time they needed to replace which factories they works with due to limited 

capacity and/or higher costs. The Intermediary mostly works with small orders, around 300 

pieces of one style; and they need to find factories that are willing to produce these small 

orders. Because of the government's restrictions, regarding environmental emissions, several 
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of the smaller factories have been forced to close which The Owner expresses as a real 

challenge, especially in finding new factories that suit their criteria.
19

 

 

For us the benefit is not so good, because it is not easy to find a factory that 

can deal with small order, but of course it’s much better for the environment 

which we need to improve, and that’s a good thing - The Owner 

 

The choice of factory also depends on how well they can handle more complex styled 

garments, since the firm mostly provides so called fast fashion styles and not basic styles. For 

example the factories may need to work with two different types of fabrics in the one garment, 

which is described as more difficult and needs more attention to detail. So, the two criteria the 

firm put on the factory is; they have to have the ability to produce these kinds of fashion 

styles, and they have to have the ability to produce small orders.
20

 

 

The hardest part about working with factories is to make them do as you 

wish, the workers have often no education and sometimes we have to teach 

them things. We have to have a lot of patience and understanding. - The 

Merchandiser 

 

There is also the question about price; The Owner says that even if a factory can produce the 

styles as required the price is too high and sometimes even higher than the price The 

Company is willing to pay. This is described as a problem since a lot of factories want to 

cooperate with the firm, but it is not profitable for the factory to do so because of the small 

order size and/or the special demands connected with the CoC. To be able to keep customers, 

for example The Company, the firm have to place a lot more importance on price, and since 

the price is higher compared to production of more basic styles in another country, they must 

generate a higher value for the customer. According to The Owner the value shows itself in 

the hard and smart work. To work hard is very common in China, and the most important 

thing for the firm, to the customer, is to do good and satisfying work and to finish in time, 

therefore overtime work is quite common. Overtime is usually regulated through the CoC, and 

The Owner expresses this as an obstacle that affects hir firm the most. Hir also states that if 

they ask the workers to not work more than eight hours, they will work someplace else for 

example on a restaurant the other hours to earn more money. However, The Owner points out 

that the employee is free to choose, if they do not want to work overtime they do not have to, 

and that they do not ask them to work overtime the workers just do it.
21

 

 

They just want to earn more money, so you know money is never enough. You 

got more, and want more, and then more and more [...]. So nobody thinks it is 

ok, enough. In China most people is like this. We have to work, because if we 

do not have to work, we have nothing. - The Owner 

 

The Owner seeks answers to this “hard-working”-tradition in the history and that China has 

been in several wars and been a poor nation for a long time. The Chinese people want to work 

hard to be able to earn money, because if they do not work they have nothing. Other countries 

have expressed this as a problem, and described the Chinese government as bad and should 

not ask people to work such long hours, but The Owner means that Chinese people knows 

how it is to be poor, and therefore is driven to work and strive to earn more money. Due to 
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this jargon among the Chinese people The Owner expresses that implementation of practices 

that complicates the work is not highly valued.
22

  

 

So in honest, we cannot use the CSR so easy. [...] So about the environmental 

responsible, economic responsible and social responsible is just the fake 

things… - The Owner.  

  

When showing The Company’s CoC-document The Owner recognized it and said that other 

countries want them to work with things like this. The Owner means that other big countries, 

like USA, have unreasonable demands when continually asking for lower and lower price but 

at the same time push China to reduce the CO
2
. This is described as very complex, and The 

Owner does not think it is fair for China since it is impossible to do both.
23

 

4.2.3 CSR and China 

 

The government controls the factories in China and, due to this, if a factory does not follow 

the rules and if the working conditions are not good the government will help the workers. 

The Owner says that they cannot fully control the factories and partly that is the reason why 

they only work with Chinese factories, since it would be even harder to control the factories 

outside the country and it already is difficult. The Owner means that one of the biggest 

reasons why it is even more difficult to control the factories depends on the fact that they only 

have customers that place small orders. With bigger orders from their customers it would be 

easier for the firm to both control the work but also the prices, which is something that The 

Owner sometimes experiences that the customer does not understand.
24

  

 

In question of monitoring, The Merchandiser states that the firm usually visit the factories 

three to five times a month, and that the visits are mostly conducted because of urgent 

problems with the current production that needs to be handled, and not as much in concern of 

the working conditions. Hir further explains that regarding these kinds of questions, most 

firms in China depend on the government to control the rights of the workers and are therefore 

not a prioritized question on the agenda.
25

  

 

Social responsibility I think is not a big problem. - The Owner 

 

The Merchandiser also agrees that the social conditions is not a big problem for them, but 

states that it is still important to work with. Further The Owner talks about working conditions 

as a relative matter, since it depends on what the specific individual are used to. The Owner 

means that the people in China are suitable, and different people have different standards of 

what is good and what is not. This means that if the workers feel that it is good conditions 

then it is suitable for them, even if someone with different standards might say that it is not 

and if so the employee is free to leave and to find a more suitable working place. Every 

country has their view and their problems, and since China is such a big country there is many 

different ways to do things. The Owner means that even in the same family, people have 

different ideas. Therefore, hir believe that it is impossible to find a way of working that suits 

everyone, and that people have to find the working place that is most suitable for them.
26
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As mention, the firm does business with other countries which means that they encounter 

other cultures. The Owner means that the different cultures and different languages can lead 

to misunderstandings. In question of Sweden and China, there are much differences as well as 

similarities. The differences is mostly in trusting each other, The Owner means that many 

Chinese do not trust each other if they do not have a good relationship or if they do not know 

each other. Therefore, when doing business in China it is important to be careful with whom 

you choose as a partner because it is easy to meet people that do not keep their words.
27

  

 

I am very honest, never lie. If I say something that is what they get, but some 

Chinese do. [...] I think keep words it very important, and I trust the Swedes. - 

The Owner 

  

A good relationship is important when making business and The Owner states that it 

facilitates the work. People will make mistakes, like delays or ordering the wrong colour, and 

The Owner means that a good relationship and better understanding for each other will make 

it easier to fix the upcoming problems and to help each other. If there is a problem it is The 

Owner's responsibility to face and deal with it. People should not be treated differently and 

when working with other countries and differing languages, it is important that the parties are 

fair in translating and same thinking. Open and constant communication is important to 

ensure each party is aware what is expected of them.
28

 

4.3 The Factories 

 

In Suzhou we had the possibility to visit two factories, one small and one bigger. Factory 1 is 

one of many factories that produce the garments for The Company. This specific one is 

located outside of Suzhou City. The factory consisted of around 30 employees divided over 

the seven sections with different tasks including sample room, sewing, finesse and control, 

ironing, detail sewing, packing and pattern section.
29

 Factory 2 is a bigger factory that has 

been used before for production of knitwear for The Company. This is located in the south of 

Suzhou, in a smaller town called Zhenze. The factory consisted of around 500 employees 

divided over the departments such as; sewing, cutting, finishing, details, ironing, laundry, 

packing, and etc.
30

     

 

The Factories cases have been based on observations as well as non-structured interviews 

with employees at the factories. At both visits we were guided through the premises. In 

Factory 1 by The Owner and The Merchandiser of The Intermediary and in Factory 2 by one 

of the merchandisers at the factory. 

4.3.1 Factory 1 

 

Factory 1 is the smallest supplier within the study and has been producing garments for The 

Company since 2012. The factory has been in business for approximately 20 years and has at 

the time of the study 30 employees. During the visit The Owner points out several times that 

the factory is quite small, but still has the ability to produce different styles of various kinds of 

fabrics. The factory produces garments in many different fabrics but mostly in woven. The 
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Owner also states that this is one of the biggest reasons why hir chose to start work with the 

factory. Since the beginning and still at the time of the study, the factory only has the ability 

to produce the final pieces and do not produce any own materials. Instead, the materials are 

being purchased from various different subcontractors in China.
31

 

 

The factory was divided into two buildings with three different main focuses; sampling, 

production and packing. At the first department there were working six employees and The 

Owner described that it is where they make a first sample, in order to test the construction 

patterns given by The Intermediary. This process goes back and forth with different 

adjustments to find the best construction before the product is ready for the final production. 

At the same time the sampling room, with its staff, can be able to solve construction problems 

directly at the factory if necessary. Since the department is located in the same building as the 

final production it also facilitates the communication and minimises the risk for mistakes and 

problems in the production. In the production department the fabrics go through the different 

kinds of stages, from the basic stitching of the garment pieces to more specialised detail 

sewing. All of the workers within the department of production, independent of their task, 

operate in the same room. The sound level is observed as quite noisy, but none of the workers 

wear either protective glasses or earmuffs. Instead many of the workers have plugged in their 

earphones connected to their phones or music device.
32

 

 

Much of the work in the production department is repetitive, where one person is responsible 

for the same task during the whole process. The Owner explains that the process is almost the 

same no matter which product is produced. This means that the same employee always for 

example sews the hem or attaches the buttons. The tables are low and most of the workers 

lean forward in what appears as a bad and unsustainable posture for a whole working day. A 

normal working day in the factory is advised by The Owner, to be usually nine hours with one 

hour lunch break. In addition to that overtime is quite common, especially since the factory is 

small in question of size and the demand for finishing work on time is high. When questions 

about the wages for the workers are asked, the answers are different depending on who is 

asked. The Owner states that the factory workers earn approximately 4000-5000 RMB per 

month, but when The Merchandiser is asked the same question hir answer is 3000-4000 

RMB.
33

  

 

Regarding the safety in the factory the observation shows that the factory is equipped with 

one fire extinguisher, which is clearly accessible. Further all of the workers are also, 

according to The Merchandiser, insured during their working day, which is supplied and 

arranged by the boss of the factory. In some factories the boss also provides both food and a 

dorm at the factory premises for the workers to live. The Owner explains that Factory 1, due 

to its small size, does not have the ability to provide its workers with that kind of concession, 

instead workers are locals and live nearby.
34

 

4.3.2 Factory 2 

Factory 2 is the big supplier in this study and has been in business since 1993, and the firm 

employs approximately 500 people divided over the different departments. At the time of the 
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study the factory does not produce garments for The Company, and has not since around 2013 

when they made some knitting wear for them. The reason for ending the cooperation is 

explained by The Owner, and depends on the fact that the order sizes are way too small in 

order to be profitable for the factory as well as The Company. Further hir says that in order to 

be able to work with the factory the firm is required to put orders on several thousand pieces, 

and today none of hir’s customers have the ability but still have hopes for the future. Factory 

2 is described as an attractive business partner since they are good at what they do and 

multifaceted. At the time of the study they mostly work with cotton but also sometimes mixed 

with polyester, viscose or nylon. For some special brands, The Factory Merchandiser tells, 

that they also work with more expensive materials as for example merino wool, and that all of 

the materials are bought in the nearby area.
35

 

 

When guided through the premises, which were five in total, The Factory Merchandiser said 

that The Factory is working on both jerseys and knitting wear today. The Factory is divided 

into eight departments; with everything from the basic knitting, cutting, sewing, to more detail 

work such as buttoning, labelling and also departments for laundry and ironing. As for 

capacity, The Factory is said to make about 100 000 pieces per month and the biggest 

customer is from the US. All of the workers have their own station and table where they 

always sit. In order to keep track of which employees work at which station, all of the sub-

departments have an employee-scheme with pictures and names of the employees that are 

supposed to be there. The routine is the same every day and a normal working day for the 

factory workers is said to be 10 hours long. The Factory Merchandiser explains that the wages 

for the scheduled work is 4000 RMB per month and that overtime is included in the wages.
36

 

 

In China money is most important, like is second. - The Factory Merchandiser 

 

When The Factory Merchandiser was asked about CSR and the working conditions for the 

factory workers, hir expresses a surprise over the term. Hir had never heard the specific term 

before, and when questioned about working conditions, hir was told that the business does not 

prioritise those issues.
37

 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility? No, I don’t know it. - The Factory 

Merchandiser 

 

During every working day the workers have a one hour break for lunch, and the factory 

provides them with free lunch in the collective lunchroom. Adjacent to the factory premises 

was an apartment complex built like dormitories where the workers have the option to rent a 

bed in a room with three other workers. The Factory Merchandiser describes it as an extra 

concession for the workers since they only have to pay a fee for electricity and water. In 

addition, all of the floors in the factory had a so called ‘rest room’, with a toilet and lockers 

for personal belongings included. These toilets were very simple compared to those which 

were located in the head building, where the merchandisers and boss had their office and the 

sample room is located. In the rest room the toilets were shielded by simple booths.
38
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5 Analysis and discussion 
This chapter consists of the analysis of the collected empirical findings in relation to the 

theory. The idea is to analyse and discuss the findings in order to meet our purpose and 

answer the research questions, and thereby be able to draw conclusions in the next chapter. 

 

5.1 Meaning of CSR 

 

The roots for sustainable practices, like CSR, are often influenced by external pressure. As 

both Egels-Zandén (2007) and Pruett (2005) claim discussions around working rights and 

working conditions have led to an increased requirement from stakeholders on businesses to 

start taking responsibility and be more sustainable within their production. Something that is 

also confirmed in this case study. The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager expressed an 

external pressure as one of the contributing factors that made The Company proactive when it 

comes to sustainable practices. The external pressure originated from both the textile industry 

itself but also as a pressure from media. Gadde and Snehota (2000) states that CSR today is a 

crucial aspect within the fashion industry, and is a tool for managing the supply chain. This is 

also supported by The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager, who describes CSR as a 

hygiene factor and sees the concept as something that every firm needs to bear in mind and 

work with today in order to survive the great competition on the market. This can be seen as a 

way of gaining legitimacy, which both Grafström et al. (2008) and Borglund et al. (2009) 

states as the primary reason for why firms chose to engage in CSR. 

 

However, the implementation of CSR is connected to several obstacles and one of the 

problems that have arisen is the different terminology that surrounds the term behind it. CSR 

is broad and can be applied differently both depending on the specific construction of a 

company and its given context. This lack of a clear and concrete definition can, as cited 

before; according to Faisal (2010) be a critical factor within the implementation of sustainable 

practices, a problem that is also supported by the empirical findings. In question of The 

Company case, The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager expressed a certain difficulty 

related to the term and its boundaries. Since the concept comprises of a lot of different areas 

within sustainability, The Company felt the need for shaping its own focus and definition of 

CSR, which is to achieve sustainable production mostly through social and economic 

responsibility. A more clear definition of the concept would be preferable but it is hard to 

achieve, and therefore makes it hard to explain to other parties.   

 

The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager expresses the difficulty in having their own 

definition, since when implementing CSR in the supply chain they have to deliver it in 

another perspective to make the suppliers understand. This complexity was brought up during 

both the interview with The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager and The Owner. The CSR 

& Production/Sourcing Manager expressed a certain inertia connected to the implementation 

since most of the suppliers do not know or even consider issues within the CSR concept. This 

was discovered during the interview with The Owner, when a lower level of awareness and 

knowledge was uncovered. The Chinese operators within the supply chain have lower 

knowledge of CSR, at the same time; they do not consider themselves as having problems 

with the social aspect. Therefore, not much attention is put on these kinds of issues and we 

believe that the CoC-requirements are not being seriously valued. We further believe that an 

extended level of both consideration and awareness about social issues among the different 

operators within the textile supply chain would result in an increased and greater interest for 
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questions related to CSR. But if there are parties within the same supply chain that have 

different definitions or do not even know the actual term CSR, how can the implementation 

be successful and how can sustainability be accomplished? 

5.2 Managing CSR within the supply chain 

 

To manage a supply chain is generally a complex task, especially in the case of a supply chain 

that includes many operators and has an international character. The control that a firm can 

have over its suppliers is limited, this since the suppliers carry on their own business logic 

with their customers. Businesses include many different relationships, which are social 

constructions that through interaction continuously change, and therefore it is difficult to 

bypass both uncertainty and misunderstanding. The relationship between the different 

operators within the supply chain are connected with special bonds, which affect how these 

operators evaluate, perceive and treat others. For example, did The Company express a certain 

difficulty connected to discussions about social value with its supplier, this because of the big 

variances of awareness in this matter compared to the Swedish perception. 

 

Another obstacle among many, concerning the managing of the supply chain, is 

communication. Gesteland (2012) states that communication, both including the spoken word 

as language but also the given culture can be seen as boundaries when it comes to business 

relationships over land borders. The Company mostly works with international partners and 

therefore has to handle these kinds of obstacles. Within this study, the respondents express in 

different ways how the communication is seen as a problem, something that supports 

Gesteland’s (2012) theory. All of the respondents stated that communication continuously 

leads to discussions and obstacles within the operation of production as well as for the 

implementation of CSR. Mostly the communication issues were highlighted through stories 

about misunderstandings, which have occurred within the supply chain and have led to both 

unnecessary hostile relationships such as production delays which make the work more 

difficult.   

 

One way of getting more control over its supply chain is to establish a CoC constituting of 

required behaviours and responsibilities. According to Benn and Bolton (2011) the CoC is an 

effective way to achieve a coherent value-system for both internal and external use. These 

codes are usually set up by one part, often by the buying firm, and are then expected to be 

followed by the other partners within the supply chain. As a strategy for their work with CSR 

and sustainable practices The Company chose to develop a CoC-document, based on 

established policies within the textile industry. The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager 

expressed that the CoC not only gave the impression of having more control but also was 

perceived to give the firm a more professional image to its partners as well as to the industry. 

In contrast to the positive progressions about CoC and their influence, as mentioned there are 

some that argue for a more critical approach. Brooks (1991) states that the CoC often just act 

as window-dressing and lack the depth required to be effective, since firms often do not 

expect partners in the supply chain to follow. The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager said 

that the requirements should be followed by all their suppliers but that The Company in some 

extent does not expect the partners to thoroughly read the documents. Obviously this can be 

seen as a problem and as cited by, Brooks (1991) the efficiency of the code depends on how 

well it is supported and how much attention is put on it. In our study, it emerged that there is a 

lack of integration, where the CoC is implemented through a more distinct stakeholder 

management agreement which is further stated to be a significant element in order to 

accomplish a sustainable and credible CoC.  
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Audits are one way of both ensuring that the CoC is followed but also demonstrate to 

stakeholders that the activities are in accordance and through that gain legitimacy. The audits 

can either be conducted by the own firm or an external operator. For The Company all of the 

audits have been performed by the own firm at given dates and times, by The CSR & 

Production/Sourcing Manager or the CEO. This was described as a limitation since partners, 

like The Intermediary and The Factories can arrange the observations in advance and 

embellish the look of how the production is carried out. The empirical findings also show that 

The Company lacks a clear plan for how to handle situations where the suppliers do not 

adhere to the stated codes. Egels-Zanden and Bergström (2013) suggests that if a supplier 

does not follow the CoC the buying company should question the partnership and where 

possible lead to some kind of sanctions in order to signify an undesirable behaviour. It was 

said that The Company in the past has determined suppliers that has not followed the 

requirements. However, both The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager and The Owner 

expressed that they have to assess the pros and cons when it comes to the suppliers’ 

engagement to the CoC. They neither have the means or the ability to lose an otherwise good 

supplier, which is an extension of their lack of executive authority. This could be considered 

as a significant weakness within the implementation process. What is the aim of having a CoC 

if it is not followed by all of the parties within the supply chain? Further, monitoring of the 

suppliers has within this study arisen as a problem due to the lack of control. The Owner 

states that they cannot control the factories and do not have much to say in the way The 

Factories do their work. Hir further described this lack of executive authority as an effect of 

both The Intermediary and The Company’s size in relation to what is required to be 

accomplished. This further means, in contradiction to Egels-Zanden and Bergström (2013), 

that The Company does not have the power to fully perform its sustainable work since they 

lose the last important part of the control, which therefore complicates the implementation. 

5.3 Western culture implemented to the Eastern 

 

As discovered by the empirical findings there are a certain contradictions between the 

perceived control and the actual exercised one. Both The Buyer and The CSR & Production/ 

Sourcing Manager experienced a higher level of control within the supply chain from working 

with CSR and more specifically through the CoC documents that it used. At the same time the 

results from this study show that the level of control limited and the effectiveness of the CoC 

could therefore be questioned. The perceived level of control might be an extension of the 

expressed mutual trust that all of the respondents highlighted as the most valuable attribute in 

a business relationship. However, even if this trust is mentioned by both parties, it seems 

more difficult to achieve, which we partly believe depends on old conventional stereotypes. 

As Gesteland (2012) states the Chinese people in general value the relationship more than the 

written agreement which is another sign of the clash between East and West. In the western 

culture the written agreement is something that we, the authors of the study, believe is 

considered as the highest valid proof of a business relationship and should therefore be 

followed. 

 

Additionally, we find the perceived contradictions surrounding the sustainable practices as 

interesting. The Owner of The Intermediary experiences pressure from its customers to 

comply with the CoC that is setup but at the same time the firm is also expected to lower its 

prices and also maintain a certain level of quality. Customers of The Intermediary, for 

example The Company, provide the firm with CoC:s which they require and demand the firm 

to apply. These policies leave The Intermediary with an abundance of responsibility which 
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The Owner described as unreasonable in comparison with the size of the firm. Something that 

confirms Benn and Bolton’s (2011) argument about a mutual construction of codes, they need 

to be developed in consultation by all the parties that will be affected by the codes. Together 

with Brooks (1991) they support the theory that CoC needs to be integrated with the 

management in order to be effective, which is also supported by the case study. The empirical 

findings show that there is a certain gap between what The Company aims to achieve and 

what is actually put into consideration by their supplier The Intermediary. According to the 

respondents at The Intermediary, the CoC mostly distracts them from their work and makes it 

more difficult for them to manage the rest of the supply chain. Instead of seeing the long-term 

advantages that the codes can lead to they see the higher costs and more work that needs to be 

put into the business, which support the inertia that The Company also expresses. These 

findings clearly illustrate the differences between the two cultures when it comes to their 

norms and valuations. As Chen, T. et al. (2014) mentions the adoption of CSR on the Chinese 

market occurred late in comparison with other countries. Because of that these kinds of values 

and consideration have not been present in the Chinese way of thinking until lately. 

According to The Owner Chinese people have a different way of thinking partly because of 

their troubled history with long wars and poverty. We believe that this can have a significant 

effect on why firms as well as individuals in China possess less awareness concerning CSR in 

compared to their European partners. The Chinese business model has been focused on lifting 

the country out of poverty, and the business logic is highly money driven. CSR can therefore 

be seen as a whole “new” way of thinking for the Chinese firms, which therefore might 

explain the inertia within the implementation of The Company’s CoC among their Chinese 

suppliers.  

 

In contradiction to the definition problem, Dahlsrud (2008) argues that the managing of CSR 

does not fail because of fuzzy terminology but instead should be explained as a lack of 

understanding of social constructions and how to adopt strategies within a certain context. It is 

argued that a firm’s CSR activities should be adapted in accordance with what is to be 

considered as legitimate in the certain context that the business operates within. Grafström et 

al. (2008) mean that firms have to adapt CSR-activities based on what is considered to be 

legitimate in the specific area of operation. CSR is a concept that derives from the Western 

world and Wang, L. and Juslin (2009) describes the difficulty to implement a concept that 

originated from a different culture than it would be implemented in. Further they state that the 

slow expansion of CSR in China lies in the fact that the concept does not take the Chinese 

traditions or culture in consideration. This is something that the empirical findings support, 

which shows that both the Swedish and the Chinese firms experience difficulties connected to 

the CoC. The Company felt a difficulty in the implementation, and making the code highly 

prioritized and respected by their suppliers, in comparison to The Intermediary and The 

Factories which experience difficulty when complying with The Company’s CSR 

requirements within the Chinese context. Something that was discovered as especially 

difficult regarding the CoC was the demands regarding working time, demands that seem to 

be impossible given the Chinese context. All of the Chinese respondents described in similar 

ways how the Chinese people have a different way of thinking and that the long working days 

from their perspective are just a way for earning money and have a decent life.  

 

To develop and implement a CoC, within the cultural diversity, seems from the empirical 

findings to be difficult. A genuine interest for CSR is revealed by the study to have a 

significant factor when working with these kinds of issues. Within The Company case, both 

respondents (The Buyer and The CSR & Production/Sourcing Manager) prove to have a 

sincere interest for both their work as well as CSR, which did not arise in the same extent 
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from the other operators within the supply chain. The greater interest of CSR, within The 

Company case, could be explained because the employees possess a greater knowledge and 

that was shown to be quite absent within both the cases of The Intermediary and The 

Factories, and therefore could explain a deficient interest. Thus, not said that there is a lack of 

interest but the result of this study indicated that The Intermediary as well as The Factories 

might have a deeper interest for other issues. Such areas of issues that were mentioned where 

for example improving quality, increasing profits or obtaining more control over its 

production, which possibly could be an outcome from working with CSR. As Elkington 

(1998) states the CSR concept could be divided into three parts; environmental, financial and 

social. As authors of this study, we believe that The Intermediary and The Factories might put 

more focus and effort on the financial part rather than on the social part, which is the part of 

CSR that is the selected focus in this study. 
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6 Conclusions 
This final chapter will represent the conclusions of this case study. The two research questions 

of the study, How do Chinese companies within the supply chain relate to CSR? and How 

does the cultural diversity between Sweden and China affect the implementation of CSR?, will 

be answered. Lastly we present recommendations for further research within the area. 

 
 

CSR is, as mentioned earlier, an issue of great importance in today's society. Earlier research 

has argued that difficulty within the implementation of sustainable practices for example 

CoC:s, as well as questionable effectiveness. The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the 

research on the area by describing and discussing CSR within a global supply chain, with 

special focus on the Swedish/Chinese context. The two questions that aimed to support the 

analysis for this thesis were: How do Chinese companies within the supply chain relate to 

CSR? and How does the cultural diversity between Sweden and China affect the 

implementation of CSR?. Since the two research questions were discovered through the 

process of this study to highly correlate with each other, we have decided to discuss and 

conclude them together.  

 

Through the study it has been discovered that the realization of CSR and especially 

implementation of a specific CoC is easier said than done. Both the interviews as well as the 

observations have given us a new perspective of the challenges that the operators in the textile 

industry daily face. We have experienced the reality behind the industry, how it actually 

works and through these observations achieved further knowledge and understanding of the 

complexity and the parties behind the supply chain. The first question of this study focuses on 

the understanding of CSR among the different parts of the supply chain. Our analysis shows 

that the meaning and awareness of CSR significantly differs among the operators, which 

seems to make the implementation even harder. Even if the term CSR is a constructed concept 

from the Western world, our study shows that also firms from the West have trouble defining 

what it fully consists of and therefore feel the need for shaping its own definition. Our 

conclusion is supported by earlier studies that have highlighted how CSR is connected to a 

lack of a clear definition which makes it difficult for firms to know what they actually work 

with. The outcome of CSR practices are in a large party connected to what CSR is stated to 

be, which differ from different spokespersons of the supply chain. In general, CSR is about 

taking social responsibility for the surroundings, but in our opinion these activities also have 

other purposes. Purposes that rather serve the own benefit and makes the firm look good to 

the public. The Company equalise CSR with a way of getting a more professional image as 

well as more control over its supply chain. Through the findings we have discovered that the 

buying companies’ possibility to control the supply chain is limited, and in some extension we 

believe that the CoC to some extent contribute to this limitation. At the agent and factory 

level, CSR is largely equivalent to overtime as cited during interview. This, since it is the part 

that is most notable for them and affects their work the most. As discovered through both 

interviews and observations we have witnessed that the suppliers in some cases finds their 

own ways for work past the demanded codes in order to obtain the quality and price that is set 

for their work. These findings contribute to our conclusions that points out the great 

importance for the buying firm’s and the supplier’s understanding and awareness of questions 

related to CSR in order to together create a sustainable business logic.   

 

The second question of the study is concerned with whether the cultural diversity between 

Sweden and China is affecting an implementation of CSR in a global supply chain. Our 
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findings show that it is clear that you need both perseverance and great knowledge when 

performing CSR in the global world. An intentionally deliberated CoC may be a good start 

but with wrong strategy and management supporting the implementation the policies bears an 

extensive risk for becoming harmful to the other operators within the supply chain instead. 

This study can corroborate earlier studies with the fact that companies have the will and desire 

to work with issues regarding CSR but lack the knowledge on how it should be done in the 

most effective and sustainable way. The cultural barriers through both language and 

valuations can be seen as obstacles through the continual process of working with sustainable 

practices. The initial stage where the CoC is presented with these documents is a critical step 

in the implementation, but the whole process concerning managing and controlling the 

continuous work is difficult also.  

 

When it comes to managing the suppliers and ensuring that the CoC is followed, the analysis 

shows that the case firm continually discuss some of the questions as they arise along the 

production process as well as performing more formal audits at their suppliers’ premises. But, 

further the empirical findings show that the audits are not performed as thoroughly as they 

could because of many difficulties connected to it. First of all, CSR is experienced as difficult 

within the Chinese context, which mainly is due to a lack of awareness and knowledge. Social 

values are discovered to not be as much significant as in the Western world, or it might be 

said that the Chinese firms have a different way of thinking and reflect upon social 

responsibilities. These findings show that it is experienced to be difficult and sometimes 

impossible to adopt a Western framework of standards in a developing country such as China. 

We recommend firms to rethink their position and power compared to others, and not only 

presumes their valuations to be the right. The CoC might be good but the firms should also 

question if it really make a difference. As a Western firm we might think that we have the 

“right” perspective on the world and know what is right and what is wrong. However, which 

truth is the right one, and who can say that their point of view is the one that should be 

applied? 

6.1 Further research 

 

The research that has been done on CSR has mostly been from the buying firms’ perspective 

and how they benefit from work with sustainable practices. Due to a lack of research that 

highlights also the suppliers’ point of view, we decided to aim this study at how the suppliers 

relate to CSR. Since China is one of the largest players on the textile market, we decided to 

focus on suppliers within this specific context and how this affects the implementation. We 

consider this area both interesting and highly relevant, and in need for further research. 

Further our findings and conclusions may not be able to generalize to another industry nor 

context. Therefore, we recommend further research with a higher number of respondents to 

bring more clarity.  

 

Since our study shows that it is difficult to implement the Western point of view of CSR in a 

firm in the East, we find it interesting to know more about what factors that could determine a 

successful implementation of CSR and CoC:s, and therefore recommend further studies 

within this area. Connected to our aim and findings, we consider that it would be 

recommended to further research how the implementation of CSR in China could be even 

more efficient in the future. 
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Appendix 

 
Interview guide – The Company 
 
Initial questions 

1. Explain your role at the company, and for how long have you worked for the 

company? 

2. How does your background in CSR look like?  

 

CSR engagement 
 

1. How would you define CSR in The Company? 

2. Could you tell us about what factors that contributed to the implementation of CSR? 

a. When did “The Company” start working with CSR? 

3. How has the work with CSR developed over time? 

4. What is your view on investing in sustainable practices, like CSR? 

a. How do you reflect over the fact that these kind of practices in short term could 

lead to increased costs but that in the long term leads to potential benefits that 

would increase your profitability? 

b. What about the complex situation regarding cutting costs to remain 

competitive in a competitive market but also investing in sustainable practices? 

Do you see it as a dilemma? 

5. What benefits do you see for The Company from working with CSR (codes of 

conduct)? 

a. Which have been the most prominent? How would you rank the factors? 

6. What is your view of CSR as a possibility to gain a competitive advantage? 

7. What obstacles do you see from working with CSR? 

a. Which have been the most prominent in The Company? 

8. What kind of actions would assist in improving your CSR practices? 

9. Could you tell us about your expectations when it comes to the future development of 

CSR in: 

a. The industry?  

b. The Company? 

Managing supply chain 
1. Could you tell us about how The Company’s supply chains have been constructed?  

a. What factors determine “The Company’s” choice of suppliers?  

b. What factors contributed to the decision to work with suppliers in China?  

i. How many suppliers are there? 

2. What benefits and obstacles do you see working with suppliers in China?  

3. Could you describe The Company’s supplier relations in question of CSR? 

4. How did your suppliers respond to your CSR-initiatives? 

a. Do you see any difference between the attitudes towards CSR, comparing your 

different supply chains? 

b. Where there any problems during the implementation? 

c. Do you find that your engagement with CSR have changed the relations with 

your suppliers? 

5. Regarding CSR within your Chinese suppliers, do you have special demands on them? 

If, what kinds? 
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6. How do you communicate with the suppliers about CSR? 

7. How is the work with CSR monitored among your suppliers? How do you ensure that 

they comply with your policies? 

Interview guide – The Intermediary 

Initial questions 
1. When did the company start its business? 

2. What is your role in the company? 

3. Could you tell us about what the company do? 

a. Can you describe the company structure? Different departments? 

4. How many employees are there? Of whom are men/women? 

CSR engagement 
1. How would you define CSR? 

2. In your company, how has the work with CSR developed over time? 

3. Why do you work with CSR? 

4. What is your view on investing in sustainable practices, like CSR? 

a. What’s your view on complying with the code of conduct that companies like 

The Company set up for you and your business? 

5. What benefits do you see from working with CSR (codes of conduct) when it comes to 

your productivity? 

6. What obstacles do you see from working with CSR?  

Partner relationships 
1. What factors determine your choice of factories?  

2. How many factories do you work with? 

3. What benefits and obstacles do you see working with partners in Sweden?  

4. Why do you believe your customers, like The Company, chose you as their supplier? 

5. Do you find that the implementation of CSR have changed the relations with your 

partners? 

6. How do your company monitor that the policies are compiled among your factories? 
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