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Executive Summary 

 
In light of the challenges that climate change and international trade pose to the developing 

world, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has gained much attention in recent years. In 

particular, major incidents such as the Rana Plaza disaster in Bangladesh sparked worldwide 

outrage. This MSc thesis has examined the approach of the Dutch government, in which jointly 

with the private sector and NGOs rules are set up that should improve the CSR situation  in the 

global textile and garment sector. This Agreement on Sustainable Garment and Textile (ASGT) 

requires firms to be aware of their global value chain and to improve the CSR situation 

wherever necessary. This research focusses on why firms decide to join such an agreement. 

Through a survey with 12 participating firms, interviews with relevant stakeholders and a 

contextual analysis of the agreement, this thesis has identified several prevailing motivations 

that explain why firms might have joined the ASGT. Firms’ reasons to participate in the ASGT 

seem to derive from social norm adherence, market demand and a desire to avoid future costs. 

Within these different categories, several aspects are valued more than others. Firms do not 

seem to be influenced by political pressure or by major incidents such as the before mentioned 

Rana Plaza disaster. They rather view CSR as an emerging norm and want to be frontrunner. 

They also expect consumer demand to increase in the future and view the ASGT as a 

framework fostering cooperation and learning from other firms. The advantages that firms can 

yield from their participation in the ASGT are felt differently by different groups of firms. 

Firms that adhere to a Business to Business model seem to expect to gain more goodwill from 

the ASGT than other firms. Firms that are solely active on the Dutch market view CSR more 

as  a prevailing norm than other groups. Firms that promote their efforts in CSR seem to feel 

that the ASGT contributes to a better image than other groups. These are just three of the many 

findings that are discussed  in this thesis.  

 

In light of the small sample of this research project, one has to be careful with generalising the 

results of this thesis to the wider population or to other product sectors. Nevertheless, this thesis 

has explored the possibilities for future research. The agreement has come into force only since 

2016. Its achievements are therefore not clear yet. However, since over 35% of the Dutch 

garment and textile market has joined the ASGT, the agreement covers a wide scope of firms, 

which can be seen as a major success in the field of CSR.  
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Introduction 
 

Corporate Social Responsibility in the Netherlands 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is gaining ground. Political actors and academics have 

devoted much attention to firms' responsibilities when it comes to the social and environmental 

harm that their activities might cause (SER, 2010; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 51).1 

Increasingly, NGOs hold firms accountable for issues such as poor labour conditions occurring 

in their global value chain (see for instance Clean Clothes Campaign, 2016; CNV 

Internationaal, 2015; Fair Trade and Akter, 2016). Major disasters as the 2013 Rana Plaza 

collapse in Bangladesh have led to increased public attention to CSR (see for instance de 

Zwaan, 2013; Wittenberg, Chandran, 2013). In several sectors, such as food, consumers have 

become aware of the circumstances in which products are produced (NOS, 2016). Today, 

products as chocolate and coffee are predominantly available with a fair trade trademark. 

Regarding garment and textile however, consumer demand is still very low (GFK, 2016).  

 

In the Netherlands, Minister Ploumen of Development Cooperation and International Trade 

has combined the two agendas of Aid and Trade and initiated several CSR agreements with the 

private sector to improve labour and environmental conditions in international trade (SER, 

2014; Rijksoverheid, 2013). The Dutch Government has acknowledged that while it possesses 

the means to regulate the production within Dutch territory, the possibilities to regulate 

production taking place in other states, especially outside the EU, is limited (Ministerie van 

Buitenlandse Zaken, 2013: 3). The agreements between the Dutch government, the private 

sector and NGO's rely therefore on co-regulation: companies agree voluntarily to commit 

themselves to the implementation of certain standards negotiated between the private sector 

and the Dutch government (Rijksoverheid, 2016). An independent body that consists of 

representatives of industry associations and NGOs monitors this implementation and is 

responsible for sanctioning in the case of non-compliance. 

 

Minister Ploumen aimed at closing 13 of these agreements with different sectors before the end 

of 2016. Although the planning has been a bit delayed, up to present four agreements have been 

successfully concluded with different sectors. These are agreements in the garment and textile 

sector, the banking sector, the vegetable protein sector and the forestry sector (Rijksoverheid 

                                                 
1 See the section on theory for a comprehensive overview of different academic approaches to Corporate Social 
Responsibility. 
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2017). The Dutch Social-Economic Council coordinates the negotiations between firms, 

government and NGOs, which resembles the set-up of the Dutch “polder model”.2  

 

The Agreement on Sustainable Garment and Textile (ASGT) 

The CSR agreements mentioned above have been supported by substantial parts of the private 

sector. Firms that joined the Agreement on Sustainable Garment and Textile (ASGT) cover 

over 35% of the Dutch textile retail market. Minister Ploumen's ambitions do not stop there. 

She aims at increasing this percentage to 80% in the near future and wants to expand firm 

participation to international firms active on the Dutch garment and textile retail market. 

(Rijksoverheid, 2016). The firms that commit themselves to this agreement have dedicated 

themselves to substantial CSR improvements in their production, on areas as labour conditions, 

environmental impact and transparency. This improvement is meant to take place within a 

timeframe of 3-5 years (SER, 2016: 6). Every firm participating is required to thoroughly 

analyse its supply chain and to improve those areas in which improvement can be achieved 

(SER, 2016; Wintermans, 2017). As one can assume, this involves significant costs. The ASGT 

is therefore not a likely case from a business perspective, as a large segment of the textile and 

garment sector joined this agreement and is likely to incur significant costs whereas the amount 

of consumers willing to spend more on CSR produced garment and textile is relatively small.   

 

Research question 

Although the garment and textile sector seems enthusiastic to produce more sustainably for 

several years already, consumers have not shown the same eagerness to buy sustainable 

products (GFK, 2016). The unlikely nature of this case provides ground for research. Did these 

firms join the ASGT because of changing social norms and do they have a genuine passion for 

sustainable fashion? Why is it that so many firms seem eager to join these agreements? This 

thesis will discuss the voluntary CSR commitments that firms make, specifically in the case of 

the ASGT and firms active on the Dutch retail market for garment and textile. The research 

question of this MSc thesis will therefore be: 

 

What motivates retailers active on the Dutch garment market to support the 

Dutch Agreement on Sustainable Garment and Textile? 
 

                                                 
2 The polder model is a consensus based Dutch approach that entails negotiations between employers, labour 
unions and government on labour issues. 
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In the case of the ASGT and the garment sector it is unclear what particular reason the main 

motivation is for firms’ CSR commitment. Several authors have argued that not much is known 

yet on the extent that the private sector can be an appropriate partner in achieving public goals 

(e.g. Kim and Darnall, 2016: 327). Researching whether a dominant motivation exists to join 

a CSR agreement such as the ASGT therefore adds to existing knowledge on firm motivations 

to join CSR agreements. Particularly in light of the required investment-consumer demand 

discrepancy earlier discussed, it is very interesting to research what motivates firms to join an 

agreement as the ASGT. Moreover, since the Dutch government’s approach of initiating co-

regulating agreements with the private sector to foster CSR is quite novel, researching firms’ 

motivations to join these agreements provides policy makers with new insights for future 

arrangements. If the results of this thesis identify key motivations that drive firms to join CSR 

agreements such as the ASGT, and if these motivations depend on certain characteristics of the 

garment and textile sector that can also be found in other product sectors, the findings of this 

research would be generalisable to those sectors.  

 

Structure of the thesis 

In order to answer the research question this thesis structured as follows. The first chapter will 

use existing literature to define the concept of CSR and discusses three dominant debates in 

which this thesis can provide new insights. The second chapter will then outline different 

theoretical perspectives on why firms join CSR agreements, identify the dependent and 

independent variables and will formulate hypotheses based on the existing literature. This 

chapter is the theoretical foundation of this research project. The third chapter will  identify 

and justify the sample, population and methodology. It will also operationalise the dependent 

and independent variables into measurable indicators. The fourth chapter will then discuss the 

ASGT itself to contextualise the results of this thesis. This will guide the data collection that is 

analysed in the fifth chapter. This thesis will be finished with a concluding chapter that 

discusses the generalisability of this research, that will do recommendations for future research 

and that will discuss the implications of this research project for society and for the academic 

literature on CSR.   
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Literature Review on CSR 
 

A broad stream of literature discusses CSR. As can be expected with a widespread concept as 

CSR, many different concepts are used by different authors. This literature review aims to 

provide a comprehensive overview of these different CSR definitions that exist in order to 

apply this concept to the ASGT. Afterwards, this chapter will devote attention to three 

dominant debates in the CSR literature. This literature review will outline these different 

perspectives. These debates show the disagreement that exists in the literature. The findings of 

this thesis can provide new insights to these debates and therefore contribute to present 

knowledge of firms’ CSR engagements. 

 

Defining Corporate Social Responsibility 

This section will briefly discuss several definition used by academia and organisations such as 

the OECD and the UN.3 Several authors have defined CSR as firms that make some charitable 

contribution to society (e.g. Friedman, 1970: 2). The Ronald McDonald initiative of 

McDonalds is an example of this. The view that CSR is the same as charity is quite broad in 

the sense that any action that is taken by a firm and aims at furthering society can be seen as 

CSR. Related to this is another definition that relates to public good provision by the private 

sector. Next to market provision and government redistribution, several authors view the 

actions taken by firms to advance societies’ goal as CSR-activities (e.g. Matten and Moon, 

2008: 405; Bénabou and Tirole, 2009: 1; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 52; Friedman, 

1970: 2-3).  This is quite a broad approach that would classify many actions taken by firms as 

CSR.  

 

Others have therefore defined CSR more narrowly. In particular, many authors and 

organisations have defined CSR in relation to a firms’ stakeholders and the social obligations 

it has towards them, complying with and exceeding the law (Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 

53; Gunningham et al., 2004: 308; McWilliams and Siegel, 2001: 117). An example of this is 

a factory that implements safety and environmental standards that go beyond legal 

requirements. The literature defines stakeholders as shareholders, but also as employees, their 

families and the wider environment of the firm. Several academics, but also international 

                                                 
3 Many authors have defined CSR. In order to provide a definitional overview that is still relevant for this thesis 
the choice has been made to discuss several overarching perspectives, rather than the many different perspective 
which each a different nuance. For more extensive overviews, see for instance the literature review written by 
Archie Carroll or by Dirk Matten and Jeremy moon (Carroll, 1999; Matten and Moon, 2008) 
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organisations and other political actors, therefore emphasise that compensating stakeholders 

for negative externalities, but preferably preventing those, is a key aspect of CSR (e.g. OECD, 

2001: 7; Luo and Bhattacharya, 2003: 6; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 52; World Bank, 

2013; European Commission, 2011). 

 

Matten and Moon further elaborate on this deliberate form of CSR and distinguish between 

implicit and explicit forms of CSR. They view implicit CSR not as deliberate but as resulting 

from the institutionalist structure of the firm. This institutionalist structure of the firm relates 

for instance to the involvement of labour unions. Implicit CSR therefore refers to firm 

legitimacy and the lack of this legitimacy if certain norms and standards are not obeyed. Firms 

need to obey certain norms and rules within a given society. Explicit CSR in turn results from 

deliberate action (Matten and Moon, 2008: 410). This view fits the charity perspective, but also 

in a way that fits the “going beyond legally required” perspective. They mention disaster 

relieve support from firms as Wal-Mart after Hurricane Katrina, but also Nike’s voluntary CSR 

improvements in its global value chain as examples (Matten and Moon, 2008: 410). Matten 

and Moon’s explicit form of CSR fits definitions of amongst others Kitzmueller and Shimshack 

in which CSR is seen as a deliberate choice. Matten and Moon argue that explicit CSR is 

gaining ground in Europe as a response to the changing institutional framework towards neo-

corporatism (Matten and Moon, 2008: 415). Stakeholder engagement therefore takes a 

prominent place in CSR.  

 

When looking specifically at the ASGT, the Dutch government has defined CSR as the 

dynamics between “people, planet and profit” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2013: 1). The 

Dutch government expects firms to behave in a way that complies with and exceeds the law. 

Moreover, the Dutch government expects firms to obey the OECD criteria on issues as human 

rights, the environment and working conditions (Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, 2013: 1). 

This view fits well in the previously discussed perspective that amongst others Kitzmueller and 

Shimsack and Gunningham et al. adopt. Moreover, since firms that participate in the ASGT do 

this in a way that requires increased due diligence and improvements in labour conditions, the 

ASGT can be seen as a form of explicit CSR.  

 

Therefore, for the remainder of this thesis, CSR will be defined as actions taken by the firm, 

that go beyond a legal minimum and that are aimed at either preventing or compensating 

negative externalities towards a broad set of stakeholders. This covers environmental 

sustainability, but also sustainability related to social conditions such as human rights and 
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labour conditions. This definition is in line with the more narrow definition that is used by the 

OECD and the World Bank but also by academics as Luo and Bhattacharya and others.  

 

Debates on Corporate Social Responsibility 

Next to different views on the definition of CSR, the academic literature is divided on several 

other topics. Main disagreements between several authors comprise questions on whether CSR 

is a task that belongs to the firm and if it is just for firms to engage themselves in CSR. 

Additionally, several authors disagree on the question whether CSR is actually benefitting 

firms or if it is instead harming them. The last academic debate that will be discussed below 

does not revolve around CSR but around co-regulation. This form of regulation, of which the 

ASGT is an example, has advantages as well as disadvantages. Both will be discussed. 

 

Is CSR just allocation of firm’s resources? 

A view around which a considerable amount of disagreement in the literature revolves is the 

view that CSR is a 'third way' in the provision of goods and services (Matten and Moon, 2008: 

405; Bénabou and Tirole, 2009: 1; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 52). Classic economic 

theory identifies two pillars that ensure an efficient provision of good. The "invisible hand" of 

the market matches demand and supply to the extent that an equilibrium quantity is produced 

at an equilibrium price. The state takes care of market failures that prevent such equilibria from 

arising. When firms behave in ways that align with CSR, they seem to be less occupied with 

gaining profit but rather with correcting for or preventing its own negative externalities (Matten 

and Moon, 2008: 405; Bénabou and Tirole, 2009: 1; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 52). 

This ‘third view’ opposes the neoclassical economic paradigm of Milton Friedman, who views 

making profit as the sole responsibility of firms. Friedman argues that business executives who 

engage in CSR are spending money that does not belong to them but to stockholders, customers 

and employees. According to Friedman, spending resources on CSR does not advance the key 

interest of the firm, which is making profit. On top of that, he argues that engaging in CSR is 

undemocratic, as firms are influencing social welfare outcomes while not being held 

democratically accountable. Friedman argues that it should be up to democratically elected 

governments to correct market failures, and not to business executives who spend someone 

else's money (Friedman, 1970: 1-6).  

 

As might not be completely surprising, Friedman's view yielded a wide range of criticism. 

Kitzmueller and Shimshack opposed Friedman by arguing that CSR can very well be part of 

an optimal firm strategy (Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 58). Shareholders might prefer to 
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invest in CSR rather than spending money on for instance bonus payments (Kitzmueller and 

Shimshack, 2012, 59). Whereas Friedman argues from a principal-agent perspective that 

business executives operate contrary to the wishes of shareholders by engaging in CSR, 

Kitzmueller and Shimshack argue that business executives often obtain a stakeholder mandate 

to engage in CSR activities (Friedman, 1970: 2; Kitzmueller and Shimshack, 2012: 60). 

Engaging in CSR can therefore align with shareholder preferences rather than oppose these 

preferences. Moreover, Orlytski et al. have argued that CSR is not necessarily incompatible 

with the maximisation of shareholder profit, as Friedman argues (Orlytzki et al., 2003: 224).  

 

Additionally, Donaldson and Preston emphasise firms’ duty to take its external stakeholders 

into account (Donaldson and Preston, 1995). By doing so, Donaldson and Preston criticise 

Friedman’s view. While Friedman argues that while engaging in CSR objectives entails a 

manager spending money that is not his, Donaldson and Preston argue that it is in fact the 

classic input-output model that leaves managers greater scope for self-serving behaviour. 

Stakeholder engagement through CSR on the other hand puts comprehensive checks and 

balances on such behaviour (Donaldson and Preston, 1995: 87). 

 

The outcome of this thesis should therefore establish whether the ASGT is an agreement that 

solely serves CSR objectives, or whether the ASGT also benefits supporting firms. As 

discussed, these benefits can be material or non-material. Based on the information discussed 

in the previous chapter, the ASGT should benefit firms too in terms of increased due diligence 

and marketing benefits.  This research will establish whether firms perceive these benefits too 

and if the ASGT is indeed a middle ground between the views of Friedman and opposing 

authors. 

 

Is CSR beneficial to firms?  

Another debate that received much attention in the CSR literature revolves around the question 

whether a CSR based strategy benefits firms. Coming back to the previous discussion and to 

the argument that CSR can advance a firms long-term profits, many authors have argued that 

that CSR investments can be strategic. Schröder for instance argues that since stocks related to 

positive CSR ratings are valued more by investors than those with a negative CSR rating, CSR 

activity can lead to financial improvements (Schröder, 2014: 338). Wright and Ferris for 

instance argued that stock prices dropped for firms that had announced investments in 

apartheid-era South Africa, as South Africa was negatively associated with  CSR (Wright and 

Ferris, 1997: 81). The same conclusion has been found by Gregory et al. who use empirical 
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data to argue that CSR might be costly in the short term but is profitable in the long run as 

investors appreciate CSR activities and these activities therefore yield a higher return on 

investment (Gregory et al., 2014: 634, 636). Moreover, customers might prefer CSR products 

over non-CSR products (Benabou and Tirole, 2009: 9-12). Hence, a marketing objective might 

exist for firms that engage in CSR. From a resource-based perspective of the firm, CSR is a 

way of stakeholder engagement which helps firms to avoid certain risks, such as fines for 

pollution for instance (Gregory et al., 2014: 636-637; Bénabou and Tirole, 2009: 15). Next to 

these strategic advantages, managers, investors and employees can yield non-material benefits 

such as a sense of altruism (Porter and Kramer, 2006: 4). As can be concluded from the 

different advantages above, CSR can yield many different benefits to firms. The fourth chapter 

on CSR motives will present a comprehensive overview on the different motives that firms 

might have to engage themselves in CSR activities.  

 

Other studies argue that firms do not always benefit from CSR investments (Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2006: 2; McGuire et al., 1988). They argue that firms obtain more customer 

demand if they are able to convert internal assets such as product quality and innovation to 

external impact. Hence, these firms could make their products for instance more efficient, 

benefiting both consumer demand as wider society. This customer demand increases the 

market value of these firms and leads to more investments. On the contrary, if firms are not 

able to convert their internal assets into customer satisfaction and market value, firms might 

face negative consumer demand following CSR investments. Coming back to the example of 

firm investments in apartheid-era South Africa, McGuire et al. argue that if CSR was a driving 

motivation for firms not to invest in South Africa, they would have had to invest at a less 

optimal investment location with lower returns on investment (McGuire et al., 1988: 855). Luo 

and Bhattacharya argue that if corporate ability is low, consumers might assume that CSR 

investments go at the cost of investments in product quality and innovation (Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2006: 2). Combining CSR with innovation is therefore key. It has also been 

argued that only a segment of the market highly values CSR and that only this group prefers 

products that are positively related to CSR over those that are negatively associated with CSR 

(Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001: 229). Moreover, consumers may view certain CSR investments 

as opportunistic and as greenwashing (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006: 15). It is therefore 

questionable whether a CSR based strategy leads to an increase in sales. McGuire et al., 

subsequently argue that investments in CSR can help to prevent certain costs rather than high 

returns (McGuire et al., 1988: 868).  
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In light of the ASGT, it should therefore be examined whether firms take these different 

advantages and disadvantages into account. As this thesis discusses firm motivations to 

participate in co-regulatory agreements in the field of CSR, the outcome of this research 

provides new insights into this debate: do firms expect to benefit from their participation or do 

they expect these benefits to be rather limited? 

 

Is co-regulation appropriate to ensure CSR? 

Industry associations, the Dutch government, NGOs and labour unions all participated in 

setting up the ASGT. Rather than imposing classic command and control regulation, the Dutch 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) involves the private sector in setting up standards to which 

participating firms commit themselves to. The Dutch government is therefore less involved in 

demanding better social and environmental standards from the private sector than one would 

expect. Co-regulating with the private sector rather than simply imposing rules has several 

advantages for governments. First, creating regulation jointly with industry and civil society 

has the advantage that costs for standard-setting and monitoring can be incurred by the industry 

(Lodge and Wegrich, 2012: 106). Second, if governments set a certain standard, risks exist in 

terms of over- and under-inclusion. Determining a certain standard is therefore a costly process. 

If the private sector is involved in the decision making process, rules can adjust more quickly 

to changing environments and regulatory innovation is fostered (Ayres and Braithwaite, 1992: 

110-111). Co-regulation can therefore lead to efficiency gains. Third, in the case of command 

and control style regulation, regulatees might be motivated to comply only with the minimum 

standards (Lodge and Wegrich, 2012: 97). If the industry regulates itself, these problems might 

be overcome as participating firms are more intrinsically motivated to do the best they can 

(Lodge and Wegrich, 2012: 102).  

 

Co-regulation has several disadvantages. First, co-regulation requires legitimacy as the danger 

exists that the involvement of industry leads to more lenient rules (Ayres and Braithwaite 1992: 

124; Kim and Darnall, 2016: 328). Second, shirking behaviour could harm the effectiveness of 

co-regulation (Lodge and Wegrich, 2012: 104; Ayres and Braitwaite 1992: 125). Third, in some 

cases state monitoring is more efficient than private monitoring (Ayres and Braithwaite, 1992: 

121). 

 

Researching whether the collaborative nature of the ASGT provides for a high degree of 

motivation to comply with the ASGT proves the successful nature of co-regulating agreements. 
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On the other hand, if firms seem to participate in the ASGT to ensure more lenient rules, the 

effectiveness of co-regulating agreements can be disputed. 

 

This thesis discusses firm motivations to join an agreement as the ASGT. The debates above 

have outlined that disagreement exists around the justness of firms’ CSR strategy and around 

the effectiveness of CSR for firms’ business model through higher demand and lower cost. 

This study of the ASGT provides for a practical application of a co-regulatory agreement that 

could provide new insights in these debates. The next section will discuss the different 

motivations firms might have to join an agreement as the ASGT in more detail. 
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Theoretical framework 

 

The previous chapter has outlined several theoretical debates on CSR and co-regulation. 

Several theoretical assumptions on benefits that firms derive from CSR activities have already 

been identified. This section discusses these benefits in more depth and outlines the different 

motivations of firms to adopt certain CSR practices. Moreover, each section will contain a 

hypothesis that provides a provisional answer to the research question. The different sections 

are based on three overarching independent variables that captures the wide range of literature. 

These independent variables are respectively CSR for normative reasons, CSR for reasons of 

market demand and CSR for reasons of cost containment. Some overlap exists in these three 

overarching motivations. This will be indicated when applicable. The operationalisation of the 

dependent and independent variables is discussed the chapter on research design.  

 

CSR for normative reasons 

As mentioned before, firms might commit themselves to certain CSR objectives, and in this 

case to the ASGT, because they see this as just. Firms might also attain to certain CSR 

objectives because of a logic of appropriateness in which society expects firms to behave in a 

certain way (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; 897). Obtaining this ‘social license’ that follows 

from this logic of appropriateness might eventually lead to lower costs and higher product 

demand (Gunningham et al., 2004: 308). One could therefore argue that normative reasons are 

related to financial motivations for firms’ CSR commitments. Several aspects of social norm 

adherence by firms are discussed below. The financial consequences in terms of higher costs 

and lower future demand will be discussed in later sections.  

 

Firms’ CSR commitments do not necessarily relate to efficiency but can also relate to justice. 

Academics advocating this view argue that businesses, just like everyone else in society, should 

do "what is right" (Kramer and Porter, 2006: 3-4). Firms can therefore decide to join CSR 

agreements because they feel that even though it is not their legal obligation, making their 

production more sustainable is the right thing to do. Therefore, CSR investments can relate to 

non-economic utility. In a research on CSR related investments in firms, Barnea et al., argue 

that the altruistic behaviour of investors and managers matters (Barnea et al. 2013: 1082). If 

they gain non-material welfare out of altruistic behaviour, the extent to which firms spend 

resources on CSR related activities increases (Barnea et al., 2013: 1082). Therefore, an 

altruistic stance or a conviction that CSR engagements are the "right way thing to do" can drive 

firms’ CSR engagements. Of course, it is questionable what "the right thing to do" entails. 
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Concepts as the "logic of appropriateness" and "social licence" entail that doing the right thing 

mainly depends on the approval of firms’ stakeholders.  

 

Thornton et al. have argued that firms compliance to regulation prevails more often than one 

would expect based on firms calculations of the costs and benefits of compliance (Thornton et 

al., 2009: 407). Rather than a genuine belief in CSR as a just cause, Thornton et al. argue that 

this depends on social and normative pressure on firms. This pressure is similar to what 

DiMaggio and Powell identify as coercive isomorphism, which entails that an organisation can 

be pressured to accept a certain norm by other organisations because of cultural expectations 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983: 150-151). Hence, studying moral standards and compliance to 

these standards offers explanatory value when answering the question why firms commit 

themselves to CSR agreement such as the ASGT. Thornton et al. do identify some conditions 

for firms that change their behaviour because of pressure. They argue that social and normative 

pressure is minimal when the market consists of low-visibility small firms that are not subject 

to scrutiny or that cannot afford expensive technology (Thornton et al. 2009: 410). In that case, 

firm behaviour would only be shaped by economic incentives and command and control 

regulation would not be feasible (Thornton et al., 2009: 410). The market structure, the level 

of public scrutiny and availability of innovation are therefore important to consider. In the 

garment and textile sector, the market structure is mixed. Several big international firms such 

as Primark and H&M exist, whereas also many small firms with small turnover exist. As one 

would expect, these larger firms are more subject to scrutiny than smaller firms.  

 

Firms’ eagerness to obtain this social license derives from firms' desire to improve their 

external reputation and legitimacy towards other stakeholders (Kim and Darnall, 2016: 328; 

Gunningham et al., 2004: 308). An improvement in these areas could for instance lead to 

benefits in terms of higher sales when firms have more legitimacy in the eyes of consumers, or 

to lower costs if firms’ have  more legitimacy in the eyes of regulators. These effects will be 

discussed later in more detail. Firms themselves are stakeholders too when it comes to their 

own production chain and CSR related issues. Collaborative governance between governments 

and stakeholders such as firms on CSR has emerged as an alternative to classic command and 

control regulations (Kim and Darnall, 2016: 326). Kim and Darnall describe these collaborative 

firms as firms that acknowledge the existence of a social problem, that are willing to commit 

to partnership agreements and that acknowledge that addressing this problem creates private 

benefits (Kim and Darnall, 2016: 329). A firm that develops innovative equipment for people 

with disabilities is an example of this. Hence, Kim and Darnall argue that both moral and 
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strategic motivations are important for firms that tackle social problems together with 

governments. If firms do not comply to these newly adopted norms and do not possess a social 

license in their activities, they can become the target of activism and political pressure (Kramer 

and Porter, 2006: 3). Oil companies are for instance the target of environmental activism. This 

pressure from for instance governments or civil society organisations can therefore motivate 

firms to join CSR agreements such as the ASGT.  

 

It seems that firms commit themselves to CSR agreements because they want to obtain a social 

license that conforms to certain standards viewed positively by society. This logic of 

appropriateness has been examined by Finnemore and Sikking. They argue that changes in 

norms and values occur through a “life cycle” in which norms follow a three-stage process 

(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 895). The first stage entails that "norm entrepreneurs" convince 

a critical mass of accepting a certain norm. After reaching this tipping point, more and more 

actors accept this norm in the second stage. The third stage entails that this norm has become 

internalised and is the new status quo (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 895-905). Finnemore and 

Sikking’s theory entails that firms that adopt CSR strategies as they believe that the old norm 

will be out of fashion soon. The norm life cycle theory also implies that firms who comply to 

a new norm before this tipping point is reached might seek reputational benefits in doing so. It 

should therefore be examined whether firms expect the ASGT to positively affect their image 

and the goodwill that they have in the eyes of their stakeholders.  

 

Next to being pressured by other organisations or by the emergence of new social norms, major 

incidents can play a role in firms’ decisions to implement a certain CSR strategy (Hoffman and 

Ocasio, 2001: 431). According to Hoffman and Ocasio, the attention of firms and industries as 

a whole is triggered by these incidents. The increased scrutiny of firms’ stakeholders after such 

an event urges firms to take preventive action (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001: 415). This adds to 

the stakeholder view discussed earlier. The 2013 Rana Plaza collapse that cost the lives of over 

1.100 people could be classified as a major incident that made stakeholders as the government 

and NGOs aware of CSR issues in the global garment and textile industry. 

 

This section has discussed several theoretical arguments on the normative dimension of CSR 

commitments. This section has outlined that firms might have joined the ASGT because they 

are convinced that engaging in CSR is the “right thing to do”. Should this strong social norm 

adherence be the key factor that drives firms to join an agreement as the ASGT, then the 

following hypothesis should be valid:  
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H1:  

The high level of ASGT support can be explained by strong CSR adherence 

among adopting firms. 
 

CSR for reasons of demand4 

Perhaps the most obvious motivation for a firm to engage in CSR activities is because 

consumers demand them to do so. This section will discuss several aspects of demand driven 

behaviour by firms. Several authors argue that an association exists between firms engaged in 

CSR activities and customer support (Kitzmueller and Shimshack: 64-65; Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2003; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2004; Rahman and Norman, 2016). Sen and 

Bhattacharya argue that the CSR activities of firms are closely related to how consumers 

evaluate this firm. This relates to the logic of appropriateness argument identified earlier. 

Consumers that strongly support CSR prefer to buy products from firms that commit 

themselves to CSR (Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001: 229). Firms that change their business 

strategy to one that entails CSR will therefore mainly attract that specific segment of the 

market. On top of that, companies with consumer satisfaction seem to enjoy greater customer 

loyalty (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2003: 4). This customer support in turn leads to higher valued 

stocks of a firm and thus more investment. This increases a firms’ market value (Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2003: 14). Companies that have joined the ASGT should therefore be concerned 

with customer support for CSR. 

 

In order to attract new consumers, several authors see product differentiation as key to ensure 

demand on the provision of CSR (McWilliams and Siegel, 2001: 125; McWilliams, Siegel and 

Wright, 2006: 3). To achieve successful product differentiation, firms must raise awareness to 

increase demand for CSR related products (McWilliams and Siegel, 2001: 121). This implies 

that CSR is an element of a firm's differentiation strategy. Therefore, McWilliams et al. argue 

that CSR should be considered as strategic investment (McWilliams, Siegel and Wright, 2006: 

4). This differentiation does not only relate to firms that offer a different set of products to 

attract consumers that value CSR. It also implies that firms need to distinguish themselves from 

                                                 
4 Besides demand from consumers, also a firms shareholders can be driving forces behind firms committing 
themselves to CSR objectives. Several authors have emphasised the benefits that CSR engagements yield in terms 
of return on investment. Investors value stocks that are positively related to CSR higher than those with a negative 
CSR association (Schröder, 2014: 338; Gregory et al., 2014: 634, 636).  A firm’s CSR strategy can therefore lead 
to financial benefits. As the internal structure of many firms participating in the ASGT is neither similar nor clear, 
it was not feasible to measure investor preferences in this thesis. It is advised to do this in further research. 
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their competition. Kramer and Porter argue that for companies to engage in CSR, strategic 

motives can play a role. Firms want to choose a unique position and do things differently than 

their competitors in order to lower their costs and to better serve the demand of a particular set 

of customers (Kramer and Porter, 2006: 11). Hence, firms that support the ASGT might aim at 

differentiating themselves from their competitors. 

 

Besides consumers, also firms’ employees play a vital role in firms’ decision to engage more 

in CSR. Employees and prospective employees might prefer to work for CSR related firms 

over those that do not (Kitzmueller and Shimshack: 72). This refers back to the discussion on 

stakeholder engagement, as employees can be considered one of the firms’ stakeholders. 

Additionally, current employee morale and productivity can increase because of CSR (Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2003: 4). Hence, this preference conditions employees’ demand for labour. 

 

This section has discussed several demand related motives that influence firms to engage 

themselves in CSR and to join agreements such as the ASGT. Investors, consumers and 

employees can be driving forces for firms’ CSR engagements. This demand can also be 

stimulated by firms if they enlarge their positive impact on society. If demand motivations are 

key in determining firms’ commitment to agreements such as the ASGT, then the following 

hypothesis should hold:  

 

H2:  

The high level of ASGT support among firms can be explained by a strong 

belief in market demand for sustainable production among adopting firms. 
 

CSR for reasons of cost avoidance 

In addition to normative and demand related motives, cost reduction can be an important 

motive for firms to engage themselves in CSR. This section discusses several aspects related 

to firms’ future cost avoidance in the CSR literature. As mentioned before, CSR has become 

increasingly associated with stakeholder engagement. The resource based perspective that 

Gregory et al. outline entails that CSR can be a competitive advantage for firms (Gregory et 

al., 2014: 636). Certain risks and the avoidance of those, such as fines for pollution for instance, 

seem to influence the profitability of CSR strategies (Gregory et al., 2014: 636-637). These 

risks closely relate to the costs that firms incur to invest in CSR engagement. A desire to avoid 

certain risks and a cost-benefit analysis of these risks can influence whether or not firms support 

the ASGT. It is therefore necessary to analyse whether firms feel that producing in a manner 
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compatible with CSR is costly and whether they feel that the ASGT is a costly agreement. 

Moreover, the thesis examines whether firms feel that participating in the ASGT reduces 

certain corporate risks. As was argued earlier, the ASGT is meant to give firms more insight in 

their supply chain. This could lead to costs reduction and can therefore be a motivation for 

firms to participate in the ASGT. 

 

These costs reductions and efficiency gains can also be caused by an improved relation with 

stakeholders. Orlytzki et al. have argued that firms’ knowledge on the market and firms’ 

external environment can be enhanced through the goodwill and positive reputation that firms 

obtain from positive linkages with stakeholders through their CSR activities (Orlytzki et al., 

2003: 407). If firms take the initiative to be more engaged in CSR, they benefit much more 

from these positive linkages than when firms are obliged to do so through inflexible 

government regulations (Orlytzki et al., 2003: 424). This provides an incentive for firms to be 

proactive in CSR if they want to yield benefits from these positive linkages. 

 

As was touched upon earlier, firms’ motivation to engage in CSR, and specifically to do so 

while cooperating with governments, can also derive from their preference to prevent so called 

‘red tape’: stricter government regulation that involves high compliance costs and reduces 

managerial autonomy (Thornton et al., 2009: 406; De Jong and Witteloosduijn, 2015: 34; 

Stigler, 1971: 3; Kim and Darnall, 2016: 329). Therefore, a desire to influence regulatory 

standards might have motivated firms to join the ASGT if this prevented strict compliance 

costs.  

 

Coming back to the view held by DiMaggio and Powell, coercive isomorphism is not the only 

explanations for firms to adopt new norms and standards. Another possibility is mimetic 

isomorphism, which entails that organisations copy strategies of successful firms if they are 

uncertain about their own strategy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983: 151). Firms might have a 

learning objective attached to their decision to join the ASGT if they are unsure on their CSR 

strategy. These learning effects can in turn lead to more efficient corporate processes and 

reduce costs. 

 

This section has discussed several motivations for firms to join CSR agreements that come 

from avoiding certain costs. Firms might for instance initiate CSR engagements in order to 

avoid certain risks such as strict government regulation or learn how to tackle CSR issues from 

fellow firms. If a desire to keep costs low is a key motivation for firms to commit themselves 
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to an agreement as the ASGT, then the following hypothesis should provide an answer to the 

research question:  

 

H3:  

The high level of ASGT support among firms can be explained by a belief 

among participating firms that joining agreement as the ASGT avoids future 

costs. 
 

All three hypothesis are able to provide a valid answer to the question why firms commit 

themselves to CSR agreements as the ASGT. The survey conducted and interviews held will 

identify reasons why firms have joined the ASGT. This should provide clarity on the 

explanatory value of the hypotheses identified. The next section will discuss the research 

design of this thesis in more depth. 
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Research design 
 
The previous section has discussed the different theoretical views on firms’ motivations to join 

CSR arrangements and has formulated hypotheses that can be tested with the data gather in 

this research. This section will first provide a justification of the ASGT as a case of CSR co-

regulation. In particular, the unlikely nature of the ASGT and why it is such a relevant case to 

study will be discussed. This chapter then continues with a justification on the selection of the 

sample and the research methodology. This will structure the data analysis that is presented in 

the next chapter. 

 

Justification for the ASGT as CSR case 

The ASGT is a relevant case to study for several reasons. First, The ASGT presents an unlikely 

case as the agreement received a high level of support from the private sector. Over 35% of 

garment and textile retailers active on the Dutch market supports the ASGT, whereas the extent 

to which consumers are willing to spend more on sustainably produced garments and textiles 

is not that high (GFK, 2016). Firms that were surveyed confirmed this, as they expected the 

percentage of consumers willing to spend more on sustainable clothing on average to be below 

8 percent. This discrepancy seems odd. Why would firms make costly changes in their supply 

chain if demand for these changes is relatively small? Researching why firms decide to join an 

agreement such as the ASGT therefore adds new insights to the existing literature on firm 

motivations to engage in CSR. Benabou and Tirole argue that since many different motives for 

CSR behaviour exist, it is often unclear what the exact motivations are for firms to engage 

themselves in CSR (Benabou and Tirole, 2010: 12). Researching firm motivation in the case 

of the AST therefore clarifies which motivations matter and which do not. Theories on CSR 

can be tested by applying them to this unlikely case.  

 

Second, the unique development of this agreement provides ground for research. The ASGT 

was the first of 13 agreements concluded between the government, private sector and NGOs. 

Examining why this agreement is such a success therefore provides insight into the dynamics 

between the different players in this “polder model” on CSR. Moreover, sector organisations 

such as Modint and INretail took the initiative to increase CSR standards of their members 

before the ASGT negotiations had started. In June 2013, three business associations 

representing garment and textile firms drafted an action plan to implement more sustainability 

in the sector (Modint et al., 2013). This happened after the Dutch parliament adopted a motion 

to legally require transparency of firm’s production to halt child labour (Motie Braakhuis et al.  
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26485/135, 2012). In their action plan, the sector organisations acknowledged the problems 

existing in the global value chains of the garment and textiles sector and included a desire of 

these three associations to take OECD guiding principles into account when working towards 

more CSR. Although this plan was an initiative from the industry itself, the agreement was 

criticised by NGOs: the steps promised would not be enough to effectively address the issues 

at hand (Schone Kleren Campagne, 2013). Even though this plan was criticised, it did provide 

for a useful starting point in negotiations around the ASGT (SER, 2016: 8). It is therefore key 

to examine where this willingness of firms to improve the CSR standards in their production 

is coming from, provided that they were actively seeking CSR improvement for several years 

before the ASGT was concluded.  

 

Justification of the population and sample 

58 brands have supported the ASGT. Several brands are registered multiple times, whereas 

they are owned by the same firm. The total population therefore comprises 55 firms. A list of 

these firms can be found in Annex I. Before inviting firms to participate in the survey, the 

websites of the 55 participating firms were examined. Unfortunately it was not possible to 

retrieve information on profit, turnover, the internal structure (e.g. family owned or 

shareholders), production locations or the amount of employees of most firms. These would 

have been appropriate indicators to ensure a representative sample of firms to be interviewed. 

Most of the firms contacted did not share this information with third parties, nor did many 

firms mention this information on their website. The choice has therefore been made to focus 

on the available variables displayed in figure 1.  

 

The business model is relevant to consider as this has implications for the quantity sold by 

firms. B2B firms supply downstream firms, usually a small amount of buyers to which they 

sell large quantities. B2C firms sell products that end up with consumers, which entails that 

small quantities end up with a large number of buyers. The sustainability statement firms have 

on their website is important to consider as this demonstrates whether firms promote their 

sustainable behaviour. Lastly, whether a firm sells in the Netherlands or also outside of the 

Netherlands is important to consider as this demonstrates the extent to which a firm is bound 

by the demand of Dutch consumers. If a firm is active internationally, it is less bound by this 

demand than when a firm sells solely on the Dutch market. 

 

Characteristic: Definition: Total population (P): Sample (N): Response rate (N/P): 
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B2B Firms produce clothing of which the 
final purchaser is another firm. 

10 4 40% 

B2C Firms produce clothing of which the 
final purchaser is the consumer. 

45 8 18% 

Sustainability statement on 
website 

Firms promote their production as 
sustainable. 

41 8 20% 

No sustainability statement 
on website 

Firms do not explicitly promote their 
production as sustainable. 

14 4 29% 

Sells internationally Firms sell products in the Netherlands 
as well as outside of the Netherlands. 

36 6 17% 

Sells only on the Dutch 
market 

Firms sell their products only in the 
Netherlands. 

19 6 32% 

Total  55 12 22% 

 
 

 
 

Initially, 13 firms had been randomly selected from the total sample. Because of an insufficient 

response rate, this selection was expanded to the total population. Out of these 58 firms, 12 

responded positively and were surveyed. The results of the survey have been anonymised to 

reduce the risk of socially desirable answers. When discussing the data, statistical significance 

and variance is taken into account when drawing conclusions for the sample or for one of the 

subgroups discussed above. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the sample is relatively small, 

especially for subgroups that only contain four firms. This affects the validity and 

generalisability of this research. Unfortunately, it was not possible to survey firms that did not 

participte in the ASGT. Several firms have been contacted but none wanted to conduct a survey. 

Further research, with a larger sample and in different product sectors, should therefore confirm 

the findings of this thesis, even though most results are statistically significant and provide 

fruitful guidance to conduct further research. Moreover, taking non-participating firms into 

account as control case would strengthen the validity of future research. 

 

Next to the 12 surveyed firms, in-depth interviews have been conducted with representatives 

of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Dutch Socio-Economic Council and CNV. A list 

of the interviewees can be found in Annex II. These are relevant stakeholders that have been 

involved in the ASGT since its negotiation face. 

 

  

Figure 1: description of the sample, population and response rate. 
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Justification of the research method 

Triangulation has been used to gather the data necessary to answer the research question of this 

thesis. As mentioned above, the main source of data is derived from survey-style interviews 

with firms active on the Dutch garment and textile retail market. The indicators operationalised 

later in this chapter are measured with the survey questions outlined in Annex III. A survey is 

an appropriate method to derive data on these indicators from a sample. In the surveys, firms 

interviewed were asked to answer questions covering these indicators on a Likert scale from 

1-5 with 1 being “no” or “never” and 5 being “always” or “absolutely”.  Next to answering the 

survey questions on a scale from 1-5, firms were given the opportunity to provide additional 

comments. These have been taken into account when analysing the survey outcome. The 

survey outcome is presented for the different business models, difference in sustainability 

statement and difference in market location. Moreover, a simplified version of the results is 

presented in which the options below the median answer (1-2) are presented as 1, the median 

option (3) as 2 and the options above the median answer (4-5) as 3. This is done as a robustness 

check, since interpretation differences might cause one firm to score a 4 and the other a 5 while 

they share similar views.  

 

Besides survey-style interviews with firms, in-depth interviews have been conducted with the 

Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Dutch Socio-Economic Council, CNV and several 

experts in the field of CSR. These multiple viewpoints should provide for a comprehensive 

analysis on the validity of the hypotheses. Moreover, these interviews contributed to adding an 

indicator that measures cooperation to measure firm preference for cost avoidance.  

 

As will be discussed later, the results of this research do not show similar results for all 

indicators measuring one of the three independent variables. In order to establish whether 

another categorisation of firm motivations would have been more appropriate, an exploratory 

factor analysis has been conducted. In light of the small size of the sample, the choice has been 

made to focus on indicators with a value higher than 0,5. An oblique rotation method is used 

to identify possible dimensions along which variables should be categorised as it is assumed 

that some variables are related to each other. E.g. the indicator that measures whether firms 

expect ASGT compliance costs to be outweighed by its benefits closely relates to indicators 

measuring whether firms feel that the ASGT is costly or results in higher sales. A principal 

component analysis is used to establish new categorising components and to identify the 

variables that these components contain. The analysis is conducted by using SPSS. If the 
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variables surveyed can be grouped along the three independent variables identified earlier, they 

should covariate in this exploratory factor analysis. 

 

Operationalisation of the dependent and independent variables. 

The previous chapter has discussed different theoretical views on CSR and has formulated 

hypotheses  between norm adherence, demand driven argument and cost driven arguments. 

The hypotheses that can provide an answer to the research question have been summarised in 

figure 2. In order to either confirm or reject these hypotheses, the indicators discussed in figures 

3-5 are used. These indicators follow from the theory discussed earlier and have been measured 

through the survey held with participating firms, where firms answered questions on a Likert 

scale. The higher the Likert score, the more an indicator is confirmed. If a majority of these 

indicators scores higher than 3, the median outcome, the independent variable is likely able to 

account for the dependent variable. In this research, the dependent variable “firm’s support of 

the ASGT” is operationalised as firms that have explicitly joined the ASGT. Firms supporting 

the ASGT are assumed to support CSR and to implement CSR strategies. The dependent 

variable of this research project therefore has the same value for all firms researched. As 

discussed, the independent variables are strong social norm adherence, strong belief in market 

demand and strong belief in avoidance of future costs. As discussed in the chapter discussing 

CSR theory, it is expected that a positive association exists between these independent 

variables and the dependent variables.  

 

Research Question: What motivates retailers active on the Dutch garment market to support the Dutch Agreement 
on Sustainable Garment and Textile? 

H1: relates to normative 
arguments: 

The high level of ASGT support can be explained by strong CSR adherence among adopting 
firms. 

H2: relates to demand 
driven arguments 

The high level of ASGT support among firms can be explained by a strong belief in market 
demand for sustainable production among adopting firms.  

H3:  relates to cost 
driven arguments: 

The high level of ASGT support among firms can be explained by a belief among 
participating firms that joining agreement as the ASGT avoids future costs.  

 
 

 

 

A fine, relevant line runs between firms’ motivation to participate in the ASGT and the benefits 

that firms gain out of their participation without these benefits being an initial motivation. Since 

Figure 2: overview of research question and hypotheses 
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asking firms what motivates them risks obtaining socially desirable answers, it is assumed that 

firms are rational and fully informed actors regarding the costs and benefits of their ASGT 

participation. Therefore, it is assumed that firms are motivated to participate in the ASGT by 

the benefits they perceive. Moreover, since firms’ internal structure could often not be 

retrieved, the “firm” is simplified to a unitary actor. Any motivations, feelings or strategies that 

are attributed to firms’ managers or owners are simplified to belonging to the firm. Lastly, in 

determining the explanatory value of indicators for the different independent variables and the 

explanatory value of the three independent variables for the dependent variable, it is assumed 

all variables carry the same weight. This is a simplification made for the sake of feasibility, 

which could have been avoided if control cases were used. As this was not possible, this 

assumption should be kept in mind. The implications of these assumptions for the 

generalisability will be discussed in the concluding chapter at the end of this thesis. 

 

The first independent variable assumed to influence firms ASGT support is a strong adherence 

to CSR as social norm. As discussed in the theoretical chapter of this thesis, firms social norm 

adherence can be deducted from the extent to which they feel CSR is an emerging norm, 

whether they feel pressured by the sustainable behaviour of other firms, civil society, political 

actors or major incidents and they expect to yield goodwill and gain a better image from 

participating. As one can imagine, asking whether firms view CSR as “just” behaviour in a 

survey raises socially desirable answers. Therefore, the choice has been made to measure social 

norm adherence through the impression firms have of CSR as a norm, and to what extent firms 

feel pressured by other firms, civil society or goodwill. The indicators used to measure strong 

CSR norm adherence are outlined in figure 3. 
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Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independent variable: Indicator: 

Strong CSR norm adherence Firms feel that CSR is a new norm to which they have to comply 

Firms feel pressured by the behaviour of other firms 

Firms feel pressured by civil society and political actors. 

Firms feel pressured by major incidents such as Rana Plaza. 

Firms feel that supporting the ASGT creates goodwill. 

Firms feel that complying to the ASGT contributes to a better image. 

 
 

 
 

The second independent variable that is expected to account for firms’ ASGT support is a 

strong believe in market demand for CSR. The academic literature discusses several aspects 

that point at demand driven behaviour. Firms can feel that consumers demand CSR products, 

that this demand is higher than in the past or that this demand will increase. Moreover, firms’ 

employees can demand a CSR strategy. Demand can also be a driving force of firms CSR 

commitments, in this case the ASGT, if these commitments affect sales. The indicators used to 

measure a strong belief in market demand for CSR are outlined in figure 4. 

 

Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independent variable: Indicator: 

Strong belief in market 

demand for CSR 
Firms feel that consumers demand CSR-produced products. 

Firms feel that consumer demand for CSR-produced products will increase. 

Firms feel that consumer demand for CSR-produced products has increased. 

Firms feel that employees support CSR. 

Firms feel that complying to the ASGT increases sales. 

Firms feel that not complying to the ASGT decreases sales. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Operationalisation of H1 

Figure 4: operation of H2. 
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The last independent variable assumed to influence firms ASGT support is a strong belief in 

cost avoidance through the ASGT. According to the CSR literature, firms feel that they can 

avoid future costs when they feel the costs of producing sustainably overall are low. In this 

case, firms also need to perceive the compliance costs as low. Moreover, a sense that the ASGT 

prevents stricter government regulation and the extent to which firms feel to have influenced 

the ASGT to their own benefit can point at a desire to avoid future costs. A desire for learning 

effects or reduced risks can also point at a desire to avoid future costs. If firms feel that the 

costs they have to incur in their participation are outweighed by benefits, their ASGT 

participation can be derived from a strong belief in cost avoidance through the ASGT. 

Although not discussed in the CSR theory, stakeholders such as the Dutch MFA, the SER and 

the CNV expressed that they felt that firms benefit from the cooperation possibilities that come 

with their participation in the ASGT. The ASGT provides them with a confidential 

environment in which issues affecting multiple firms can be identified and tackled jointly. An 

indicator that measures whether firms experience similar benefits is therefore taken up in this 

research. The indicators used to measure a strong belief in cost avoidance through the ASGT 

are outlined in figure 5. 

 

Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independent variable: Indicator: 

Strong belief in cost 

avoidance through the 

ASGT 

Firms feel that the costs of complying to the ASGT are low. 

Firms feel that the costs of producing more sustainably are low. 

Firms feel that the ASGT might prevent stricter government regulation. 

Firms feel that by participating in the ASGT they influence regulation to their benefit. 

Firms feel that the ASGT provides cooperation opportunities to tackle issues. 

Firms feel that the ASGT provides learning effects 

Firms feel that they reduce corporate risks by complying. 

Firms feel that the costs of complying to the ASGT are outweighed by increased sales. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Figure 5: operation of H3. 
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Contextual analysis of the ASGT 
 

As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, the ASGT is one of 13 agreements that the 

Dutch government negotiated with a specific product sector that has faced severe CSR issues 

in the past. This chapter will discuss the ASGT to provide context to the data analysis of this 

thesis. The first section of this chapter briefly discusses the global garment and textile sector. 

The consecutive sections will discuss the goals of the ASGT, the different parties involved, the 

benefits that participating firms obtain from participating and several shortcomings of the 

agreement. Where applicable, the previously discussed indicators that are measured in the 

survey will be taken into account to provide provisional expectations on relationship between 

the theory and firms’ support for the ASGT. 

 

CSR issues in the global garment and textile sector 

As mentioned in the introduction, the global garment and textile sector is a sector infamous  for 

CSR problems occurring in its production. Whether it is child labour (Nisen, 2013), 

environmental damage  (Sweeney, 2015) or dangerous working conditions (SOMO, 2012), the 

global garment and textile sector has built up quite a notorious reputation. Due to the 

complexity of their supply chain, firms have limited oversight on their production facilities. 

Often, these tasks are often executed by sub-contracted firms. Production of garment and textile 

often takes place in countries such as Bangladesh, India or the Philippines because of low 

wages. Wage competition moved firms to shift textile production from Europe to countries 

where labour is cheaper (Martinuzzi et al., 2011: 5). Often, production in these countries is not 

as regulated as in the EU, resulting in an increased possibility of CSR related  issues. As the 

sector is known for CSR incidents, one would expect that these incidents played a role in firms 

decision to join the ASGT.  

 

Even when firms demand certain standards on CSR in the production of these goods, 

subcontracted firms do not always comply with those standards (Boggan, 2001). This entails 

that serious CSR issues can occur without the firm, whose label ends up on the product, being 

aware of this. Perhaps even more importantly, the consumer cannot be aware of any CSR issues 

when being a product if the selling firm is not even aware of these issues. Firms that were 

surveyed for this research and other stakeholders involved in the ASGT acknowledged that this 
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is a major issue in the global garment and textile sector which needs to be addressed.5 Since 

Rana Plaza, agreements such as the Bangladesh Accord and the ASGT have been initiated to 

address these issues. These agreements rely on voluntary commitments of the private sector, 

as governments have little jurisdiction outside of state or EU borders. Because of the lack of 

transparency in the garment and textile value chains, it is expected that firms that want to gain 

more insight in their value chain to reduce these corporate risks have joined the ASGT.  

 

Goals of the ASGT 

The ASGT contains several overarching goals. The first is to increase due diligence in firms’ 

supply chains. This should provide participating firms and the supervisory institutions of the 

ASGT with more insight on CSR issues that occur in their global value chains. The second is 

an improvement of the CSR situation in firms’ supply chains on 9 themes that vary from 

preventing child labour and forced labour to the advancement of animal welfare and the 

promotion of safe work spaces. These 9 themes are derived from the OECD guidelines and UN 

Guiding Principles that aim at enhancing CSR in international value chains. In addition, the 

ASGT includes standards on animal welfare. The OECD guidelines urge firms to comply with 

national law and internationally recognised standards (OECD, 2017). The UN guiding 

principles focus on states’ responsibility to protect human rights and to prevent any harm to 

human rights that might arise from business activities (United Nations, 2011: 1). The due 

diligence objective requires firms to investigate to what extent their supply chain meets 

standards outlined within these 9 themes. Firms need to report this to the supervisory 

institutions of the ASGT and draft a plan of action to foster improvement where necessary 

(SER, 2016: 7). 

 

The ASGT further aims to contribute to the UN Sustainable Development Goals and builds on 

the “Action Plan for the Sustainability of the Dutch Textile and Garment Sector” that was 

initiated by the Dutch textile sector in 2011. Parties committing themselves to the ASGT have 

stated that they see the ASGT as an agreement that broadens and deepens this Action Plan 

(SER, 2016: 7-8).  It is therefore expected that firms which joined the ASGT adhere to CSR as 

a social norm.  

 

                                                 
5 See Annex 1 for the total population of firms from which the survey sample is drawn. Interviewed parties 
comprised the Dutch MFA, the SER, CNV and two experts on sustainability. Interviewed firms was promised 
anonymity. 
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The ASGT therefore aims at substantial CSR improvements in the garment and textile sector 

and provides guidance to individual firms to reduce the negative impact of their production to 

the external environment (SER, 2016: 9). This applies for firms’ entire value chain and not for 

certain product segments. The differentiation strategy that McWilliams and Siegel identify 

does therefore not apply for firms that support the ASGT.  

 

The different parties that negotiated the ASGT have expressed the ambition to include firms 

representing at least 50 percent of the Dutch garment and textile market in 2018 and 80 percent 

in 2020 (SER, 2016: 11). The ASGT therefore aims to broaden its scope of participation.  

 

Parties involved in the ASGT 

The parties that negotiated the ASGT include the Dutch Government, labour unions, industry 

associations and NGOs. The Dutch Socio-Economic Council (SER) provided the platform for 

the ASGT negotiations and coordinates the implementation of the ASGT. The ASGT applies 

if two conditions are fulfilled. The first condition is that sufficient means should exist to finance 

the implementation of the ASGT. For the first two years of its existence, the Dutch MFA has 

guaranteed the financial means to finance the costs of the ASGT secretariat. These costs mainly 

comprise personnel responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of firms’ progress. After 

these two years, firms themselves should finance these overhead costs. The second condition 

is that at least 35 firms that represent at least 30 percent of the turnover in the Dutch garment 

and textile market have signed a “Declaration stating that they support the ASGT. At the 

moment 59 firms, representing 35 percent of the Dutch garment and textile market have signed 

this Declaration (SER, 2016: 12). This condition is therefore met. The 35 percent mainly 

represents Dutch firms active on the Dutch market. The remaining 65 percent entails mainly 

non-Dutch firms active on the Dutch market (SER, 2016). Firms might have been pressured to 

have joined the ASGT because their competitors did so too. The survey outcome will discuss 

whether this is actually the case. The firms that joined the ASGT range from large firms active 

in several countries to small firms that focus on small segments of the Dutch market.  

 

The ASGT is binding. Firms have to report their progress on the 9 themes discussed to the 

ASGT secretariat. If parties do not follow up on recommendations given by the secretariat or 

if complaints and disputes arise, cases can be referred to the Dutch Arbitrage Institute. 

Moreover, the ASGT secretariat can make infringements public (SER, 2016: 23-24). Not 

complying to the objectives of the ASGT therefore has judicial and public consequences that 

affect firms’ image. 
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As mentioned, an action plan existed before ASGT negotiations took place. Even before this 

action plan, industry associations discussed CSR in close contact with labour unions and 

NGOs. When Minister Ploumen announced the ambition to close a CSR agreement with the 

garment and textile sector, the different negotiating parties knew each other already. This 

fostered trust. Hence, it is no coincidence that the ASGT was the first CSR agreement that was 

concluded between the government, the private sector and civil society organisations. 

 

Benefits for firms participating in the ASGT 

In order to achieve the goals discussed above, a number of benefits that firms gain from 

supporting the ASGT are laid down in the agreement. First, firms are supported by a broad 

coalition of stakeholders and are able to share best practices with other participating firms. 

Moreover, firms are able to promote their participation in the ASGT and can use their 

participation in the ASGT to prove that they have implemented CSR standards. This can be a 

requirement if firms wish to apply to tenders of the Dutch government. Participating firms also 

receive guidance rather than (public) sanctions if they breach one of the principles laid out in 

the ASGT. Last but certainly not least: firms that participate in the ASGT gain non-material 

benefits as they contribute to improving the CSR situation in the whole garment and textile 

sector (SER, 2016). Next to these benefits, the required transparency also provides firms insight 

in their own supply chain. This could lead to efficiency benefits (Wintermans, 2017). 

Moreover, if multiple firms face similar issues in their production locations in the same 

geographic area, such as a lack of or prohibition on labour unions, firms are able to enforce 

each other efforts in improving the CSR situation. When examining the motivations of firms 

to join an agreement as the ASGT, it is important to examine whether firms perceive these 

benefits too. It is therefore expected that these benefits have played a role in firm decision to 

have joined the ASGT. The analysis of the data will discuss whether this is actually the case. 

 

Shortcomings and potential solutions of the ASGT 

All actors interviewed and surveyed underscored the fact that the large amount of firms that 

has joined the ASGT can be seen as a success. Moreover, they expressed a conviction that 

firms do not only participate for strategic reasons but that they have a genuine desire to perform 

their business activities in a socially responsible way. 

 

On the other hand, the actors interviewed mentioned several concerns on the ASGT. First, the 

low consumer demand for sustainable garment and textile affects the aim of incentivising 
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sustainable production. As will be discussed later, market demand motives play a role for firms 

in their decision to join binding agreements as the ASGT. The present low consumer demand 

does not contribute to an increase in ASGT support among firms. The interviewed actors 

viewed this as a challenge. Current consumer demand is therefore not likely to have played a 

role in firms’ decision to join the ASGT. The analysis of firms’ motivation to participate in the 

ASGT will discuss whether this is actually the case. 

 

Second, the actors interviewed expressed doubts on achieving the goal of including the 

remaining 65 percent of the Dutch garment and textile market in the ASGT. Many international 

firms active on the Dutch market did not seem to be willing to commit themselves to an 

agreement that requires a change in firms’ supply chain as well as extensive reporting on these 

changes, while only applicable on the Dutch market. The Dutch government is discussing this 

issue within the EU context to see if an agreement valid at the EU level can be negotiated. In 

the meantime, a large majority of the EU Parliament has adopted a resolution urging the EU 

Commission to initiate EU wide regulation (European Parliament, 2017). The Dutch 

parliament has recently adopted legislation that requires firms active on the Dutch market to 

investigate their supply chain on child labour. They have to hand in an annual report on their 

supply chain. Firms can be fined if the child labour situation in their supply chain does not 

meet the OECD principles (Eerste Kamer, Initiatiefwet 34.506). It therefore seems that classic 

“command and control”-style regulation from both the Dutch government and the EU is an 

alternative should the ASGT not deliver significant results. Firms could therefore be eager to 

participate in the ASGT as they fear stricter legislation in the case that the ASGT fails. The 

analysis of firms’ motivations to participate in the ASGT will discuss whether this is actually 

the case. 

 

Next to reasons related to the national scope of the ASGT, several firms have decided not to 

participate in the ASGT as they do not want to publish where their production facilities were 

located. They refuse to share this information for competitive reasons. Since it is necessary to 

make these production facilities known in order to comply with the due diligence requirements, 

these firms have been hesitant to join the ASGT. Even if these firms refrain from joining the 

ASGT in the future, the Dutch government is slowly increasing its CSR regulation. It is 

therefore questionable whether refraining from CSR commitments is a viable strategy for 

firms.  
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Third, several interviewed parties perceived the financial context of the ASGT as worrisome. 

The ASGT only applies if sufficient funding for its secretariat and Complaints and Disputes 

Committee exists. The Dutch government is only providing this funding for the first two years 

of the agreement. After these two years, the participating firms need to arrange the ASGT 

funding themselves. Interviewees and surveyed firms expressed concerns on the lack of clarity 

around the funding of the ASGT. Besides the requirements of firms to make their supply chain 

more sustainable, firms could see the ASGT as costly in the sense that its funding needs to be 

derived from firms’ own resources after this two year period. The analysis of firms motivations 

to participate in the ASGT will discuss whether firms consider the ASGT a costly agreement. 

 

Another limitation of the ASGT is that negotiating parties have explicitly stated in the ASGT 

that they do not aim to restrict the market or to reduce competition at the disadvantage of 

consumers (SER, 2016: 9). If the ASGT has anti-competitive effects, the ASGT would violate 

Dutch and EU competition legislation. This constrains possibilities to pressure more firms to 

join the agreement. The different negotiating parties are considering how to tackle this issue. 

 

Schone Kleren Campagne (SKC), an NGO that pressures firms to improve their labour and 

environmental standards, was involved in the negotiations of the ASGT but decided eventually 

to not sign the agreement. On their website, SKC commented that they view the ASGT as an 

improvement compared to the current situation, but that the absence of concrete goals, such as 

wage increases, is worrisome (Schone Kleren Campagne, 2016). The ASGT indeed does not 

explicitly mention that wages should be increased. However, if firms in the analysis of their 

value chain come to the conclusion that the wages paid to workers are below subsistence level, 

the ASGT secretariat will request firms to increase these. SKC acknowledges this, but also 

questions whether the information provided by firms is correct and questions the capability to 

check and tackle disinformation of the ASGT secretariat (Schone Kleren Campagne, 2016). 

Moreover, SKC argues that the CSR risks in firms’ global value chain are known already and 

that waiting for firms to identify risks themselves is ineffective (Schone Kleren Campagne, 

2016). SKC therefore argues that the ASGT is a form of greenwashing rather than a genuine 

effort to implement CSR.6 Several interviewed firms that consider themselves as frontrunners 

in the field of CSR expressed similar concerns. Interviewees engaged in the negotiation of the 

ASGT have acknowledged these concerns, but argue that the main issue at hand is due 

diligence: firms are often not aware of the labour and environmental practices in all parts of 

                                                 
6 Greenwashing entails behaviour that seems sustainable and attracts positive public attention while no 
significant effort is being done by firms to make their supply chain truly sustainable.   
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their supply chain. The negotiating parties did not view commitments of firms to wage 

increases before having examined their value chain as realistic. Returning to the possible 

association between the compliance costs of the ASGT and the level of support for the ASGT, 

several stakeholders seem to feel that firms do not need to invest many resources in complying 

to the ASGT. The analysis of the survey results will discuss if firms agree with this. European 

Parliament resolution 2016/2140(INI) contained similar criticism on national agreements such 

as the ASGT (European Parliament, 2017). According to MEP Judith Sargentini agreements 

such as the ASGT do not lead to significant results. If they would, progress would have been 

achieved years ago. She argues that firms are able to ignore commitments without facing 

consequences (Judith Sargentini referenced in Demkes, 2017). This entails that firms can 

commit themselves to agreements such as the ASGT without making significant investments 

in their supply chain. 

Returning to the possible association between the compliance costs of the ASGT and the level 

of support for the ASGT, several stakeholders seem to feel that firms do not need to invest 

many resources in complying to the ASGT. The analysis of the survey results will discuss if 

firms agree with this. 

 

This chapter has discussed the ASGT, its advantages and its disadvantages. Based on 

interviews with relevant stakeholders and requirements stated in the ASGT, several 

assumptions on firms’ motivations to have joined the ASGT have been discussed. The next 

section will analyse the results of the survey and will devote attention to these assumptions in 

conjunction with the CSR literature. 

  



MSc thesis W.S. Kuin – “Passion for sustainable fashion” 

38 

Data Collection and Analysis 
 

This section discusses the data gathered from the surveys held with 12 firms that participated 

in the ASGT. As mentioned before, firms responded to questions concerning their motivations 

to join the ASGT on a scale from 1-5. The results of the survey will be categorised along the 

different independent variables that should account for firms ASGT support. The results are 

visualised in the figures 6-8. A detailed overview of the data, including information on 

statistical significance and size of subsamples can be found in figures 10-12 in Annex IV. When 

discussing the survey outcome, attention will be paid to statistical significance and why certain 

outcomes prevail. The information gathered in interviews with relevant stakeholders will 

contextualise the outcomes. As mentioned in the previous chapter, further research is necessary 

to confirm the preliminary conclusions that result from this research.  

 

Survey analysis: ASGT support because of strong social norm adherence 

 

 

 
 

Firms view CSR as a new norm 

Firms view sustainable production as a new norm. During the surveys and interviews, 

respondents often mentioned that being a frontrunner in CSR was a key motivation to join the 

ASGT. Although socially desirable, all firms interviewed stressed the importance of CSR. 

Whether this conviction is genuine or not, the fact that firms stress the importance of CSR 

entails that they view CSR as norm, which fits Finnemore and Sikkink life cycle theory and 

the different theories on social license and logic of appropriateness: firms do not want to lag 

behind in making their production more sustainable. On the other hand, some firms mentioned 

0,

1,

2,

3,

4,

5,

Firms feel that CSR is a
new norm to which they

have to comply.

Firms feel pressured by
the behaviour of other

firms.

Firms feel pressured by
civil society and
political actors.

Firms feel pressured by
major incidents such as

Rana Plaza.

Firms feel that
supporting the ASGT

creates goodwill.

Firms feel that
complying to the ASGT
contributes to a better

image.

Outcome total sample Outcome for firms with a sustainability statement
Outcome for firms without sustainability statement Outcome for firms with B2C business model
Outcome for firms with B2B business model Outcome for firms selling internationally
Outcome for firms selling only on the Dutch market
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that the ASGT is a very ambitious agreement of which the results are to be examined. The fact 

that firms which do not promote their CSR efforts on their website are less convinced of CSR 

becoming a new norm than firms that do promote their CSR efforts stands out and does seem 

to make sense. These firms are to a smaller extent convinced of CSR being a new norm and 

therefore do not promote this extensively. It also stands out that firms solely active on the Dutch 

market are much more convinced of CSR as a new norm than firms that also sell their products 

internationally.  

 

Firms feel pressured by their competitors 

To some extent, firms feel pressured by other firms to become more sustainable themselves. 

This relates to the changing norm discussed earlier. Firms mentioned that they feel that society 

is changing and that they would lag behind their competitors if they would join the ASGT. This 

fits DiMaggio and Powell’s thesis on coercive isomorphism in which organisations can feel 

pressured by other organisations to adapt their behaviour. On the other hand, the survey results 

are affected by a large degree of variance for firms without sustainability statement and firms 

solely selling on the Dutch market. Hence, no conclusion can be drawn for these groups.  

 

B2C firms and firms without sustainability statement did not feel pressured by political actors 

and civil society. 

The outcome for all firms combined on the indicator "firms feel pressured by civil society and 

political actors" is statistically insignificant. A high amount of variance in the sample can 

account for this. For firms without sustainability statement on their website, for B2C firms and 

for firms selling internationally, this outcome is statistically significant and low. These firms 

did not feel pressured by civil society or political actors in their decision to join the agreement. 

The other groups contained firms that to some extent felt pressured, hence the variance. The 

SER feels that the potential negative pressure of civil society organisations might have played 

a major role in firms’ decision to join the ASGT (Wintermans, 2017). The fact that the survey 

results do not confirm this could be related to the regular meetings that industry associations 

had with NGO’s and the Dutch government long before ASGT negotiations had started. It 

could also be the case that firms are afraid of negative public attention if the ASGT does not 

live up to its expectations. However, this was not measured in the survey. Another explanation 

could be that the sample mainly consists of small firms. Although firm size was not exactly 

measured, the majority of firms in the sample are known as small. As political actors and civil 

society organisations focus on large firms in naming and shaming campaigns it could be that 

the firms in the sample did not experience any pressure. This is in line with the thesis of 
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Thornton et al. that large and visible firms are more pressured by civil society organisations 

and political actors than smaller firms. Unfortunately it was not possible to take differences in 

firm size into account. Further research is therefore necessary to determine why certain firms 

feel pressured by political actors and civil society and others do not. 

 

Firms did not feel pressured by major incidents in their decision to join the ASGT 

As shown by the survey outcomes, the firms interviewed did not seem to be influenced by 

major incidents such as Rana Plaza in their decision to support the ASGT. For firms with a 

sustainability statement on their website, a B2C business model and sales taking place solely 

in the Netherlands, this indicator is statistically significant and low. For other groups this 

indicator was statistically insignificant due to a high degree of variance. As mentioned before, 

the garment and textile sector has attempted to become more sustainable long before the Rana 

Plaza incident. This might account for this outcome. In that context, the ASGT should not be 

seen as trigger for more CSR adherence by firms. On the other hand, the Rana Plaza disaster 

certainly caused the political support for Minister Ploumen to launch her CSR agreements-

approach. Major incidents such as Rana Plaza therefore seem to have influenced the Dutch 

government rather than the private sector (Braakhuis, 2012). It can therefore be concluded that 

major incidents did not play a significant role in firms’ decision to join the ASGT. The outcome 

of this survey is therefore not in line with the thesis of Hoffman and Ocasio.  

 

Firms feel that they gain goodwill and a better image by joining the ASGT 

Firms stated that they feel that they gained goodwill by joining the ASGT and that participating 

in the ASGT contributes to an improvement of their image. This fits the previously discussed 

logic of appropriateness. Firms classified as B2B felt this to a stronger extent than other groups. 

This could be because they sell large quantities to a small amount of buyers, whereas B2C 

firms that sell small quantities to large amounts of consumers. One firm commented that 

supporting the ASGT might be of use when doing business with the Dutch government, as the 

Dutch government increasingly pays attention to CSR when buying goods and services. If a 

large buyer poses these demands, the effects on firm behaviour are likely larger than if a small 

buyer does so. Additionally, firms active on the Dutch market feel that the ASGT contributes 

to more goodwill and a better image to a larger extent than firms that sell internationally. 

Stronger adherence to CSR by Dutch buyers could account for this.  

 

Taking all indicators into account, it be concluded that some normative indicators played an 

important role for firms to join the ASGT. Firms see CSR as an emerging norm and expect to 
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yield benefits in terms of goodwill and a better image. Moreover, to some extent they feel 

pressured by other firms to participate in the ASGT. On the contrary, firms did not feel 

pressured by NGOs and events such as Rana Plaza. Differences exist in the degree to which 

some groups of firms feel that CSR as an emerging norm and in the degree to which firms 

expect to yield benefits in terms of goodwill and a better image. It can therefore be argued that 

firms participating in the ASGT do adhere to CSR as a social norm. Further research is 

necessary with a larger sample and in different product categories to confirm this preliminary 

conclusion. 

 

Survey analysis: ASGT support because of a strong belief in market demand 
 

 
 
 
 
Consumer demand for CSR 

Firms feel that current consumer demand for CSR-products is low. However, firms stated that 

this demand was lower in the past and that they expect consumer demand for sustainably 

produced clothing to increase in the near future. This entails that firms anticipate on high future 

demand for products compatible with CSR objectives. When separating the sample in firms 

that have a sustainability statement on their website and firms only active in the Netherlands 

are more optimistic about the increase in consumer demand than firms without sustainability 

statement on their website and firms selling internationally. It could be the case that firms 

expect consumers in the Netherlands to value CSR higher than consumers outside of the 

Netherlands. The fact that firms with a sustainability statement feel that consumer interest in 

CSR is going to increase is in line with the thesis of amongst others Kitzmueller and 

Shimshack, Luo and Bhattacharya, Sen and Bhattacharya and Porter and Kramer, which entails 

that firms promote their CSR activities to attract future sales, whether present or future sales. 

 

Firms feel that their employees support CSR. 
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Firms also mentioned that their employees supported their CSR commitments. One firm 

commented that its commercial department supported its CSR policy, but that making profit 

was the primary goal of the firm. Nevertheless, also for this firm, employees to large extent 

support its support to the ASGT. This support of employees in firms’ CSR decisions fits with 

Kitzmueller and Shimshack theory of employee support for CSR related products. As can be 

seen in figure 7, differences in employee support exist per group. It is not clear why employees 

of certain firms favour CSR more than others. Future research should examine whether this is 

a coincidence or if certain factors can account for this. 

 

Firms doubt whether complying to the ASGT influences their sales. 

Although many participating firms promote their CSR efforts, firms expressed doubts that the 

ASGT would contribute to a change in sales. The fact that the ASGT was not known amongst 

the wider public was often mentioned by interviewees. Based on this information, it can be 

concluded that firms feel that consumers will demand more CSR related products in the future, 

but that these consumers will not necessarily take the ASGT into account when determining at 

which firm to buy products. However, the survey results show that firms that are solely active 

on the Dutch market slightly expect that participating in the ASGT will lead to higher sales and 

that firms that do not participate will be affected by their decision not to. Although the sample 

researched is small, it could be that firms feel that Dutch consumers will pay more attention to 

the ASGT than consumers in other countries. This makes sense as the ASGT is a Dutch 

agreement. Further research is necessary to examine whether a correlation exists. Moreover, 

firms categorised as B2B do expect that not joining the ASGT could lead to lower sales. It 

could be the case that this relates to the argument made earlier, that they sell larger quantities 

to a smaller amount of buyers. As will be discussed later, firms view the ASGT as a tool to 

achieve more CSR in their business model. Firms’ motivation to increase their CSR compliance 

aligns with the previously discussed belief in CSR as emerging norm. Firms realise that the 

demand for CSR products increases in the future and that not anticipating on this will likely 

decrease their future demand. B2B firms mentioned that they feel that firms pay more attention 

to CSR than consumers when buying products. This could account for the different outcome 

per business model. Further research is necessary to confirm whether this is the case. B2C firms 

expressed their desire for consumer demand growth for sustainable products. Since firms have 

agreed to comply with the ASGT objectives, it is in their own interest that consumer demand 

for CSR products increases. As mentioned earlier, even though some firms doubt whether 

participating in the ASGT leads to higher sales, they are to a large extent convinced that the 

ASGT contributes to a better image of participating firms. Participation in the ASGT could 
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therefore also be seen as a marketing tool that should foster demand in the long run. Firms seek 

to ensure their long-term profitability by becoming more sustainable. The ASGT is a tool for 

them to do this. Further research should establish whether a correlation exists between firms 

active in B2B or solely on the Dutch market and their expectancy of market demand.   

 

It can therefore be concluded that demand driven motivations can account for firms’ decision 

to support the ASGT. Firms feel that consumer demand for CSR products has increased and 

expect that this increase will continue. However, they experience current customer demand as 

low. The degree to which firms expect that their ASGT participation is related to higher sales 

differs between the different groups identified. The outcome of the survey demonstrates that 

only B2B firms and firms that are exclusively active on the Dutch market expect that ASGT 

participation will lead impact the amount of sales. On average, firms did not feel that this was 

the case. Moreover, firms’ employees supported their decision to join the ASGT. In conclusion, 

for certain groups, ASGT participation can be seen as a tool to achieve higher sales. Further 

research should establish why this is the case. 
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Survey analysis: ASGT support because of a strong belief in cost avoidance through the 

ASGT 

 

 
 
 

 

Firms solely on the Dutch market feel that the costs of producing more sustainably are fairly 

low. 

The firms in the total sample varied in their answers on this question. This explains the 

statistically insignificant outcome. When dividing the sample into those firms that sell 

exclusively on the Dutch market and those that do not, it seems that the former group feels that 

the costs of producing more sustainably are relatively low. Firms active internationally on the 

other hand feel that producing more sustainably is costly. It is not clear why this is the case. 

Further research is therefore necessary. Most firms surveyed argued that sustainable production 

is more costly than non-sustainable production, especially if firms are to provide a liveable 

wage. Moreover, firms experience the use of organic materials as costly. Some firms 

interviewed had production outlets in Europe, where production facilities have to comply to 

strict EU law. This decreases the price gap between sustainable and non-sustainable 

production. Therefore, these firms did not view producing more sustainably as much more 

expensive than non-sustainable production. It could be that this also explains the gap between 

firms selling solely on the Dutch market and firms selling internationally. As differences in 

firms’ production taking place inside and outside the EU is not taken into account, further 

research is necessary. 

 

Firms feel that the costs to comply with the ASGT are low 

As the survey outcome demonstrates, most firms do not feel that complying to the ASGT is 

costly. Especially firms without sustainability statement, firms engaged in B2B and firms 
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Outcome for firms with B2B business model Outcome for firms selling internationally
Outcome for firms selling only on the Dutch market

Figure 8: survey outcome on indicators measuring cost avoidance. 
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selling internationally answered positively on this indicator. It is unclear why this is the case 

and further research is therefore necessary. Several potential explanations could account for 

the overall low expectation of compliance costs. First, the number of firms in the sample that 

produced sustainably before the ASGT was concluded was relatively large. These firms 

therefore did not expect to make major changes in their production to comply to the agreement 

as they considered their supply chain to be meeting the ASGT objectives already. As firms’ 

sustainable production before the ASGT was conducted was not taken into account when 

gathering the survey data, further research is necessary to examine whether such a correlation 

exists. According to the SER, firms are required to improve the CSR situation in their 

production compared to the current situation. This entails that every firm will need to make 

improvements and thus need to invest resources (Wintermans, 2017). Hence, firms’ perception 

that complying to the ASGT does not involve significant costs might not be correct. Another 

explanation for the impression that compliance to the ASGT is not costly is the view held by 

SKC and MEP Sargentini that the AGST itself does simply not require these costs from firms. 

This view opposes the SER view, which entails that the ASGT does require significant 

investments. SKC and MEP Sargentini argue that the vagueness of the ASGT objectives does 

not demand significant commitments from firms. Again, the counterargument used by the SER 

is that every firm will need to improve its supply chain (Wintermans, 2017). If the institutional 

structure of the ASGT functions as set up, the ASGT secretariat is able to sanction firms who 

do not comply to this requirement. Therefore, the explanation held by Sargentini and SKS 

seems unlikely. It could be the case that firms simply underestimate the investments necessary 

to comply with the requirements of the ASGT. Firm’s expectation of low compliance costs fits 

the thesis of McWilliams and Sieger, who argued that firms take the costs and benefits of CSR 

arrangements into account before deciding to join them. In the case of the ASGT, firms have 

the perception that the costs involved are relatively small. Joining the ASGT therefore fits their 

long term strategy. Firms’ cost-benefit analysis on joining the ASGT will be discussed when 

discussing the respective indicator. 

 

Firms feel that the ASGT might prevent stricter government regulation but no conclusions can 

be drawn on firms’ influence. 

Firms mentioned that the current regulatory burden they face is low. On average, firms 

expected that government regulations would become stricter in the near future. This fits the 

political reality demonstrated by the recently adopted legislation on child labour (Van Laar, 

2017). To some extent, firms expect that the ASGT reduces the likelihood of increased 

government regulation. This is in line with proponents of co-regulation that argue that the 
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possibility of government intervention provides participating firms with the incentive to 

comply with the agreement. Additional research should be conducted to determine whether 

firms not participating in the ASGT feel similarly on this issues. However, no conclusions can 

be drawn on whether firms feel that they influenced the ASGT to their benefit. This is due to 

the variance, also when dividing the sample into the identified groups. Most firms indicated 

that they did not feel to have influenced the outcome of the ASGT at all as they did not have a 

seat at the negotiating table. Industry associations such as Modint and INretail conducted 

negotiations on their behalf. Other firms argued that by discussing their interests with these 

associations, they did influence the negotiations. This fits the theory held by amongst others 

Thornton et al., De Jong and Witteloosduijn, Stigler and Kim and Darnall which entails that 

firms try to influence government regulation to their benefit. On the other hand, the fact that 

several firms did not feel to have influenced the outcome of the ASGT negotiations is not in 

line with this theory. No previously identified characteristic is able to account for these 

different answers. When simplifying the results to a 1-3 scale, the outcome of this indicator 

becomes statistically significant. This is in part because many Likert scores of 1 and 3 were 

given, but no 2. By simplifying these results, this gap decreases and the standard deviation 

becomes relatively smaller. Nevertheless, no clear conclusions can be drawn on this indicator. 

Further research which divides the sample studied into other groups and examines firms that 

did not participate in the ASGT is therefore necessary. 

 

Firms feel that the ASGT provides cooperation opportunities to tackle issues jointly. 

One outcome that is not discussed in the CSR literature is that firms feel that by joining the 

ASGT they would be able to cooperate more with other firms participating in the ASGT. This 

was specifically mentioned by firms that had a sustainability statement on their website. Firms 

without sustainability statement were actually not convinced of these cooperation advantages. 

As it is unclear why this is the case, further research is necessary. The firms convinced of 

cooperation benefitting them mentioned that they specifically mentioned the opportunity to 

jointly address CSR related issues that occur in geographic areas where more than one firm has 

their production facilities. Surveyed firms mentioned that their influence as single firm on 

labour laws in developing countries is minimal, whereas a combined approach of multiple firms 

and stakeholders as labour unions, governments and civil society organisations could be more 

successful. The “poldermodel” set-up of the ASGT provides for trust and cooperation between 

different stakeholders. This cooperation between different parties entails lower decision 

making costs and a more efficient approach when tackling common CSR issues. Although 
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some literature devotes attention to cooperation advantages, no attention is devoted to the 

cooperation advantages that derive from CSR agreements.  

 

Firms feel that the ASGT provide learning effects 

The survey outcome also demonstrates that firms feel that the ASGT provides them with 

learning opportunities. Firms and stakeholders such as the SER and the Dutch Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs mentioned that the ASGT provides a platform through which good practices 

and learning experiences can be shared. This is particularly beneficial for those firms that have 

much to improve in their CSR track record. The desire of firms to learn from other firms fits 

DiMaggio’s and Powell’s theory on mimetic isomorphism well. Firms that do not have an 

extensive CSR policy yet are keen to learn best practices from those firms that find themselves 

to be frontrunners already. As one can imagine, firms that have been engaged in CSR before 

the ASGT was conducted expect to learn less from other firms. Since this research did not take 

this variable into account, further research is necessary. A large gap exists between firms 

selling internationally and B2C firms on the one hand and firms selling exclusively on the 

Dutch market and B2B firms on the other hand, with the former two to expect to learn much 

more from the ASGT than the latter two. It could be the case that firms selling on the Dutch 

market are more advanced in their CSR implementation than those that do not sell on the Dutch 

market. Further research should establish whether this is the case. 

 

Firms with a sustainability statement feel that their participation in the ASGT reduced 

corporate risks. 

The average survey outcome on firms feeling that they reduce corporate risks by complying to 

the ASGT is statistically insignificant. Also here, the variance is high. Firms with a 

sustainability statement on their website experienced that their participation in the ASGT could 

reduce certain corporate risks, whereas other groups were more pessimistic about this. Further 

research is necessary to establish why this is the case. Several firms that find themselves to be 

very active in CSR already answered that they did not expect to gain more insight in the supply 

chain at all from their participation to the ASGT and answered 1 on the Likert scale. Firms that 

are keen to improve their CSR record did answer that the requirements of the ASGT urge them 

to get more insights in their supply chain and that they expect this to be beneficial to them. 

They answered 3, 4 or 5 on the Likert scale. Further research is therefore necessary. 

Simplifying the results to a 1-3 scale reduces the variance in answers and decreases the standard 

deviation. This leads to a statistically significant outcome which is in line with Orlytzki et al. 

which entails that that CSR commitments leads to more knowledge and therefore to more 
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efficiency. Whereas Orlytzki et al. focus on the external environment of the firm and firms' 

knowledge of stakeholders, firms mentioned that the ASGT helped them to get insight in their 

own production facilities. This also fits the view of the SER in that increased insight in firms’ 

supply chain could result in efficiency gains. If the due diligence requirement of the ASGT 

urges firms to investigate their supply chain and it turns out that they have many different 

supplying factories each responsible for a tiny share of the firms’ total input, then increased 

insight might lead to firms deciding to concentrate their input. As the ASGT is still in its 

starting phase, it is unclear whether ASGT participation actually leads to increased efficiency. 

Research at a later stage should address this. Moreover, further research should address the 

high variance on this indicator. 

 

Firms exclusively active on the Dutch market expect to offset the ASGT compliance costs with 

higher sales. 

Regarding the cost-benefit analysis which firms conduct in their decision to join the ASGT, 

firms varied a lot in their answers. Firms selling exclusively on the Dutch market were much 

more positive about an increase in sales offsetting the costs that they need to make to comply 

with the ASGT objectives. This fits with the previous identified expectation of this group that 

the ASGT will lead to an increase in sales. This anticipation on higher sales fits the thesis of 

McWilliams, Siegel and Wight and Gregory et al.. Other firms did not expect a high increase 

in sales because of their ASGT participation. Surveyed firms that had already implemented 

high CSR standards before the ASGT was implemented did not expect a significant change in 

their cost-benefit situation as their costs to comply are low but they also do not expect an 

increase in sales. Other firms felt that the ASGT will lead to increased costs but not necessarily 

to higher benefits through higher sales. This is therefore contrary to the abovementioned 

theory. As the survey outcome did not take the amount of time during which firms produced 

sustainably into account, further research is necessary to confirm whether such correlation 

exists. Besides the difference in sales location, no previously identified characteristic is able to 

account for this difference. Further research is therefore necessary. 

 

In conclusion, firms did not feel that complying to the ASGT would involve high costs. At the 

same time, firms do not seem to feel that costs are offset by higher sales. Although firms feel 

that the ASGT to some extent decreases the likelihood of increased government regulation, the 

survey outcome does not demonstrate that they feel to have influenced the ASGT to their 

benefit. Firms with a sustainability statement on their website feel that the increased insight in 

their supply chain reduces corporate risks. Moreover, firms experience advantages in terms of 
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cooperation and learning from other firms that firms gain from participating in the ASGT are 

efficient and therefore leads to lower future costs. Efficiency and lower future costs based on 

these aspects therefore have played a role in firms decision to support the ASGT.  

 

When taking all three independent variables into account, several conclusions can be drawn. 

Rather than a predominant motivation following from one of the three independent variables 

identified earlier, several aspects within these categories seem to have influenced firms’ 

motivation to join the ASGT and several do not. It was argued earlier in this thesis that this 

research could clarify the apparent discrepancy between consumer demand and costs that firms 

have to incur. The findings discussed above have nuanced this discrepancy. Firms expect that 

consumer demand will increase in the near future and most firms did not expect that meeting 

the requirements of the ASGT to be costly. Especially firms that are exclusively active on the 

Dutch market and those firms that promote themselves as sustainable expect this demand to 

increase. Next to firms’ expectation that demand will increase, it has been demonstrated that 

firms’ employees support their decision to join the ASGT. Furthermore, firms do not only 

highly value CSR, but they also feel pressured by their competitors to join agreements as the 

ASGT. Political pressure and incidents such as the Rana Plaza incident do not seem to have 

influenced firms’ decision to join the ASGT, contrary to initially expected. Firms benefit from 

cooperation with other firms and appreciate the fact that they can learn best practises from 

firms that have been engaged in CSR for longer periods of time. These are factors that should 

be taken into account if the Dutch government wants to expand this approach to other product 

sectors.  

 

Exploratory factor analysis 

The previous section has discussed the various motivations that firms might have to support 

the ASGT. As the analysis of the survey outcome demonstrates, all of the independent variables 

are more or less able to account for firms’ ASGT participation, whereas not all indicators that 

measure these independent variables point in the same direction. This section will therefore 

use an exploratory factor analysis to examine whether it is possible regroup the variables 

studied into different independent variables. This serves as a check to the used research design. 

Since the sample is relatively small, it is unlikely that clear conclusions can be drawn. 

Nevertheless, this exploratory factor analysis could serve as robustness check to the research 

design used. As justified in the chapter on the research design of this thesis, an oblique rotation 

method was used as several indicators are related to each other. The results of this exploratory 

factor analysis are discussed below. Attention will be paid to the four components that together 
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account for 67% of the total variance and explain, according to the analysis, at least 10% of the 

variance each. The amount of variance for which every component accounts are displayed in 

figures 13 and 14 presented in Annex V.  

 
 Component 1 2 3 4 

Indicators related to social norm adherence 
Firms feel that CSR is a new norm to which they have to comply. 0,921    
Firms see other firms are increasingly engaged in CSR. 0,599 -0,559   
Firms feel pressured by the behaviour of other firms.  0,516 0,606  
Firms feel pressured by civil society and political actors.     
Firms feel pressured by major incidents such as Rana Plaza.   0,542  
Firms feel that supporting the ASGT creates goodwill.    0,771 

Firms feel that complying to the ASGT contributes to a better image. 0,624    
Indicators related to market demand 

Firms feel that consumers demand CSR-produced products 0,536 -0,502   
Firms feel that consumer demand for CSR-produced products will increase. 0,771    
Firms feel that consumer demand for CSR-produced products has increased. 0,745    
Firms feel that their employees support  CSR     
Firms feel that complying to the ASGT increases sales. 0,623 0,698   
Firms feel that not complying to the ASGT decreases sales. 0,758    

Indicators related to future cost avoidance 
Firms feel that the costs of complying to the ASGT are low  0,643   
Firms feel that the ASGT might prevent stricter government regulation. 0,635  -0,504  
Firms feel that the current regulatory burden on CSR issues is too high.     
Firms feel that the regulatory burden on CSR issues will increase. 0,822    
Firms feel that the ASGT might prevent stricter government regulation.     
Firms feel that by participating in the ASGT they influence regulation in their benefit.    0,801 

Firms feel that they reduce corporate risks by complying. 0,521    
Firms feel that the costs of complying to the ASGT are outweighed by increased sales.  0,532 -0,587  

Firms feel that the ASGT provides cooperation opportunities to jointly tackle CSR 
issues.     

Firms feel that the ASGT provides learning effects.   0,709  
 
 

 Figure 9: Rotated Component Matrix displaying the indicators comprising the different components and their relative weight. 
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According to the results of this exploratory factor analysis, component 1 accounts for over 28% 

of the variance. As can be seen in figure 9, the survey items on which firms responded similarly 

cover all three independent variables. However, when assumed that social norm adherence is 

related to consumer demand, which is the case according to the social license and logic of 

appropriateness literature, the items covered by this component mainly relate to demand related 

motives. This makes sense. The indicators that measures whether employees support firms 

decision to join the ASGT is not taken up into this component. This makes sense, since 

consumers are a different group from employees. On the other hand, several indicators not 

related to demand, such as indicators on the reduction of corporate risks and on the regulatory 

burden, are also included in this component. In light of the small sample, this could be because 

of coincidence rather than an actual correlation.  

 

Component 2 accounts for over 16% of the total variance. Following these results, firms 

answered similarly on indicators that relate to the costs and benefits of participating. These 

indicators all measure the costs of supporting the ASGT and the benefits of joining the ASGT 

in terms of higher sales. It can therefore be argued that firms which make a cost-benefit analysis 

based on the above mentioned indicators are a separate group from others. The division used 

in the research design of this thesis was based on this assumption. However, certain indicators 

related to either costs or benefits are not included in the component resulting from the 

exploratory factor analysis. Costs and benefits were already covered in the earlier 

categorisation. Moreover, this categorisation overlaps to some extent with the previously 

identified component that focusses on consumer demand. It is therefore questionable whether 

categorising variables through this component is more feasible than the division used in the 

research design of this thesis. 

 

Component 3 accounts for 12% of the total variance. Firms seem to answer similarly on 

indicators related to pressure from external factors, such as major incidents, the behaviour of 

other firms and government regulation. This component also includes indicators related to 

learning effects and the earlier mentioned cost-benefit analysis. The interviews held with 

different stakeholders do not seem to be able to account for a categorisation based on these 

indicators. In light of the small sample, it is plausible that the correlation of these indicators 

relates more to coincidence rather than causation. Further research is necessary to confirm this. 
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Component 4 accounts for 11% of the total variance and includes variables that measure 

whether firms feel that they gained goodwill and whether they feel to have influenced 

government regulation to their benefit. These two indicators are related. If a firm has more 

goodwill, it is in a better position to influence regulation. One would assume that this 

component would include other indicators related to regulatory burden arguments as well. 

However, this is not the case. In light of the small sample, more research is therefore necessary.  

 

When interpreting these results, one should keep in mind that 23 variables were studied through 

12 cases. The components therefore overlap to some extent with each other, but also with the 

norm-demand-costs division made earlier. For all components, one can think of a possible 

association between the indicators included in these components. However, sometimes 

indicators that seem unrelated to other indicators are included in the components whereas 

sometimes indicators which one would expect to be included are excluded. Some components 

contain combinations of indicators for which no explanation prevails. Coincidence rather than 

correlation therefore likely causes the outcome of this exploratory factor analysis. Based on the 

results of the exploratory factor analysis, it is therefore not feasible to regroup the variables 

studied into new independent variables. Since the independent variables used earlier were 

based on demand and cost based reasons, the exploratory factor analysis does not provide new 

insights.  

 

This chapter has discussed the outcome of the survey held with firms that participate in the 

ASGT, has provided the survey results with context derived from conducted interviews and 

has used an exploratory factor analysis to account to provide for an alternative of the used 

research design. Not all indicators used had a similar outcome for each independent variable. 

Several indicators elaborately discussed in the literature do not seem to have played a 

significant role in firms’ ASGT participation. Most notably, these are motivations related to 

pressure from political actors, incidents and the threat of increased regulation. Yet, the pressure 

from political actors and incidents did influence the Dutch government to initiate the ASGT 

negotiations. Although this pressure did not seem to affect firms, it can be concluded that this 

pressure did influence the initiation of the ASGT. Other motivations, such as whether firms see 

CSR as emerging norm, expect future demand and effects from learning and cooperation, seem 

to have played a major role in firms’ decision to join the ASGT. Especially regarding the 

possibilities for cooperation, this research has provided new insights, as the CSR literature has 

not yet emphasised that cooperation through CSR agreements benefits firms. This research has 

also highlighted that some firms estimate the possible compliance costs of the ASGT to be 
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lower than those stakeholder who oversee the ASGT, such as the SER. Whereas those 

stakeholders expect every firm to carry out improvements to the best of their ability, firms who 

are frontrunners in CSR already do not expect to spend many resources on the agreement. 

Policy makers should align these different expectations. Moreover, it seems that differences 

exist between firms that differ on issues as business model, whether they have a sustainability 

statement on their website and their sales market. Because not all indicators that operationalise 

the different independent variables gave a similar outcome, an exploratory factor analysis was 

used to research if another categorisation would have been more feasible. This was not the 

case. It can therefore be concluded that the research design used was not perfect, but  it was 

most suitable to address this topic.  
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Conclusion and discussion 
 

The previous chapter has discussed and analysed the findings of this thesis. These findings are 

explanatory in the sense that they deepen current knowledge of co-regulation in the field of 

CSR. The findings of this thesis are exploratory in the sense that this thesis has identified 

several key findings that provide ground for future research. This concluding chapter will put 

these findings into perspective by discussing the generalisability of these findings, its 

implications for the academic debate and its implications for society.  

 

Concluding remarks and implications for generalisability 

This thesis has examined firms’ commitment to CSR agreements as the ASGT. The survey 

outcomes identified several prevailing motivations that played a role in firms’ decision to join 

the ASGT. Although no single independent variable identified can solely account for firms’ 

decision to join the ASGT, several indicators seem to play a more important role than others. 

Yet, future research is necessary. The variance of the sample was high due to the small sample 

size, particularly for the different sub-categories. For some indicators, it was not possible to 

account for the outcome of a certain sub-category. Moreover, if possible, size of the firm to be 

measured by its turnover, profit and amount of employees should be taken into account. The 

role of investors is highlighted in the literature, but due to a lack of information it was 

unfortunately not possible to research this variable. Lastly, several simplifying assumptions 

were made in the research design, ranging from the assumption that firms are rational actors to 

the assumption that all indicators carry the same weight. Although this was necessary for this 

research’ sake of feasibility in light of the limited resources available, these assumptions do 

impact the validity of its research. Further research with a larger sample, in different sectors 

and on more variables, is therefore necessary to confirm the results found by this study. 

Moreover, research with firms that did not participate is useful to check whether ASGT 

participation does indeed follow from the identified independent variables. These control cases 

could also provide for insights in the relative importance of the three independent variables 

vis-à-vis each other. Besides these limitations on the validity of the results of this thesis, its 

outcome has raised several important issues that provide ground for further research. 

 

If the conclusions of this research would be generalised to other sectors, several conditions 

have to be met. Regarding social norm adherence, firms must not only be convinced that CSR 

is “the right thing to do”, but also that an agreement is providing them with a better image and 

goodwill. In the case of the ASGT, firms also felt pressured by their competitors to engage 
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themselves more in CSR. Should a similar agreement be set up in different sectors, these are 

sector characteristics to be taken into account. 

 

Regarding demand related motives, firms should expect demand for CSR products to increase 

in the future. Moreover, firms’ employees should support their decision to join the ASGT. For 

policy makers, it can be of good use to differentiate between B2C and B2B business as well as 

between firms that solely sell their products in the Netherlands and internationally. B2B firms 

and firms active on the Dutch market expect their participation in the ASGT to influence their 

sales. It can therefore be wise to focus on these two groups when initiating an agreement in 

another sector. 

 

Third, if an agreement similar to the ASGT were to be concluded in a different sector, firms 

must be convinced that participating will lead to advantages that can lower future costs. The 

confidential approach in which firms provide insight on their own supply chain and then 

receive confidential advice on what to improve should be used as well, since this provides firms 

with effective support in making their supply chain more sustainable. Firms also appreciated 

the possibility to learn from other firms and to cooperate to tackle issues jointly. Moreover, 

firms expressed a feeling that the ASGT decreased the likelihood of increased government 

regulation. This implies that an agreement such as the ASGT could yield more support if a 

threat of increased government regulation exists. Before negotiations on the ASGT had started, 

the textile and garment sector already tried to improve the CSR situation in the industry, and 

was in frequent contact with NGO’s and with the government. This made ASGT negotiations 

relatively easy and ensured the broad support that the ASGT enjoys today.  

 

The advantages that firms can get out of their ASGT participation can therefore also be viewed 

as characteristics of the sector. If firms in another sector wish to cooperate more with fellow 

firms or if they feel that demand will increase, an agreement such as the ASGT might be 

successful. A similar research, that takes the issues related to sample size and firm 

characteristics discussed into account, in the three sectors where a similar agreement was 

conducted is necessary to confirm the findings of this thesis. 

 

 

 

Implications for the academic debate on CSR 
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This research has tested various theories on the case of the ASGT. The previous chapter 

contains an elaborate discussion on the firm motivations that are associated with firms 

participation in the ASGT and those that are not. Besides these new insights in firm motivation, 

this research adds new insights to the three prevailing academic debates discussed earlier.  

 

Regarding the debate around Friedman’s view on the unjustness of CSR, the analysis above 

provides several insights. First, firms that are engaged in the ASGT do aim at decreasing the 

harm they inflict in societies in which they produce. They see CSR as an emerging norm to 

which they want to commit themselves. Second, the case of the ASGT demonstrates that a CSR 

strategy can fit well within a firms long-term strategy. Participating firms expect that demand 

for CSR products in the future will grow, and therefore make sure to commit themselves to 

agreements such as the ASGT. Furthermore, firms expect to achieve non-material advantages 

such as goodwill, learning effects and cooperation effects by being part of an agreement such 

as the ASGT. This can eventually also benefit firms financially. Moreover, employees seem to 

support firms’ CSR strategy to great extent, which entails that the firm’s money is spent along 

the wishes of those who earned it for the firm. However, firms also stated that they do not 

expect that the costs they have to incur are outweighed by benefits in terms of higher sales that 

their participation yields. Also, it must be noted that the ASGT has only come into force 

recently. It is therefore too early to tell whether the ASGT actually brings the anticipated 

strategic advantages outlined above to the participating firms. Therefore, further research 

should be conducted if more is clear on actual costs and benefits that firms gain out of 

agreements such as the ASGT. 

 

Regarding the debate around the profitability CSR strategies, firms anticipate on increased 

future demand for CSR and expect to yield the non-material advantages discussed above out 

of their support for the ASGT. Besides their altruistic support for CSR, firms also expect that 

their participation benefits their business strategy. On the other hand, firms do not feel that 

compliance costs are outweighed by benefits such as higher sales. This provides ground for 

further research, especially since it is too early to tell how companies will actually be affected 

by their ASGT commitments. A similar research should therefore be conducted when the 

ASGT has been up and running for several years. 

 

Regarding the debate around co-regulation, the ASGT  has proven to be successful in engaging 

the private sector to increase the amount of CSR in the garment and textile sector. Because of 

the “tailor made” approach, in which every firm needs to improve the CSR situation based on 
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their due diligence reporting, firms need to take action wherever possible. Firms did feel that 

the ASGT decreased the need for command and control style government regulation, but they 

did not feel that they influenced this themselves. If the ASGT proves to be an effective 

agreement in the near future, this may be a new approach suitable for implementation in other 

sectors. Similar to the previous conclusions, a similar research should be conducted at a later 

point in time to examine if the ASGT yielded results more efficiently than command and 

control regulation would have. 

 

Implications for policy makers and wider society 

This research argued that examining the motivations of firms to participate in agreements such 

as the ASGT is of value for society as it provides insight in the dynamics between government, 

civil society and the private sector. In addition to new insights in benefits firms expect to yield 

out of their participation, two conclusions relevant for policy makers can be drawn. These are 

relevant should the Dutch government decide to expand this strategy to product sectors 

different from those in which it is already applying a similar strategy. First, participating firms 

and other stakeholders experience the dynamic between each other as cooperative and smooth. 

This has likely contributed to the large number of firms supporting the agreement. Firms 

receive guidance rather than sanctions when they are unable to improve the CSR situation in 

their value chain. This creates trust and incentivises firms to do the best they can. The fact that 

NGOs, the government and the private sector had regular CSR discussions before the ASGT 

negotiations had started contributed to a smooth process. Second, many firms participating in 

the ASGT considered themselves to be frontrunners in the field of CSR already before ASGT 

negotiations took place. Firms who had not been engaged in CSR to the same extent mentioned 

that they highly valued the learning possibilities and synergy effects that arose with 

participating in the ASGT. It is therefore advisable that in future CSR agreements a similar 

balance is sought between frontrunners and firms new to CSR. 

 

In addition to the identified indicators that are associated with the high level of firm support 

for the ASGT, an important policy insight is that firms perceive their compliance costs to the 

agreement to be much lower than stakeholders who oversee the agreement. Whereas those 

stakeholders expect every firm to carry out improvements to the best of their ability, firms who 

are frontrunners in CSR already do not expect to spend many resources on the agreement. Yet, 

the SER and the MFA expect every firm to improve the CSR situation in their value chain. It 

is therefore advisable that these different expectations are more aligned. 
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As mentioned, the ASGT has only recently entered into force. It is therefore too early to draw 

conclusions on actual CSR improvements rather than on firms’ intentions. The criticism of 

NGO’s such as Schone Kleren Campagne or the EU Parliament can therefore neither be 

confirmed nor rejected. Nevertheless, stakeholders involved expressed their optimism on this 

matter. Surveyed firms all stressed the importance of CSR improvements and mentioned the 

benefits that achieving the ASGT goals brings them.  
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Annex I: list of participating firms in the ASGT  
(SER, 2017) 
 
Negotiating parties and supporting parties 
Alchemist Fashion B.V.  
America Today B.V.  
Magazijn De Bijenkorf B.V.  
Biz-Niz Confectie B.V. 
C&A Netherlands C.V.  
Company Fits B.V.  
Coolcat Fashion B.V.  
ECC Couture B.V.  
Engelen & Evers BV / EE labels  
Essenza Home  
ETP B.V.  
Euretco Label Company  
Exelle  
FNG Group Nederland B.V.  
Fully Fashion BV (same as Knits Only) 
C.A.G. BV. Gerlon “The Fashion Hits Factory”  
Groenendijk Bedrijfskleding B.V.  
G-Star Raw C.V.  
Gsus  
HEMA B.V.  
Hunkemöller International BV  
JC Rags (same as Men at Work) 
Jolo Fashion GmbH  
Just Brands  
Kings Of Indigo  
Knits Only  
LaDress BV  
LC Kidswear B.V.  
Less  
Manderley Fashion B.V.  
Mees  
Men at Work  
Miss Etam Operations B.V.  
Okimono B.V.  
O'Neill Europe B.V.  
Ontour  
Open32  
Prénatal Moeder en Kind B.V.  
Progarments China Ltd  
B.V. Textielfabrieken H. van Puijenbroek h/o HaVeP  
P.W.G. Bedrijfsveilige Kleding  
Rademakers Fashion & Fur  
Schijvens Corporate Fashion  
Silvercreek (same as OnTour) 
Sissy-Boy  
Steps Nederland B.V.  
Sting House of Brands  
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Studio Anneloes B.V.  
Summum Woman B.V.  
L. Ten Cate B.V. 
Tricorp B.V.  
Tumble ’N Dry  
Vanilia C.V.  
We Europe B.V.  
Wehkamp B.V.  
Wibra Supermarkt BV  
Witteveen  
Yongo Europe B.V.  
Zeeman textielSupers B.V.  
 
Negotiating parties 
Dutch Government (government) 
VGT (industry association) 
Modint (industry association) 
INretail (industry association) 
UNICEF Nederland (civil society organisation) 
Solidaridad (civil society organisation) 
Landelijke India Werkgroep (civil society organisation) 
Coalitie stop Kinderarbeid (civil society organisation) 
Stichting VIER VOETERS (civil society organisation) 
FNV (labour union) 
CNV (labour union) 
 
Parties expressing support for the ASGT 
MVO Nederland 
IDH, The Sustainable Trade Initiative 
MADE-BY 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) 
Fair Wear Foundation (FWF) 
Foreign Trade Association (FTA) 
Nationale UNESCO Commissie 
ASN Bank  
Bedrijfstakpensioenfonds Mode Interieur Tapijt & Textiel (Bpf MITT) 
Save the Children 
 
  



MSc thesis W.S. Kuin – “Passion for sustainable fashion” 

61 

Annex II: Interviewees 
 
Jef Wintermans, SER 
Marielle van der Linden, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Nicole Engmann van Eijbergen, CNV 
Liesbeth van ‘t Ende, Landelijke Vereniging van Wereldwinkels 
Nanette Hoogervorst, One World 
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Annex III: Survey Questions: 
 
Questions related to social norm adherence: 
- Do you see other firms being more sustainable? 
- Does the sustainable behaviour of other firms influence your own behaviour towards 

sustainability? 
- Do you see sustainable production as an emerging norm? 
- Do you think that commitment to agreements as the ASGT contributes to a positive 

image? 
- Do you think that the image associated with the ASGT leads to a significant increase 

in consumer demand for your products? 
- Do you think that companies that are not joining commitments as the ASGT will be 
 affected by this decision in terms of lower sales? 
- Did you feel pressure from civil-society to commit to the ASGT. 
- Did you feel pressure after major accidents like Rana Plaza to commit to the ASGT? 
 
Questions related to demand driven motivations: 
- Do you think that consumers demand sustainable clothing? 
- Do you think that this demand will increase in the foreseeable future? 
- Do you think that this demand was lower in the past? 
- Are your shareholders and employees supporting strongly supporting sustainability? 
- Do you think that the image associated with the ASGT leads to a significant increase 

in consumer demand for your products? 
- How high do you estimate the percentage of consumers is that is willing to pay more 

for sustainable clothing? (fill in amount) 
 
Questions related to cost driven motivations: 
- Are you required to invest significant resources in committing to the ASGT? 
- Is it costly for you to produce more sustainably? 
- Do you think that the costs of producing more sustainably would be higher/lower if the 

ASGT was concluded years later? 
- Do you think that the costs of producing more sustainably would be higher/lower if the 

ASGT was concluded years earlier? 
- Do you think that the costs that you make to comply with the ASGT are smaller 
 than the benefits you receive through higher sales? 
- Does committing yourself to the ASGT decrease corporate risks that take place in your 

value chain? 
- Does the ASGT brings your firm advantages in terms of cooperation? 
- Do you feel that you are able to learn from other firms through the ASGT? 
- Do you think that you achieved goodwill by complying to the ASGT. 
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Annex IV: survey results 
 

Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independent 
variable: 

Indicator: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Strong CSR 
norm 
adherence 

Firms feel that CSR is a 
new norm to which they 
have to comply. 

4,00 (1,13) 
N=12 

4,25 (1,04) 
N=8 

3,50 (1,29) 
N=4 

3,88 (1,25) 
N=8 

4,25 (0,96) 
N=4 

3,50 (1,22) 
N=6 

4,50 (0,84) 
N=6 

2,58 
(0,79) 
N=12 

Firms feel pressured by 
the behaviour of other 
firms. 

3,08 (1,31) 
N=12 

3,13 (1,30) 
N=8 

3,00 (1,83) 
N=4 

3,00 (1,31) 
N=8 

3,25 (1,5) 
N=4 

3,00 (0,89) 
N=6 

3,17 (1,72) 
N=6 

2,17 
(0,94) 
N=12 

Firms feel pressured by 
civil society and 
political actors. 

1,78 (0,97) 
N=12 

1,63 (1,06) 
N=8 

2,00 (0,82) 
N=4 

1,75(0,71) 
N=8 

1,75 (1,50) 
N=4 

1,50 (0,55) 
N=6 

2,00 (1,26) 
N=6 

1,25 
(0,62) 
N=12 

Firms feel pressured by 
major incidents such as 
Rana Plaza. 

1,42 (0,67) 
N=12 

1,50 (0,76) 
N=8 

1,25 (0,50) 
N=4 

1,25 (0,46) 
N=8 

1,75 (0,96) 
N=4 

1,50 (0,84) 
N=6 

1,33 (0,52) 
N=6 

1,08 
(0,28) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
supporting the ASGT 
creates goodwill. 

3,67 (1,07) 
N=12 

3,75 (1,04) 
N=8 

3,50 (1,29) 
N=4 

3,34 (1,06) 
N=8 

4,25 (0,96) 
N=4 

3,50 (1,05) 
N=6 

3,83 (1,17) 
N=6 

2,42 
(0,79) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
complying to the ASGT 
contributes to a better 
image. 

3,33 (1,07) 
N=12 

3,63 (0,92) 
N=8 

2,75 (1,26) 
N=4 

3,13 (1,13) 
N=8 

3,75 (0,96) 
N=4 

2,83 (1,17) 
N=6 

3,83 (0,75) 
N=6 

2,33 
(0,78) 
N=12 

 
 

 
 

Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independent 
variable: 

Indicator: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Strong belief in 
market demand 
for CSR 

Firms feel that 
consumers demand 
CSR-produced 
products. 

2,33 
(0,65) 
N=12 

2,38 (0,74) 
N=8 

2,25 (0,5) 
N=4 

2,25 (0,71) 
N=8 

2,5 (0,58) 
N=4 

2,17 (0,75) 
N=6 

2,50 (0,55) 
N=6 

1,42 (0,51) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
consumer demand for 
CSR-produced 
products has 
increased. 

4,08 
(0,64) 
N=12 

4,25 (0,46) 
N=8 

3,75 (0,96) 
N=4 

4,13 (0,64) 
N=8 

4,0 (0,82) 
N=4 

3,83 (0,41) 
N=6 

4,33 (0,82) 
N=6 

2,83 (0,39) 
N=12 

Figure 10: social norm adherence outcome of survey. Statistically significant results in bold. 1:Outcome 1-5 total sample, 2: Outcome 1-5 
for firms with a sustainability statement. 3: Outcome 1-5 for firms without sustainability statement. 4: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2C 
business model. 5: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2B model. 6: Outcome for firms selling internationally. 7: Outcome for firms selling only on 
the Dutch market. 8: Outcome 1-3 of total sample. 
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Firms feel that 
consumer demand for 
CSR-produced 
products will increase. 

4,42 
(0,90) 
N=12 

4,5 (1,07) 
N=8 

4,25 (0,50) 
N=4 

4,25 (1,04) 
N=8 

4,75 (0,50) 
N=4 

4,00 (1,10) 
N=6 

4,83 (0,41) 
N=6 

2,92 (0,29) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
employees support 
CSR. 

4,58 
(0,90) 
N=12 

4,05 (1,07) 
N=8 

4,75 (0,50) 
N=4 

4,38 (1,06) 
N=8 

5,00 (0) 
N=4 

4,17 (1,17) 
N=6 

5,00 (0) 
N=6 

2,83 (0,58) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
complying to the 
ASGT increases sales. 

2,50 
(1,17) 
N=12 

2,50 (1,20) 
N=8 

2,5 (1,29) 
N=4 

2,38 (0,92) 
N=8 

2,75 (1,71) 
N=4 

2,00 (0,63) 
N=6 

3,00 (1,41) 
N=6 

1,67 (0,78) 
N=12 

Firms feel that not 
complying to the 
ASGT decreases sales. 

2,67 
(0,99) 
N=12 

2,88 (0,99) 
N=8 

2,25 (0,96) 
N=4 

2,25 (0,71) 
N=8 

3,5 (1,00) 
N=4 

2,00 (0,63) 
N=6 

3,33 (0,82) 
N=6 

1,75 (0,62) 
N=12 

 
 

 
 

Dependent variable: firm support for ASGT 

Independen
t variable: 

Indicator: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8   

Strong belief 
in cost 
avoidance 
through the 
ASGT 

Firms feel that 
the costs of 
producing more 
sustainably are 
low. 

2,50 
(1,56) 
N=12 

2,50 
(1,31) 
N=8 

2,50 
(1,00) 
N=4 

2,38 
(1,06) 
N=8 

2,75  
(1,50) 
N=4 

1,83 
(0,41) 
N=6 

3,17 
(1,33) 
N=6 

1,50 
(0,90) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
the costs of 
complying to 
the ASGT are 
low. 

3,67 
(1,56) 
N=12 

3,00 
(1,51) 
N=8 

5,00 (0) 
N=4 

3,50  
(1,69) 
N=8 

4,00 
(1,41) 
N=4 

4,00 
(1,67) 
N=6 

3,33 
(1,51) 
N=6 

2,25 
(0,97) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
the ASGT 
might prevent 
stricter 
government 
regulation. 

3,17 
(1,40) 
N=12 

3,25 
(0,89) 
N=8 

3,00 
(2,31) 
N=4 

3,00 
(1,60) 
N=8 

3,50 
(1,00) 
N=4 

3,17 
(1,60) 
N=6 

3,17 
(1,33) 
N=6 

2,08 
(0,79) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
by participating 
in the ASGT 
they influence 
regulation in 
their benefit. 

1,92 
(1,16) 
N=12 

1,75 
(1,04) 
N=8 

2,25 (1,5) 
N=4 

1,75 
(1,04) 
N=8 

2,25 (1,5) 
N=4 

1,67 
(1,03) 
N=6 

2,17 
(1,33) 
N=6 

1,50 
(0,67) 
N=12 

Figure 11: market demand outcome of survey. Statistically significant results in bold. 1:Outcome 1-5 total sample, 2: Outcome 1-5 for 
firms with a sustainability statement. 3: Outcome 1-5 for firms without sustainability statement. 4: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2C business 
model. 5: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2B model. 6: Outcome for firms selling internationally. 7: Outcome for firms selling only on the 
Dutch market. 8: Outcome 1-3 of total sample. 
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Firms feel that 
the ASGT 
provides 
cooperation 
opportunities to 
tackle issues. 

3,58 
(1,50) 
N=12 

4,38 
(1,06) 
N=8 

2,00 
(0,82) 
N=4 

3,25 
(1,49) 
N=8 

4,25 
(1,50) 
N=4 

3,67 
(1,75) 
N=6 

3,5  (1,38) 
N=6 

2,25 
(0,97) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
the ASGT 
provides 
learning effects 

4,08 
(1,17) 
N=12 

4,00 
(1,07) 
N=8 

4,25 
(1,50) 
N=4 

4,38 
(1,19) 
N=8 

3,5 (1,00) 
N=4 

4,83 
(0,41) 
N=6 

3,33 
(1,21) 
N=6 

2,58 
(0,79) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
they reduce 
corporate risks 
by complying. 

2,75 
(1,60) 
N=12 

3,25 
(1,49) 
N=8 

1,75 (1,5) 
N=4 

3,00 
(1,69) 
N=8 

2,25 
(1,50) 
N=4 

2,50 
(1,64) 
N=6 

3,00 
(1,67) 
N=6 

2,08 
(1,00) 
N=12 

Firms feel that 
the costs of 
complying to 
the ASGT are 
outweighed by 
increased sales. 

2,42 
(1,57) 
N=12 

2,00 
(1,41) 
N=8 

3,25 
(1,71) 
N=4 

1,88 
(1,13) 
N=8 

3,5 (1,91) 
N=4 

1,50 
(0,84) 
N=6 

3,33 
(1,63) 
N=6 

1,67 
(0,89) 
N=12 

 
 

 
 

 

  

Figure 12: cost avoidance outcome of survey with N=12. Statistically significant results in bold. 1:Outcome 1-5 total sample, 2: Outcome 
1-5 for firms with a sustainability statement. 3: Outcome 1-5 for firms without sustainability statement. 4: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2C 
business model. 5: Outcome 1-5 firms with B2B model. 6: Outcome for firms selling internationally. 7: Outcome for firms selling only on 
the Dutch market. 8: Outcome 1-3 of total sample. 
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Annex V: Exploratory factor analysis 
 

Total Variance Explained 

Component 
Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % 
1 6,519 28,345 28,345 6,519 28,345 28,345 
2 3,732 16,224 44,570 3,732 16,224 44,570 
3 2,865 12,456 57,026 2,865 12,456 57,026 
4 2,446 10,636 67,662 2,446 10,636 67,662 
5 2,178 9,469 77,131 2,178 9,469 77,131 
6 1,574 6,843 83,974 1,574 6,843 83,974 
7 1,242 5,399 89,373 1,242 5,399 89,373 
8 1,061 4,612 93,985 1,061 4,612 93,985 
9 ,679 2,951 96,936    
10 ,403 1,751 98,687    
11 ,302 1,313 100,000    
12 7,255E-16 3,154E-15 100,000    
13 6,734E-16 2,928E-15 100,000    
14 5,364E-16 2,332E-15 100,000    
15 2,892E-16 1,258E-15 100,000    
16 2,281E-16 9,919E-16 100,000    
17 7,157E-17 3,112E-16 100,000    
18 -7,886E-19 -3,429E-18 100,000    
19 -1,587E-16 -6,902E-16 100,000    
20 -1,791E-16 -7,788E-16 100,000    
21 -3,940E-16 -1,713E-15 100,000    
22 -6,003E-16 -2,610E-15 100,000    
23 -7,333E-16 -3,188E-15 100,000    
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

 
 

 Figure 13: Total variance of indicators per component. 
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Figure 14: Scree plot displaying the eigenvalues of each component 
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