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Abstract 
Seeing as fashion companies today have a proclaimed desire to act sustainably, we wanted to 

explore their explanations regarding the paradoxical phenomenon which is based on having 

CSR strategies, yet still advocating for consumption. The consumption rate in today’s society 

is not sustainable, and it appears that it has lead to some confusion regarding where to start or 

how to handle the paradoxes. Massive amounts of wastage, environmental pollutions and 

social issues in the supply chain are only a few components in the fashion industry which is 

full of paradoxical phenomena and tensions. This study aims to explore companies who have 

well established CSR principles, yet still contribute to mass production within the supply 

chain which consequently leads to overconsumption. 

 

Paradox perspective acknowledges tensions between and among various desirables, yet 

interdependent and at times conflicting sustainability objectives. In this study we look at the 

three aspects of CSR, and the tensions that exists when competing demands and goals of these 

aspects needs to be considered by the fashion companies. By viewing the three aspects of 

CSR through three dimensions (rearward, nearby and forward), we have analyzed our 

interviews and identifying different paradoxes that existed. The paradox of need for profit, the 

paradox of sustainability communication and the paradox of sustainable consumption. 

Conclusions drawn from these existing paradoxes are that fashion companies might be using 

more sustainable materials, but that the massive volumes of garments remain. Fashion 

companies are flexible with their goals of CSR, but stubborn with their methods of doing 

business, when the opposite is in fact required in order to improve the three aspects of CSR in 

various dimensions.  
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1   Introduction 

This chapter will present a background of the topic focusing on the current issues regarding 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) within the fashion industry. Further, a problem 

discussion will be presented, consequently arriving to the purpose of the study and the research 

question.  

1.1   Background 

“Several of the clothing companies are in the fast fashion segment and, for obvious reasons, 

are not interested in reducing consumption. They consider their involvement in reuse and 

recycling as a way to act sustainably at the same time as it justifies continued consumption. ” 

(Ekström & Salomonson, 2014, p. 394) 

To understand fashion, from a social science point of view, the consumption of fashion have to 

be considered. Fashion is being produced and needs to be consumed, in order to keep the 

perceptions of the concept ‘fashion’ alive and maintained (Kawamura & Larsén, 2017, p. 141; 

Major & Steele, 2019). The term fashion gives garments added value. However, this value only 

exists in the perception and imagination of people’s minds, simply because fashion is not in 

fact the garments themselves, but rather the invisible elements that come with them (ibid, p. 

18). Historically, in the western world, consumption of fashion has been associated with luxury 

and perceived as an activity for only the richest segments of societies. Today, on the other hand, 

fashion and clothes have become a part of almost all societies as a way of expressing oneself 

(Thompson & Haytko, 1997; Kawamura & Larsén, 2017, p. 142-144). Currently, the fashion 

industry is considered to be an important and dynamic sector in the world economy with about 

60 to 75 million employees, which makes it one of the largest industries in the world (Stotz & 

Kane, 2015). Due to the globalization and the industry's rapid growth, the fashion industry has 

become limitless (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010), which has resulted in gained criticism and a 

demand for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013; Księżak, 

2016). 

  

CSR focuses on the contributions a company gives to society and the effects of it, within three 

dimensions of economic, social and environment (Bansal, 2005; Fleming et. al., 2013), and 

today there can be seen a development regarding companies claiming to ambitiously being 

investing in CSR programs and implementing CSR into all aspects of their businesses (Plonka, 
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2014). According to the Standard & Poor’s 500 Environmental and Socially Responsible Index, 

it is established that there has been a dramatic increase regarding CSR reporting among 

companies, from 20 % in 2011 to 82 % in 2016 (G&A Institute, 2017). It is evident that many 

companies proudly communicate their efforts concerning CSR, and despite this, are being 

continuously accused for their unethical practices; which for us raises some ambivalent 

questions regarding how companies actual are being responsible corporations.  

  

Some believe, that the reason behind companies not being able to fulfill their practices is due 

to the resource-intensive environment, while others argue that there has been an evolved 

competitive market due to “fast fashion” (Księżak, 2016; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016). The concept 

“fast fashion” entails a production of the latest trend in the fastest way possible in order to 

satisfy the customer, which has led to companies having to produce more products in a faster 

and cheaper way (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). This results in companies not having enough 

control over the production supply chain, but instead only focusing on taking advantage of the 

opportunities to increase their profits (Księżak, 2016; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016. There are 

commentators that differentiate between the apparel industry that make fast fashion and the 

fashion industry that makes high-end fashion, but since the 1970s the distinction between the 

two have blurred (Major & Steele, 2019). For example, different fast fashion brands having 

collaborations with renowned high-end fashion designers, such as Karl Lagerfeld, and creating 

clothing collections with celebrities, such as Madonna.  

  

Fashion today is more about the style/styles of clothing that is worn by a group of people (Major 

& Steele, 2019). In addition, consumers pressure the retailers to take responsibility, at the same 

time as maintaining their status within the industry by continuing producing clothes that are in 

the line with the newest fashion trends (Wagner et. al., 2008; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016;  Vehmas 

et. al., 2018). However, companies tend to find that these criteria are not easily combined with 

CSR activities as it generates higher costs for companies and is therefore seen as a luxury 

operation (Doane, 2005; Brockhaus et. al., 2017). This results in tensions between demands 

regarding social and environmental sustainability strategies and demands of economic 

sustainability strategies within the fashion companies. These tensions can be referred to as 

paradoxes (Hahn et. al., 2018).  

  

Due to companies producing in a faster and cheaper way, a mass-production is created where 

cheap labor and non-sustainable materials are included (Zarley Watson & Yan, 2013). This has 
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a negative effect on the environment as well as the social well-being of workers, but also 

generates huge amounts of wastage (Ekström & Salomonson, 2014). In order to be a 

competitive force on the market, companies must cope with the mass production of a vast 

amount of clothes, which companies have solved using cheap labor in developing countries in 

order to reduce costs (Johansson & Nilsson, 2016, p. 16-18). This generates lower production 

costs and lower retail prices of clothes which are of short duration, and therefore leads to a 

continuation of the circle of fast fashion (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016).  

  

There are retailers and organizations that are globally collaborating against fast-fashion, by 

encouraging companies to develop more sustainable products. Sustainable labels are becoming 

more common which is a result of companies taking responsibility towards a more sustainable 

world (Leire & Thidell, 2005; Bjørner et. al., 2004). Further, companies are increasingly stating 

to be providing conscious collections, ecological cotton products and maintenance instructions 

to offer customers some type of sustainable efforts to please the demand (Henninger, 2015). As 

a result, numerous studies have shown that customers want to buy more responsible products 

in order to support businesses that take responsibility in accordance to CSR (Niinimäki et. al., 

2010; D’Souza et.al., 2015; Vehmas et. al., 2018; Ellis, 2019). However, there is in reality a 

gap between customers ethical intentions and their actual buying habits (Joergens, 2006; 

Niinimäki et. al., 2010; D’Souza et.al., 2015; Vehmas et. al., 2018). 

1.2   Problem discussion 
Because of the development of strong ethical principles within societies, fashion companies are 

being forced to acknowledge their environmental and social impact. One approach that 

companies undertake towards sustainability within the fashion industry is CSR, which is 

defined by the European Commission as “a concept whereby companies integrate social and 

environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 

stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission, 2011).  

  

It is evident that CSR is not something new, but rather a well-established topic that has an 

important role in corporate operations (Kozlowski, 2012). Fashion companies claim to be 

adopting and working with CSR strategies continuously, including creating new and better 

working conditions and environmental standards, as well as reducing packaging waste and 

lowering CO2 emissions from production and transportation (Księżak, 2016). However, the 

tensions between shareholders demand profit and CSR strategies, such as environmental and 
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social sustainability, which creates paradoxical phenomena (Iivonen, 2017). Therefore, there 

are competing sustainability goals and demands that fashion companies have to work with; 

either balance or compromise in order to reach sustainable development (Iivonen, 2017; Hahn 

et. al., 2018).  

  

One of these CSR-strategies are that fashion companies try to achieve more environmental 

sustainability is by using more eco-friendly materials and to promote a more sustainable 

consumption (Kozlowski, 2012). For example, transitioning from ‘ordinary’ cotton to using 

BCI-cotton, also called “Better Cotton Initiative”, companies have collaborated to tackle the 

issues with the global cotton-production and the conditions for those working within the cotton 

industry, for the better (About BCI, n.d). The initiative is a program that works towards 

minimizing the harmful crop protection by restricting the usage of pesticides and to teach about 

water efficiency, soil health, conservation of natural habitats, fiber quality and decent work 

(Changing Markets Foundation, 2018). However, the initiative is not all sunshine and rainbows, 

there are those who critique the lack of traceability and the way in which fashion companies 

market the initiative as sustainable (The Guardian, 2011; Brad et. al., 2018; Nilsson, 2018). 

Some critics take it a step further and accuse companies for “greenwashing”; a term used when 

beautifying and stating something as environmentally sustainable, in order to be perceived as 

responsible companies (Brockhaus et. al., 2017). With the exception of few, almost every larger 

fashion company today claims to work frequently with sustainability, and consider it as one of 

their values. However, the pressure to be profitable despite the low retail prices, simultaneously 

puts pressure on an increased consumption, thus a paradoxical phenomenon arises. 

  

The notion of CSR within the fashion industry has been well-researched, especially regarding 

sustainable as well as non-sustainable actions. Most of the previous research we collected is 

often directed backwards in the supply chain, more precisely on the manufacturing processes. 

Likewise, there are Studies on consumers perspective on CSR related products and their 

attitudes towards these types of products, have been studied to a fair extent (Joergens, 2006; 

Niinimäki et. al., 2010; Chan & Wong, 2012; Vehmas et. al., 2018). However, consumption, 

on the other hand, in relation to CSR from a paradox perspective, is a topic that we found has 

not been researched to the same extent.  

  

There are those who argue that it is impossible for companies to prioritize both CSR principles 

and profit, seeing as profit triumphs principles (Doane, 2005). Therefore, we believe the 
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discussion whether or not companies should engage in CSR cannot be ignored, considering that 

companies are dependent on making profit to survive, but are restricted by ethical values. There 

are some researchers who believe CSR can be used as a competitive advantage on the market, 

if companies had better ways of implementing CSR-strategies (Elg & Hultman, 2011; Perry & 

Towers, 2013; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). In contrast, Friedman (1970:2007) argues that 

companies should focus on doing what they do best to serve society. By this Friedman believes 

that not generating profit for the shareholders would be directly irresponsible by the companies 

and towards society (Friedman, 1970:2007). As a result of facing multiple competing demands, 

companies often adopt competing goals and from the tension between two goals, strategic 

paradoxes can arise (Iivonen, 2017).  

  

Aside from the question, whether or not fashion companies should take responsibility through 

CSR, there is a possibility to not necessarily distinguish CSR and profit (Blombäck et. al., 

2011). Researchers argue that it might not be necessary to separate the two, but instead deem 

the companies to be a part of the environment, the surroundings and through that create a 

business strategy that is connected with the environment (Painter-Morland & ten Bos, 2016; 

Allen et al., 2017). The tension between having a desire to act sustainable, yet still advocate for 

consumption, is something that the fashion industry encounters daily. Even though companies 

claim to act in accordance to their CSR principles, the mass-production of textile items could 

hardly be considered to be one of these acts. The fact of the matter is that the degree of 

consumption is a vital part of the issue when trying to implement CSR policies (Ekström & 

Salomonson, 2014). According to a Swedish study conducted 2011 by Carlsson et. al., it is 

estimated that Swedish people each year dispose 8 kg of textiles, a number which does not 

include what is given to non-profit organizations or the private market for second hand and 

vintage clothing. In contrast to Sweden, the U.S. approximately discards 30,8 kg of textile items 

per person every year and the consumption is not decreasing, but rather increasing (Claudio, 

2007). The high consumption of mass-produced fashion items create vast amounts of wastage 

that in the process of being made, has had a negative effect on both environmental as well as 

social aspects. Due to this, it is important for companies to ask themselves how they are going 

to balance these important aspects at the same time as creating profit. Companies have to make 

choices, which includes trade-offs to gain a strategic position in order to know where to compete 

(Porter, 1996). There are no right or wrong answers as for what they should or should not do 

(Thompson, 1998). However, the issue remains regarding fast fashion mass-producing textile 

at low-costs and thereby enhancing profit. In parallel with this, companies claim that they use 
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sustainable strategies, which results in a double standard and contradiction. Therefore, it is 

questionable whether mass-producing fashion companies can be seen as sustainable at the same 

time as they are pushing for consumption. The contradictions in strategies are something that 

could be seen as a strategic paradox, which by definition is something that is contrary to a 

perceived opinion and continuously found in strategies (Thompson, 1998). 

1.3   Research question and purpose 

The purpose is to explore how companies justify the phenomenal paradox of having well-

established CSR strategies, yet still contribute to mass-production within the supply chain. 

Moreover, the reason for writing this thesis is to discover how companies can manage the 

paradoxes, which arises when there is a contradiction. Strategy is essentially about making 

choices. However, researchers suggest that it is crucial to be able to look simultaneously at 

different choices and issues to understand what strategy to implement (Iivonen, 2017; Hahn et. 

al., 2018) and how to achieve a successful implementation of strategy (Thompson, 1998). Thus, 

the research question is: 

  

RQ: How does for-profit fashion companies justify the paradoxes regarding working with 

CSR, yet still advocating for consumption?   
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2   Literature review 

To get an understanding of the context of CSR and consumption within the fashion industry, 

this literature review will present; an overviewing structure of the supply chain; previous 

literature on CSR relevant to the aim of this study; define consumption as well as sustainable 

consumption; presenting corporate sustainability paradox perspective to get an understanding 

of identifying paradoxes that is relevant to the thesis. 

2.1   Fashion industry supply chain 
The fashion industry are for many consumers well-known, but perhaps not understood to the 

extent of how it works. Much like any other industry, the business model within fashion can be 

many and various depending on business ideas and core values. However, to get an 

understanding of the layout of the supply chain, we will present a simplified version in the 

context of the fashion industry. 

2.1.1   The supply chain 

‘Supply’ means to provide something that is demanded, and for companies the ultimate goal is 

to provide the consumer with products or services. However, the word ‘demand’ can sometimes 

be added to the term, ‘supply and demand chain’, to emphasize that it is the demands that steers 

the chain (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 55). Moreover, the supply chain is about how values 

adds on to a product in different processes throughout the chain. It can be exemplified by how 

the process from cotton plant to ready-to-wear garment which is later on being sold in retail 

stores works. This means that the product passes through many stages which adds value, also 

known as a refinement process (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 54; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 

2010). In order to produce products, different actors within the supply chain are firstly 

independent, but later joins together and can therefore suitably be described as links in a chain 

(ibid). However, there is no set number regarding how many actors that a supply chain can 

involve, especially as some actors are specialized in different activities. This in turn could result 

in a very long chain of actors, within the supply chain (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 55; 

Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). For example, a fashion company can decide to order their 

material from an agent, instead of directly ordering from the material supplier, which would 

automatically add another link to the chain (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 55). These supply 

chains can have actors from all over the world and outsourcing is rather a rule than an exception 

(Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 140, 137; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010).  
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2.1.2   Supply chain management  

To increase profitability within the supply chain by cutting cost, supply chain management 

(SCM) was introduced. CSM main focus was trying to minimize warehouse stocks and through 

that, decreasing the economic capital tied up in unsold garments (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, 

p. 56). However, today the SCM includes more activities, for instance, extended collaborations 

over company boundaries in the supply chain. As a result, there is a higher possibility to have 

efficient planning and regulation of material sourcing, as well as products and information 

which flows in, through and out between the different links of the chain (ibid). This also 

includes an efficient planning of lead-time. Lead-time refers to the time it takes to perform an 

activity, in other words from when the activity begins until it ends. The planning of lead-time 

is crucial because time is a strong competitive factor in the fashion industry (Hedén & 

McAndrew, 2005, p 86; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). A mantra that is often used is “the right 

product, in the right quality, in the right amount, at the right time and at the right price”, meaning 

that fashion garments are ‘just-in-time’ products. If the lead-times are not met, it affects the 

entire supply chain (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 105, 85; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). Like 

dominos, the delays  in processes or wrong judgements of fashion trends, can result in sales and 

price reductions on products that are hard to sell or launched in stores at the wrong time. As the 

industrial leader Hans Werthén once said “you do not sell Christmas trees on the day after 

Christmas eve” (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 85). If the SCM is successfully implemented, 

the information could help to predict consumer buying intentions and consumer demand, as 

well as increasing profitability and competitive power on the market, throughout the supply 

chain (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 56). To break down the components of the supply chain, 

it can be divided into three lines - ‘Production line’, ‘Supplier line’ and ‘Retail line’ which will 

be presented in the section below (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 57).  

  

‘Production line’ includes all actors in the making processes of a garment (Hedén & 

McAndrew, 2005, p. 57). Very simplified, it consists of farmers who grow the cotton and 

delivers it to a spinning factory. The spun threads are then sent to be knitted or woven into 

fabric in another factory, which in turn gets sent to factories that color or print the fabric. The 

fabric is further sent to factories that cut, sow the fabric into clothes, trim of threads etc. in the 

ordered quantity from the fashion company, and then packaged for shipment (Hedén & 

McAndrew, 2005, p. 57). Sometimes the producer only charges for the actual making of the 

clothes, the ‘cut, make and trim’ model. While the sourcing manager is responsible for the 

purchase of material, where the producer provides with details the needed amount of material, 
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quantity discounts and purchase minimum. Sometimes the producer stands for everything in 

regards to the sourcing and costs of materials, as well as production costs, in other words 

purchase of ‘ready-made’ garments. The producer then offers a full price purchase to the 

sourcing manager, meaning that the producer takes the biggest economic risk instead of the 

supplier (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 148). There are few fashion companies that own their 

own product factories, and one of the reasons behind being the vast tied up economic capital 

that follows with own factories. For example, different forms of investments, such as machinery 

and products being used in the production (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 110). This also results 

in restrictions for the fashion companies regarding the mobility and flexibility to choose and 

decide where and how production should be carried out, as well as to regulate the cost connected 

to the production. Further, it is hard to fully utilize the factory’s capacity, most likely leading 

to the profit diminishing due to the investments that have been done, as payment on machinery 

etc. needs to be done. Lastly, owning a factory adds even more processes that needs to be 

managed (ibid). It is of importance to mention that this explanation of a supply chain is very 

basic, simplifies and does not reflect the reality to a full extent. There are several suppliers of 

materials, processes, actors and companies that are involved in a supply chain, which makes it 

hard for fashion companies to have full and absolute control over all processes and links in the 

chain. Therefore, CSR strategies are used to try to ensure the environmental, social and 

economic aspects in the supply chain (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013).  

  

The presentation of ‘supplier line’ will include two examples, because they are considered most 

relevant for the aim of this thesis. ‘Supplier line’ lays between ‘production line’ and ‘retail line’, 

and it consists of actors with different focuses and functions (ibid). One of the categories among 

actors are the ‘product developing suppliers’, who focus on design and product development, 

sourcing and production, sales and customer service, as well as marketing and distribution 

(Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 58). They emphasize the immaterial value of their products, for 

example the lifestyle which is associated with each brand’s clothes, and do so via marketing 

strategies directed towards consumers. Building image and brand loyalty is common among 

product development suppliers, and well-known brands within this category are Levi’s Strauss 

& Co, Adidas, Filippa K, Tommy Hilfiger, Gant etc. (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 58).  

  

The next category that will be presented is the ‘integrated retailer’. These retailers come from 

the ‘retail line’ and have integrated backwards to the ‘supplier line’. They are performing 

supplier activities, meaning that they manage the processes from idea to sales in retail stores. 
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For example, H&M, Zara, The Gap etc. (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 58). The sourcing 

process within the ‘supplier line’ follows the sourcing model that the company uses, and it 

describes which actor is responsible for what specific activity within the supply chain. For 

example, who is responsible for sourcing and buying material for the production of garments 

(Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 111).  

  

Finally, the ‘retail line’ is represented by a mixed group of actors with different concepts 

variations and business models. However, what they do have in common is that they are the 

ones closest to the consumer, and include all types of sales concepts towards the consumer, 

even online retailers (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 59-60). To mention a few concepts, there 

are ‘branch companies’ that are owned and lead by one owner, and are characterized by a strong 

business idea with a clear profile that permeates the entire organization (H&M, Lindex, Solo, 

Saks). There are retailers that have integrated from ‘supplier line’ in forms of flagship stores or 

shop-in-shop concepts (Levi’s Strauss & Co, Adidas, Filippa K, Tommy Hilfiger, Gant etc.). 

Then there are those retailers which are franchise, meaning they buy into a complete concept 

(Plato’s Closet, Benetton Group, Apricot Lane Boutique, Etam), while other retailers jointly 

own a brand name but have some freedom to decide for themselves what brands to include in 

the assortment to fit the image of the brand. In other words, the assortment can differ from store 

to store, but the overall products are the same because it aligns with the brand’s core concept. 

Finally, there are naturally retailers who are independently owned and have complete freedom 

in deciding their assortment and what brands to include (Hedén & McAndrew, 2005, p. 60-62).  

2.2   Corporate Social Responsibility 

Seeing as CSR is a substantial part of the thesis, the reader must gain a more profound and 

broader understanding of the concept in a more general term in order to be able to follow and 

understand the thesis. With this follows that a definition of CSR is presented, as well as its 

development and its main principles.  

  

Thus, CSR is a broad concept for many, however it has been defined in several ways. Social 

responsibility expert H. Gordon Fitch has defined the concept of CSR as “the serious attempt 

to solve social problems caused wholly or in part by the corporation” (Carroll, 1999). Moreover, 

world-wide organizations, such as the United Nations Global Compacts (2013), argue that CSR 

issues consist of human rights, labor, environment, and anti-corruption. However, the most 

appropriate definition of the term in regards to the context it is being used in, in this thesis is 
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that CSR is the voluntary societal responsibility that companies undertake regarding social, 

environmental and economic aspects (Grankvist, 2009).  

  

Moreover, in order to understand CSR and its development, it is of importance to consider its 

history. A responsible mindset towards employees and their work conditions emerged in the 

19th century, however an reaction to employees social conditions in regards to design and 

production was awakened in the 1950s in the USA (Caroll, 1999) This resulted in the term 

Corporate Social Responsibility, which today has become a subject that has gained attention 

and importance and is considered to be a given concept within businesses and organizations 

(ibid).  

  

The relation between CSR and the work of companies is that CSR relates to the way 

organizations operate their business in a humane, sustainable and more ethical way (Grankvist, 

2009). CSR includes a responsibility within three areas, namely economic, environmental and 

social. The economical aspect refers to companies achieving a positive financial result, which 

then consequently results in shareholders gaining profit on their investments, as well as securing 

companies’ future interests. Secondly, the environmental responsibility highlights that the work 

being implemented ought to be realized in the most sustainable way, which is done by taking 

natural resources into account. Lastly, the social responsibility refers to that each company 

should act as a good member of society, regardless of their position in relation to the company 

and its production (ibid).  

  

In this thesis CSR will be considered based on two perspectives. The first perspective is the 

normative one, which refers to a desire to do good. The second perspective, namely the 

“business perspective”, focuses on that CSR is used as a self-interest tool and that it is the 

primary reason for the use of CSR. An example of this is that companies present their CSR-

initiatives as a marketing strategy rather than actually wanting to take responsibility in society 

(Dahlén & Lange, 2009). However, due to the uprise of CSR, more consumers are, as previously 

mentioned, being aware of companies’ sustainability work and are therefore demanding for 

more sustainable products (Vehmas et. al., 2018). 

2.2.1   CSR, the good perspective 

The implementation of CSR can be seen as a competitive advantage on the market (Elg & 

Hultman, 2016 see Porter & Kramer, 2006) if the companies fully commit to the 
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implementation process by maintaining the controls of the suppliers regarding their CSR 

principles (Elg & Hultman, 2011; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013; Perry & Towers, 2013). 

Additionally, advocates for CSR have claimed that responsible business behavior can decrease 

the risks and reduce the costs in the distant future, as CSR activities can improve long-term 

shareholder values, and have a positive influence on cost structure (Smith, 2005). This also 

refers to environmental issues, as more rational decisions regarding sustainability can lead to 

reduce costs and risks (Miles & Covin, 2000; Porter & van der Linde, 1995). For example, by 

taking responsibility regarding CSR issues within communities where companies operate, it can 

result in advantages such as less tax and regulations. Consequently, taking responsibility will 

favor the profit and facilitate the production, but also leave the company being perceived as an 

approved and contributional member of the society (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). 

 

In regards to customers and their satisfaction, CSR is of great importance for the role concerning 

the quality of the clothes being offered (Nicholls, 2002). Due to the increased knowledge 

regarding sustainability and CSR, Koszewska (2010) presents studies that have shown that 

customers’ ability to separate clothing and textile from good and bad sources, can be linked 

back to the principles of CSR. Therefore, by having sustainable products it is more likely to be 

recognized internationally for environmental management standards (Koszewska, 2010).  

 

Finally, CSR can also contribute and establish new innovations regarding social, environmental 

and sustainable contributions. CSR in relation to innovation can result in new business models, 

products, services and opportunities (Little, 2006). By communicating the power of CSR 

through innovational ideas within the supply chain, one can contribute to meaningful changes. 

For example, CSR practices which have focused on environmental issues have resulted in 

sustainability and the establishment of contributional environmental management tools 

(Rehfels et. al., 2006; Rennings et. al., 2005). Ultimately, it comes down to how many 

companies are demanding the same request regarding CSR activities, and the more likely it is 

that CSR does lead to actual improvements. Also, the fact that the higher frequency of controls 

being implemented among suppliers, the higher is the probability that CSR does improve 

working conditions in the factories (Elg & Hultman, 2011; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). 

2.2.2   CSR, the negative perspective 

CSR is a controversial topic, seeing as it has been questioned whether or not CSR is the best 

way to handle the issue regarding sustainability and the responsibility that follows with it. 
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Fleming et al. (2013) argue that CSR has become a capitalistic tool for companies to use in 

order to brand and market their company as environmentally friendly. Some companies tend to 

market their products based on one or two positive features, with the goal to make the whole 

product appeal as an organic product to gain more commercial attraction. For example, 

companies only emphasize their eco-friendly efforts to be perceived as ‘good’ companies, in 

contrast to what they realistically are (Fleming et. al., 2013), which essentially demonstrates 

their belief that profit has a bigger value than principle (Doane, 2005; Friedman, 1970:2007). 

This makes it impossible for companies to prioritize both profit and eco-friendly principles, 

because profit conquers principles (Doane, 2005).  

 

One study shows that when it comes to selecting which supplier to implement CSR with, the 

processes are guided by coincidences and practicalities (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013), and these 

do not come across as well thought out strategies, but more as a randomly mixed selection 

(ibid). Therefore, it can be better to remain passive, than performing small efforts regarding 

CSR activities, seeing as it can result in more harm than good. Once the company have the 

required resources to fully commit to the implementation of CSR activities, then the activities 

can be successful and contribute to actual beneficial changes in working conditions, for the 

factory workers (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). Suppliers develop sophisticated and cosmetic 

strategies, to make it seem as if CSR has been implemented in a successful way. Moreover, a 

way to confront the issue could be through cooperation with other actors, such as unions, non-

profit organizations and local actors, as this is a way to generate resources in order to conduct 

serious work. This does not mean that retail companies should abandon control and business-

driven implementation of CSR (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013) but instead rather implies that any 

company wanting to engage in CSR activities needs to be fully committed in the 

implementation process. Thus, the companies have to be responsible for their suppliers for a 

longer period of time when it concerns the controlling processes, in order for CSR to be 

successful (Doane, 2005; Elg & Hultman, 2011; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013).  

 

However, one could ask what the negative aspects of CSR are. Unfortunately, CSR activities 

are on the way of becoming luxury operation, which raises the question if every company can 

afford the investment that is needed when working with CSR (Doane, 2005). In 2016 two 

Swedish journalists wrote a book called “Fashion Slaves“ (orig. title “Modeslavar”). They 

investigated various Swedish fashion chains and their suppliers, to research how the CSR 

activities actually functioned within the organization (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 
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2016). As it turns out almost half of the suppliers had ignored some of the most important CSR 

points, and could not even fulfill every other demand in the CSR documents (Kärnstrand & 

Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 118). Although, the fashion company had a cooperation that 

performed controls on their suppliers’ factories, there were still a large amount of issues 

regarding the CSR activities not being followed (ibid, p. 109-111).  

 

Moreover, suppliers claim that they do not make enough money from the fashion companies, 

to solve the issues regarding CSR within the factories. However, the fashion companies state 

that they can only demand that the supplier's production sites follow the local statutory 

minimum wages; “the governments have to raise the minimum wages in the production 

countries.” (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p.174). The governments in the 

production countries state that if they raise the minimum wages, the fashion companies will 

take their business elsewhere where it is cheaper to produce (ibid). Fashion companies claim to 

have done their own calculation of a livable wage, but few are willing to share their results of 

what it sums up to (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 185). One organization called 

Asia Floor Wage offers one of the most processed calculation regarding livable wage norms. 

Although it has been criticized, it does provide pointers to the gaps that current wages are too 

low, in comparison to what a livable wage is (ibid, p. 184). 

2.2.3   CSR within the fashion industry  

The uprise of CSR for a company’s outsourced producers in their supply chain, arised after vast 

criticism from non-profit activists during the 1980’s and 1990’s. Hence, many big fashion 

companies adopted CSR as their strategy of choice in regards to sustainability (Engels-Zandén 

et. al., 2013).  

 

Due to the uprising awareness among governments, activists and media, companies have had 

to become even more accountable for their social consequences of their behaviors (Porter & 

Kramer, 2006). Thus, the clothing industry’s supply chain management is crucial for companies 

and therefore, they must manage their supply chains in effective ways in order to reduce 

pressure for reduction (Perry & Towers, 2013). This does not only entail that companies uphold 

and protect responsible behaviors by addressing environmental and social issues, it also means 

that companies ought to hire skilled suppliers who will implement their work without violating 

the CSR-principles of the company. However, as in every industry there are always possibilities 

for improvements, which naturally also is the case in the fashion industry. When working with 
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CSR the question of sustainability is often primarily linked to environmental issues, nonetheless 

the human factor and the industry’s effect on individuals are often forgotten. The fashion 

industry does not only contribute to environmental disasters but also disrupts people’s mental 

health, which in worst case scenarios could result in anorexia and bulimia (Perry & Towers, 

2013). Moreover, Perry and Towers (2013) establishes that the main concerns of CSR in the 

fashion industry are working hours, wages and working conditions. These three are all related 

to the social responsibility that companies have towards their employees. Therefore, this proves 

that ethical beliefs cannot end at company’s headquarters, when considering that most of today's 

fashion companies outsource their production to developing countries. 

 

Essentially, CSR aims to obligate companies to operate in long-term economic contributions to 

society, which enables them to avoid short-term perspectives which are often considered to be 

socially or environmentally wasteful (Porter & Kramer, 2006). It is important to clarify that 

simply having CSR principles and documents, but not processing them thoroughly enough 

cannot be perceived as taking responsibility (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). In order to establish 

and fully understand the use of CSR within the fashion industry, this section of the thesis will 

further explain the good, the bad and the ugly outcomes of CSR.  

2.3   Consumption in relation to CSR 

Per definition consumption is the final usage of a product or service (NE.se, 2019). The global 

consumption has risen, which is partly due to the fact that the population around the world also 

have increased. Simply put, more people that consume (Svenska FN-förbundet, 2017). Together 

with this, extreme poverty has decreased with 50 percent during the last 20 years (Rosling et. 

al., p. 17), resulting in more middle-income countries (Svenska FN-förbundet, 2017; Rosling 

et. al., p. 41). Solomon et. al (2016, p. 41) claim that the western society has moved towards a 

more materialistic society and that people value their material belongings and therefore “things 

do matter” (p. 36). Further, these values are of symbolic meaning for the individual and the 

belongings, in this case clothes, help to project and build identity (Sirgy, 1982; Thompson & 

Haytko, 1997). Therefore, fashion companies’ job is to collect inspiration, source for trends and 

design clothes with a ‘high degree of fashion’, which in turn creates a “need” to buy the clothing 

item if it contains symbolic meaning of communicating their identity to others (Thompson & 

Haytko, 1997; Murray, 2002). These aspects are just a few examples of consumer behavior of 

individuals and are therefore directly connected towards enhancing self-concept through the 

consumption of goods as symbols (Sirgy, 1982, p. 289). Often, it is culturally different as to 
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how consumption is displayed. In some cultures, a high degree of consumption can be seen as 

a status marker, while in others it is considered rude and even obnoxious, seeing as there are 

people in society starving or without a home. Therefore, symbolic consumption becomes and 

is interconnected to political agendas (Murray, 2002). Aligning with cultural values and 

subjective positions, the consumer creates meaning for themselves, which may sometimes make 

it difficult for others to understand the consumption decision outside of the context of an 

individual’s perception of the world (ibid).  

  
Thus, how does all these aspects connect to CSR? Consumption affects the demand and 

production and vice versa (Kawamura & Larsén, 2017, 141). The societal norms that exists, 

expect people to be able to consume fashion in order to maintain social, economic and cultural 

status (Thompson & Haytko, 1997; Murray, 2002), and these expectations are simultaneously 

taught to the public by companies (Johansson & Nilsson, 2016, p. 10). Therefore, we are taught 

and expected to consume in order to be accepted in today’s society, thus if you do not shop, 

you are not a worthy member of the society (Solomon et. al., 2016, p. 36 & p. 83). Because of 

the rapid changes in trends and affordable fashion items, a massive amount of waste is created 

as mentioned earlier (Ekström & Salomonson, 2014). Moreover, the clothes are produced 

before they are sold, and the consumers’ intentions are therefore secondary to the production 

(Kawamura & Larsén, 2017, p. 156). Further, there is no possibility to know for certain that the 

clothes that have been produced will actually sell, and bring in profit margins to the fashion 

company. An overabundance of clothes may have been produced, without it ever being 

consumed the way they were intended to initially. Instead, as discovered by a Swedish 

investigation program Uppdrag granskning from 2017, a large Swedish company burned newly 

produced clothes that did not sell in their stores. As Clegg et. al. (2007) suggest, something has 

to happen before it can be deemed as unethical or unsustainable. This leaves us with the 

question, what responsibility does fashion companies have towards reducing the degree of 

consumption? Some call for sustainable consumption. 

2.3.1   Sustainable consumption 

The concept of sustainable consumption entails re-use and recycling of clothes and textiles, and 

can help decrease the environmental impact that the current production processes. The global 

textile production and consumption of textile are increasing, likewise does the wastage of 

clothing (Dahlbo et. al., 2010). However, consumers are becoming more aware of the ethical 

and environmental affects the textile industry causes, as well as becoming more interested in 
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recycling and environmental-friendly lifestyles (D’Souza et.al., 2015; Vehmas et. al., 2018). 

Therefore, fashion companies have recognized this and try to gain competitive advantages via 

differentiating themselves by selling eco-fashion, even though it is rarely easily accessible. Eco-

fashion means having a sustainable business model in the country origin, follow good working 

standards and conditions and the usage of organic materials (D’Souza et.al., 2015). 

Furthermore, this requires that the entire supply chain reforms. One example of this would be 

how a product exists in a circular economic context. Materials and textiles have to be designed 

to stay longer in the loop of consumption (circulation clothes and textiles), while maintaining 

the highest possible value, through proper care, repairs, re-use and recycling of clothes (Dahlbo 

et. al., 2017). Additionally, slow fashion is also a reaction towards fast fashion, the first having 

a production-tempo which slows down and is performed under ethical and environmental 

conditions. It aims to shift the consumer's mindset to focus on quality rather than quantity, and 

therefore wanting the consumer to see the clothes as an investment and thereby hopefully 

buying less clothes (Chan & Wong, 2012; Johansson & Nilsson, 2016, p. 10). Starting at the 

design level in the process of making clothes, it is at this point corporate responsibility begins. 

Designing adaptable clothes has in one study been proven to elongate the life cycle and as a 

result of this consumers bought fewer new clothes, because they were able to alter and utilize 

the garment in different ways (Cao et. al., 2014). Therefore, design for a circular and more 

sustainable usage for clothes also includes clothing being reused or recycled into new fibres 

(Vehmas et. al., 2018 see Niinimäki, 2017).  

  

Consequently, stores are collecting old textiles and clothes to communicate their sustainability 

work whereas the textiles will be sent to reuse and recycling, referring to it as “close the loop” 

which means that the collected items are being put back into the loop of consumption, 

prolonging the life-cycle of the items or fibers (Vehmas et. al., 2018). However, the great 

confidence in recycling of textiles, are for the moment in time merely empty promises. In 

reality, the small amount of textiles that can actually be recycled into new fibers cannot be used 

in making new clothes, that is often the presumption (Ekström & Salonomson, 2014; 

Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 249). The wear and tear of the fibers from the 

deconstruction process, results in shorter fibers and that reduces the quality considerably. This 

in turn leads to that the fibers cannot be used in the spinning new threads. Out of the collected 

textiles and clothes, around 60% are sent to be sold at other second hand markets, while 30% 

are reused as isolations and rags, and 10% are burned up (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 

2016, p. 252). Even though there is successful progress in the research on recycling of fibers, it 
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is far from being used in commercial business. One can state that consumption remains with an 

end usage and not closing the loop (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 253; Vehmas 

et. al., 2018).  

  

The consumers are expressing a positive attitude towards a more ethical consumption; however, 

the actual ethical purchase decisions are in fact more complex (Niinimäki et. al., 2010). A 

positive attitude towards something, does not automatically mean that one behave in a way that 

align with that attitude (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). Moreover, prior studies show that consumers 

buying clothes are not willing to make a personal sacrifice, such as having to pay higher prices 

(Joergens, 2006). When making ethical purchase decisions, fashion consumer behavior differs 

from consumer behavior in other sectors as well (Niinimäki et. al., 2010). For instance, the food 

sector is one example that has higher commitment to ethical consumer decision, because food 

is of direct benefit to them. In contrary, the fashion sector consumers are not ‘directly’ affected 

by unethical purchase decisions (Joergens, 2006; Chan & Wong, 2012). Thus, even though they 

are aware of the ethical issues, it does not significantly affect their purchase decision. This can 

also be seen as a paradoxical phenomenon, in the context of fashion, because fashion consumers 

despite having a positive attitude towards ethical consumption, do not really buy more 

sustainable or ethical clothing. The fashion consumers are more interested in their need to 

express themselves through the clothes, than the need of others involved in the supply chain 

(Joergens, 2006). The fashion consumers have a notion that they do not have a real choice and 

this is due to the fact that the production is located in developing countries. This could explain 

why consumers still decide to shop in stores, despite the bad news that have been recognized 

by media (ibid). Ekström and Salomonson (2014) suggest public education about the effects of 

consumption on the environment, to the society, in the context of the consumer socialization, 

i.e. symbolic consumption, as a way to enlighten people about the importance of sustainable 

consumption. 

2.4   Corporate sustainability paradox within the fashion industry  
Corporate sustainability is described by Hahn et al. (2018) to represent a level-spanning concept 

that links organizational activities to outcomes at overarching societal and environmental 

systems, in which companies are liable for improving overall welfare of society. It is focused 

on long term orientation, rather than short term and is characterized by a multitude of different 

environment, economic and social objectives (Hahn et. al., 2018). One way to tackle the 
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ongoing debate regarding corporate sustainability and responsibility, is to use CSR strategies 

(Fleming et al. 2013), that covers the three mentioned objectives above.  
  
With an increasing population rate there are more people who consume, logically leading to an 

increasing consumption. Although increased consumption is not sustainable in the long term 

(Ekström & Salomonson 2014 see Cohen, 2011; Jackson, 2009), fashion and recycling 

companies, among other actors, do not seem to be emphasizing the issue. “Several of the 

clothing companies are in the fast fashion segment and, for obvious reasons, are not interested 

in reducing consumption. They consider their involvement in reuse and recycling as a way to 

act sustainable at the same time as it justifies continued consumption.” (Ekström & 

Salomonson, 2014, p. 394). The competing goals of pursuing profitability and adopting social 

goals as well as environmental goals, leads to complex paradoxical phenomena (Iivonen, 2017; 

Hahn et. al., 2018).  

  

In order to satisfy the desire for fashion companies to act in accordance to CSR strategies, while 

still fulfilling the need to be profitable, Hahn et. al. (2018) proposes that “paradox perspective 

on corporate sustainability explicitly acknowledges tensions among various desirable, yet 

interdependent and, at times, conflicting sustainability objectives such as environmental 

protection and social- well-being” (Hahn, et. al., 2018, p. 235 see Hahn et. al., 2015). It can 

offer a different perspective on how to approach the duality that the fashion industry stands 

before. Sustainability has its foundation in long-term orientations, where the future generations 

needs are included, as a contrast to the short-term mainstream perspective of companies (Joy 

et. al., 2012). By engaging in paradoxical phenomena, innovation and creativity are nurtured to 

bloom and pushes sustainable development forward (Hahn et. al., 2018 see Miron-Spektor et. 

al., 2011). 

2.4.1    Paradox perspective 

The paradox perspective offered by Hahn et. al., (2018) defines paradoxes within management 

studies as a universal phenomenon in organizations, which entails continuous contradictions 

between elements that depend on each other. These elements result in tensions between 

different aspects which are irrational when they appear synchronously, but logic when they are 

isolated from each other (Hahn et. al., 2018). By having a paradox perspective, one can discover 

how organizations and companies continuously manage demands regarding CSR and 

sustainability. Consequently, in order to secure success, the paradox perspective argues that 
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organizations depend on continuously making efforts in order to face several various demands 

at the same time. In today's organizations, managers have the possibility to either respond in a 

defensive or proactive way towards the tensions, and by having a paradox perspective 

companies can create a leeway for tensions that exist, when adopting competing goals or 

objectives (ibid). However, just because the objectives are competing it does not necessarily 

mean that there will be paradoxical phenomena (Iivonen, 2017), meaning that . Due to the 

perception that business demands are in conflict with environmental and social demands, 

complex situations arise when companies seek to balance between divergent economic, 

environmental and social goals (Hahn et. al., 2015). In contrary, the paradox perspective enables 

a possibility to face the occurring tensions between economic, environmental and social issues 

in order to establish a more factual response towards challenges regarding CSR (Hahn et. al., 

2018). 

  

To get a deeper understanding of the perspectives and aspects we are going to present four 

paradoxes developed by Smith and Lewis (2011), namely, the paradoxes of belonging, learning, 

organizing and performing. These paradoxes are within the aspects that are going to be 

presented further down.  

  

The first paradox is the “paradox of belonging” which refers to the difference between a 

person's beliefs and the company’s view regarding economic, environmental and social 

concerns. This creates tensions between the values of the individual and the company, which 

can result in individuals rejecting and opposing the company’s activities regarding CSR (Hahn 

et. al., 2018). Companies can choose to allow or suppress these competing values and identities. 

However, by allowing organizational members to express their values and identities, companies 

can create ‘pockets’ or ‘structures’ within the organization in order to make them flourish 

(Smith & Lewis, 2011). The feedback from these ‘pockets’ or ‘structures’ result in a productive 

process of progress, that comes from the confrontation of the opposing values and identities. 

Suppression of these competing aspects of belonging will unlikely result in a productive 

engagement regarding sustainability, but also leave sustainability goals and demands un-

handled which means that the paradox will remain (Hahn et. al., 2018).  

  

The second paradox “paradox of learning” refers to tensions between new and already existing 

activities when undergoing changes, renewal or innovations within an company (Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). A paradox perspective on this is highly relevant, because the transition from 
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unsustainable activities to more sustainable ones, requires companies to fundamentally change 

their present patterns of activities instead of trying to build upon the current systems and 

routines seeing as this creates tensions (Hahn et. al., 2018). When aiming for a more sustainable 

business model, it is necessary to have an ability to manage in an efficient way regarding today’s 

business, as well as being flexible towards future changes. The paradoxes of learning can 

therefore be addressed through an organizational ambiguity approach to achieve long-term 

corporate sustainability, allowing explorative and utilization activities to be pursued at the same 

time (Hahn et. al., 2018).  

  

The third paradox “paradox of organization” refers to the structures and leadership of a 

company, and describes the tensions concerning collaboration and competition, flexibility and 

control, and empowerment and direction (Smith & Lewis, 2011). There is an ongoing debate 

whether or not companies should organize, structure or incorporate sustainability activities as 

the core value of their organization. Consequently, there are two alternatives regarding this 

issue. The first alternative to solve it, is to moderate initiatives which are sustainable and 

thereby not leaving any leeway for fundamental considerations and instead focusing on 

commercial benefits that arise. The second alternative is to pursue economical sustainability at 

the same time as pursuing environmental and social sustainability goals with restricted 

commercial benefits (Hahn et. al., 2018). By having a paradox perspective, the companies are 

able to allow both alternatives, seen as tensions, to coexist. This means that companies can have 

an open tension between integration and structural separation. Some activities can be seen as a 

part of the structure in order to gain commercial benefits, while other activities are separated in 

order to create space and thereby allowing sustainability initiatives to independently flourish, 

regardless of any commercial benefits. The result of this is that companies on one hand can 

integrate sustainability activities being seen as commercially beneficial, while on the other hand 

incorporate sustainability activities which are morally driven (ibid).  

  

Lastly, at the very heart of corporate sustainability, where the desire to contribute to several 

possible competing sustainability goals and demands (Hahn et. al., 2018), “paradoxes of 

performing” can be found. This paradox relates to the multiple competing goals and demands 

a company and its shareholders has, which opposes the goals and demands of the stakeholders. 

These goals and demands refer to the companies’ work regarding climate change, poverty, 

public health or education (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Moreover, these sustainability issues within 

a company can be seen as competing with the profitable goals of the shareholders, when 
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satisfying the interest of the stakeholders. Therefore, companies diminish dilemmas by 

carefully choosing issues regarding environmental and social topics, which primarily benefits 

the business. This results in all other sustainability issues to be rejected in the process. By 

having a paradox perspective, companies are able to simultaneously pursue several economic, 

social and environmental goals and demands in a balanced way (Hahn et. al., 2018). This means 

that the paradox will not allow any aspect to be considered as the best option, but rather keep 

the paradox open for the ability to consider various economic, social, and environmental 

outcomes at the same time.  

2.4.2   Three aspects of paradox perspective 

To further elaborate of how tensions and paradoxes are established and interconnected within 

corporate sustainability, it is of importance to divide the various aspects of a paradox 

perspective. Hahn et. al. (2018) illustrate three aspects that the paradox perspective can be 

divided into, namely descriptive, instrumental and normative as shown in figure 2. These three 

displays how companies respond to sustainability and its tensions as well as highlights the 

effects of sustainability paradoxes and presents rules of behavior regarding a paradox 

perspective on sustainability within corporations.  

  
The first aspect, namely “the descriptive aspect” of the paradox perspective seeks to explain, as 

well as describe how decision makers and companies respond to tensions regarding 

sustainability issues in the scope of corporate sustainability, which relies on “descriptive 

categories that accurately capture organizational phenomena around such tensions” (Hahn et. 

al., 2018, p. 239). This refers to the way companies and decision makers talk about 

sustainability, or use metaphorical reasoning as a way to cope with the occurred tensions (Smith 

& Lewis, 2011); i.e. an individual of a fashion company has intrinsic values that competes with 

the company's’ goals, and copes with these tensions through metaphorical reasoning. Moreover, 

a descriptive paradox perspective can also be used as a tool to describe the arisen paradoxes of 

performance (Smith & Lewis, 2011) that occurs when fashion companies have sustainability 

initiatives incorporated in their core business. For example, companies having initiatives in 

order to improve CSR policies in the countries where they produce, at the same time has having 

breaches in regards to CSR policies due to increased production demands to satisfy shareholders 

need for return and growth.  

  
The second aspect, namely “the instrumental aspect” seeks to establish connections between 

different results, meaning that the paradox perspective considers all results in the overarching 
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structures in societies and environment (Hahn et. al., 2018). In other words, it is not only the 

fashion business models outcome, but also what the business model itself results in, for example 

an overabundance of clothes, increasing consumption and increasing wastage. By having a 

paradox perspective, companies can also engage in actions beyond organizational level, and 

therefore engage in forums like cross-sector social partnership (CSSP), where these CSSPs 

gathers companies, governments and non-governmental organizations (NGO), in order to work 

collectively towards social and environmental objectives. The paradox perspective can help 

companies understand how to handle the tensions that occur between different actors and their 

goals by using CSSP instead of viewing the collaboration and market as a competitive arena 

(Hahn et. al., 2018). If companies are able to balance and combine profit and their initiatives in 

regards to CSR, it is more likely that they will achieve higher levels of positive social and 

environmental influence and impact (ibid).  

  
Lastly, “the normative aspect” of the paradox is based on the belief that companies are 

responsible for the activities that go beyond shareholders’ interests and the economic 

performance of a company (Hahn et. al., 2018). A paradox perspective on the normative aspect 

creates space for “the full consideration of intrinsic values of multiple sustainability issues (e.g., 

future generations, biodiversity, and poverty alleviation)” (ibid, p. 240) , and is based on the 

notion that intrinsic values come from competing social and environmental concerns in different 

levels of the systems in society and nature. Moreover, this is also connected to the paradoxes 

of belonging which entails looking at how to the coping mechanisms display the paradox, in 

contrast to a normative perspective which views how the balance and/or compromising of 

divergent sustainability goals are justified by the bearer of these tension (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

The normative paradox perspective establishes that competing sustainability goals are 

individual and on the same level, neither one “should be systematically subordinate to any 

other.” (Hahn et. al., 2018, p. 244). By having a paradox perspective, it enables companies to 

have a wider range of management decisions to engage in, for the interests of different 

stakeholders (Hahn et. al., 2018). 
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(Fig. 1, Hahn et. al., 2018, p. 240, see fig.1) 

  

2.5   CSR dimensional model 
The ambition to multitask various objectives simultaneously creates tension, and the paradox 

perspective embraces this even though they might be conflicting. The tension exists between 

the different dimensions of the CSR and at different levels of corporate sustainability that exist 

at different scales of time and space (Hahn et. al., 2018). Blombäck et. al. (2011 see Blombäck, 

2010) offer a framework of how corporate responsibility in regards to CSR stretches in three 

dimension, in the supply chain; (1) rearward responsibility (bakåtriktat ansvar), i.e. ‘production 

line’; (2) nearby responsibility (närliggande ansvar), i.e. in supplier line; and (3) forward 

responsibility (framåtriktat ansvar) i.e. ‘retail line’, presented in figure 2. Much like a map, this 

model allows us to allocate paradoxes within the dimensions in relation to CSR within the 

fashion industry, in alignment with the relevant aspects for the aims of this study.   
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(Fig.2, Blombäck et. al., 2011, p. 16, fig. 2, see Blombäck, 2010). 

 

The three dimensions have the following definition of each objective, in accordance to 

Blombäck et. al. (2011): 

Rearward responsibility is connected to production workers wages, working conditions, 

working environment, all production environmental effect, transports from production 

between/to factories/stores, distribution of profits to actors throughout the value chain. Nearby 

responsibility is connected to company workers’ wages, health, education, terms of 

employment, working environment, equality-, discrimination- and diversity issues, recycling, 

hazardous waste management, shipments from warehouse to stores and also what the stores 

contribute to the local society in form of sponsoring or participating in local activities. Forward 

responsibility is connected to what happens to a textile item and its consumer when leaving the 

store, how the sale of products affect the society as a whole, consumer information, conscious 

consumption, consumer health and social status, quality of the textile item, textile items 

environmental effect when being consumed/used, recycling of textile items and packages. 

Lastly, something that is connected to both rearward and forward responsibility is the matter of 

choosing what to produce and sell in stores to the consumer (Blombäck et. al., 2011). 

  

 Rearward responsibility Nearby responsibility Forward responsibility 

Social sustainability 
 

Ecological sustainability 
 

Economical sustainability 
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3   Methodology 

This chapter will provide a discussion regarding the research methods available for the study 

and what is applicable in order to be able to answer the research question “How does for-profit 

fashion companies justify the paradoxes regarding working with CSR, yet still advocating for 

consumption?”. Likewise, this chapter will also present the different procedures and strategies 

that will be used in order to identify the sources and the needed information for the analysis and 

evaluation of the research question.  

3.1   Research Philosophy  
Knowledge creating is usually profound, but despite that every research must engage 

knowledge creation from primary and secondary sources to be able to answer the research 

question with new knowledge and insights (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 108). Therefore, the 

research philosophy refers, among other issues, to the belief regarding how data should be 

collected, used and analyzed. In other words, research philosophy manages the source, nature 

and development of knowledge (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.28).  

 

Undoubtedly, there are many branches within research philosophy. By having an 

epistemological perspective, we discovered that our research takes an interpretivist view. 

Interpretivists believe that the world is complex, meaning that is impossible to distinguish a 

cause from an effect. Therefore, the interpretivists study specific aspects of a phenomenon, in 

a particular time and place and which are fundamental for the study (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). 

Interpretivism is often associated with qualitative research, as researchers aim to make sense of 

the subjective and socially constructed meanings regarding the studies’ phenomenon. In 

particular, the primary goal for the interpretivist is to understand behavior instead of predicting 

it (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 109; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Rubinstein 1981). However, the 

process of an interpretivist study is endless. For instance, the interpretations of the phenomenon 

will have an effect on the current interpretations, and current interpretations will also influence 

future interpretations. As a result, interpretations are never fully complete due to the fact that 

one can never fully grasp the whole understanding of the phenomenon, but rather acquire an 

understanding of it instead (Saunders et. al., 2009, p.116; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.31) 

 

Our epistemological perspective leads to the aim of the study, which is to gain knowledge about 

the nature of the world of our work. Firstly, and most importantly, the study narrows down the 
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phenomenon CSR in regards to consumption. The object of study for this thesis is to explore 

and outline the phenomenon of how companies who have CSR principles still advocate for 

over-consumption. By using an interpretivist philosophy, it will enable us to gain a new and 

richer understanding and interpretation of contexts (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 116). Thus, in this 

study, the interpretivist philosophy will serve as a tool when encountering subjective evidence, 

by analyzing companies from the perspective of different people, who all have different CSR-

positions within various fashion companies and organizations. 

3.2   Research Approach  
When conducting a research, one should consider the research approach as it influences the 

design of the study, but also provides an opportunity to consider benefits and limitations of 

various approaches available to the researcher (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 149). Research 

approach can be divided into three types, namely, deductive, inductive and abductive (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015, p. 24). In order to carry out the study, this thesis will use an abductive approach 

as it enables the possibility to interpret the collected empirical data, which conjoins with the 

research philosophy (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 149). The abductive reasoning is similar to 

deductive and inductive reasoning because they all aim to make logical inferences and construct 

theories (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 401) However, in comparison to inductive and deductive 

reasoning, the abductive approach can explain, develop and change the theoretical framework 

both during and after the research process (Dubios & Gadde, 2002). Moreover, the abductive 

approach is thoroughly used in investigation work as well as in practical research.  

 

By applying an abductive approach it would enable us to explore the phenomenon and identify 

and explain themes and patterns regarding CSR and consumption (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 

401) Therefore, an abductive approach is considered to be the most appropriate approach as it 

enables us to collect empirical data while also using and incorporating theoretical ideas from 

chosen theories (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 148) Further, an abductive approach does not exclude 

the theory over empirical collection, but rather seeks to choose the most relevant explanation 

among all alternatives. It is used in order to explain the surprising fact that has been identified 

in the beginning of the research process (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 149). Thus, the interviews 

conducted, which refers to the empirical data, should be perceived as an increased 

understanding and analyzed combining both empirical and theoretical reflections.  
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The starting point of the research is to investigate previous studies regarding CSR, consumption 

and sustainability within the fashion industry. In order to understand the paradox, the chosen 

theories for the study provides an apprehension of how companies and managers interpret over-

consumption in regards to their CSR work. Further, the study aims to comprehend how one can 

create and lead a company which thrives of profit at the same time as advocating for 

environmental and social responsibility. Additionally, the theory has been changed and 

developed during the process, however the theory has always been the foundation of the 

working process of the thesis.  

  

3.4 Methodological choice  

When establishing a methodological framework, the two most prominent methods are 

qualitative and quantitative. However, when conducting a research one must be aware of the 

choice of method one decides to work with based on various factors, such as the aim of the 

study, research question and scientific approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 35) The main 

difference between qualitative and quantitative method, is that qualitative establishes and uses 

non-numerical data and gives an accurate impression, as well as a visual of how the social 

reality is dynamic and consistently created by individuals (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 151) 

Further, quantitative method refers to quantification concerning the analyzation and collecting 

of data which can be characterized and measured in units. Moreover, in a quantitative research, 

the researcher proceeds from questions which can be proven and show measurable results, but 

also to develop assumptions of behavior where the research is used to test the chosen theory to 

draw conclusions (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 408-409). However, this research does not aim to 

draw general conclusions, but rather to interpret the paradox that occurs when companies try to 

balance profit and environmental and social responsibility. Thus, by using a qualitative method, 

one can gain a better understanding of the aim of the study. 

        

To answer the research question, a qualitative method is most suitable as the qualitative method 

enables to understand the underlying reasons, opinions and motivation of the issue (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015, p. 401) Moreover, a qualitative method will facilitate deeper insights regarding the 

current issue, and the development of ideas for the research. Because this research will treat the 

subject of CSR within the fashion industry, a qualitative research method will provide us with 

the tools to dive deeper into the current problem, and to recognize patterns that may be of 

importance for the research and for the issue (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 383-384). Therefore, a 

qualitative research method is considered to be the best option as it enables us to investigate 



 

29(66) 
 

behaviors regarding issues that are complex to understand (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 482) 

Consequently, by using a qualitative method there is a possibility to gain a deeper knowledge, 

but likewise establish new knowledge and insights regarding the topic of CSR in relation to 

over-consumption.  

3.3   Methodological choice  

When establishing a methodological framework, the two most prominent methods are 

qualitative and quantitative. However, when conducting a research one must be aware of the 

choice of method one decides to work with based on various factors, such as the aim of the 

study, research question and scientific approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 35) The main 

difference between qualitative and quantitative method, is that qualitative establishes and uses 

non-numerical data and gives an accurate impression, as well as a visual of how the social 

reality is dynamic and consistently created by individuals (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 151) 

Further, quantitative method refers to quantification concerning the analyzation and collecting 

of data which can be characterized and measured in units. Moreover, in a quantitative research, 

the researcher proceeds from questions which can be proven and show measurable results, but 

also to develop assumptions of behavior where the research is used to test the chosen theory to 

draw conclusions (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 408-409). However, this research does not aim to 

draw general conclusions, but rather to interpret the paradox that occurs when companies try to 

balance profit and environmental and social responsibility. Thus, by using a qualitative method, 

one can gain a better understanding of the aim of the study. 

        

To answer the research question, a qualitative method is most suitable as the qualitative method 

enables to understand the underlying reasons, opinions and motivation of the issue (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015, p. 401) Moreover, a qualitative method will facilitate deeper insights regarding the 

current issue, and the development of ideas for the research. Because this research will treat the 

subject of CSR within the fashion industry, a qualitative research method will provide us with 

the tools to dive deeper into the current problem, and to recognize patterns that may be of 

importance for the research and for the issue (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 383-384). Therefore, a 

qualitative research method is considered to be the best option as it enables us to investigate 

behaviors regarding issues that are complex to understand (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 482) 

Consequently, by using a qualitative method there is a possibility to gain a deeper knowledge, 

but likewise establish new knowledge and insights regarding the topic of CSR in relation to 

over-consumption.  
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3.4   Primary and secondary data 

When discussing data, it is often referred and divided into primary and secondary data. The 

primary data refers to the data that researcher themselves has collected independently for a 

specific study. Secondary data, on the other hand, refers to the data one has collected from other 

sources and studies (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 13; Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 256 ). 

 

As this study will include secondary data, it will enable us, as researchers, to gain a deeper 

understanding of the chosen topic (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 256). Further, the main advantages 

with secondary data is that there is often a vast number of publications and material regarding 

the subject (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 265), especially in this case since the fashion industry is 

a well-researched area. For this study we will collect secondary data from articles, websites and 

documents which respondents have provided us with in order to strengthen and clarify their 

arguments and answers from the interviews.  

  

Returning back to the advantages of the primary data, one of the main benefits with this specific 

data is that the researchers gathers new, specific and relevant data to a certain research 

(Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 318). In this study, the primary data was collected through semi-

structured interviews which were carried out by us, as researchers. The main reason for why 

primary data was of relevance was due to the interest of how companies view the paradox today 

and thereby use new and relevant information and data in order to answer the research question. 

Those interviewed shared their knowledge, which was thereafter used to support the analysis 

and showed interesting results. By using this collection of data, the study was able to gain 

knowledge about the research subject from the perspective of an expert’s within field. 

Following section will explain the process and importance of semi-structured interviews in a 

more detailed way. 

3.4.1   Semi - structured interviews  

Through interviews one can gain valid and reliable data that is relevant to the research which 

consequently helps answer the research question (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 318). The reason 

why interviews are conducted in this study is due to this thesis aiming to understand how 

companies perceive the paradox that occurs when companies integrate CSR principles as well 

as the companies being a contributory factor for over-consumption.  
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This study will consist of semi-structured interviews to collect the empirical findings for this 

study. In order to achieve the desired results for the study, the semi-structured interviews 

enabled clear and concrete results seeing as the research is based on questions which create a 

larger space for personal expression (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 318). This space results in more 

open conversations, which therefore naturally allows the person being interviewed to speak 

more freely about the subject. Additionally, semi-structured interviews also enables the 

interviewer to ask follow-up questions if something is unclear, but also remove questions that 

were not relevant for a specific respondent based on their experience. All these factors are of 

importance to the study, mainly due to the fact that a more profound understanding regarding 

the topic can be accessed (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 320) 

 

By having enough pre-experience from presented and existing literature regarding CSR and 

consumption one could more easily establish and formulate questions (See Appendix 1). 

However, when establishing our interview questions, we defined questions that were non-

directive but rather open in order to create space for an open dialogue where the person being 

interviewed would not be strictly bound by any questions. Therefore, the questions being asked 

were not formulated as “why” questions because this would only create factual and defensive 

answers. Instead, the questions were created and presented as “how” and “what” questions, in 

order to gain adequate knowledge to answer the research question of the study (Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p. 219). 

3.4.2   Sampling process 

Seeing as the study entails an investigation of how companies work and integrate CSR-

principles in relation to over-consumption, it was necessary to collect primary data in order to 

add value and new information regarding the subject (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 318). 

 

On account of the fact that this is not a case study, the participants chosen were not selected 

based on an employment at a specific company, but instead they were chosen due to their 

knowledge and expertise within the industry. Due to the timeframe, the participants were eight 

carefully selected people who had been contacted through LinkedIn. All participants had 

different positions, such as experts, consultants, managers and researchers within the subject of 

sustainability. Because this study does not focus on specific companies, but rather knowledge 

from specific individuals, anonymity was proposed by in order to create a more open and free 

access to the respondents’ competence (Bryman & Bell, 2009, p. 142) In addition, the 
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participants were given a gender-neutral alias. It was of great importance that those being 

interviewed could speak freely about their knowledge, without having to worry about any kind 

of conflict between them and their place of employment.  

 

Furthermore, the interviews were held through Skype, mobile, e-mail and through the 

conference application “Gotomeeting”. The interviews were had in calm environments where 

there were not any distractions for either party. However, during one interview the internet 

connection was lost, which caused some disturbance which was later on solved through several 

new phone calls and audio recordings. The time length of the interviews were also significant 

and admittedly varied depending on how much the participant wanted to share. However, all 

interviews lasted between 30-80 minutes, which allowed the participants to answer the 

questions freely. Because we did not want to limit any answers or reflections, the interviews 

were not time-limited in any way, thus we were able to ask follow-up questions and clear up 

any misunderstandings or ambiguity during the interviews.  

 

We have illustrated a table which presents an overview of the selected participants’ profile, 

which includes the participants alias, position, country where they operate or have operated in, 

date of interview, where the interview was conducted and the duration of the interviews.  
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3.4.3   Interview Partners 

Alias Position Country Date of 
interview 

Time of 
interview 

Medium Duration 

Robin Sustainability 
regional 
manager  
for North Asia 

Hong Kong 28.04.2019 10.00 AM Skype 79 min 

Alem Sustainability 
and quality 
consultant. 
Textile engineer 

Sweden 02.05.2019 10.00 AM Skype 68 min 

Kim 
 

Sustainability  
coordinator 

Sweden  08.05.2019 17.15 PM Mobile 42 min 

Dylan 
 

Global 
Sustainability 
Expert 

Germany 07.05.2019 16.00 PM Gotomeeting 51 min 

Sam  CSR and 
qualitative 
manager 

Sweden 09.05.2019 14.00 PM Mobile 32 min 

Nasim 
 

CEO for a 
company within 
second hand 

Sweden 08.05.2019 10.00 
AM  

Mobile 54 min 

Terry 
 
 

Sustainability 
developer 

Bangladesh 04.05.2019 - Written - 

Jaden  
 

Consultant 
advisor for CSR 
and sustainable 
supply chain 

Netherlands 03.05.2019 10.00 AM Skype 63 min 

Table 1: Overview of Participants’ Profile and Interview information 

3.5   Method of Data Analysis 
When introducing the interview, the participants were asked if they had any objection against 

audio recordings being used in order to facilitate the future analysis (Saunders et al, 2009, p. 

341) The recording and the transcriptions were offered to the participants, to secure that what 

had been said in the interviews was correctly expressed in text.  As previously mentioned, the 

interviews were processed and thereafter transcripted, in order to interpret the recorded data. 
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This is an important part of the study and the analysis, which also helps us to achieve the aim 

of the study by using theoretical themes. 

 

Furthermore, after conducting the interviews and gaining access to the data, we will analyze 

the data in themes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006) there are six steps when analyzing 

data in themes. The first step of the analysis was to familiarize ourselves with the data. This 

refers to the data being listened to at least two times prior to the transcription. Secondly, we 

generated initial codes in order to identify certain themes and common denominators within the 

material. Thirdly, we had to review the themes to be able to separate what kind of information 

was of relevance, and what information could be dismissed. The fourth step was to define the 

themes that had been discussed, in order to gain an understanding of the relevant information 

that had been highlighted. The fifth step was to naming the themes in order to categorize them 

more easily. Lastly, the final step was to produce the report and present the empirical 

discoveries with the aim to answer the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

3.6   Time horizon  
When conducting a study, one must consider the time-frame which is required to answer the 

research question. One can either conduct a cross-sectional or longitudinal study, however, for 

this research a cross-sectional study is the most applicable as it enables a study of a specific 

phenomenon at a particular time (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 155). As this study aims to explore 

how companies today handle the issue regarding over-consumption while still promoting their 

successful CSR-initiatives, a cross-sectional study will enable a perspective on the current issue 

today. Moreover, as this thesis is a requirement of a master program one should also be aware 

of the time limitations which restrict certain possibilities, such as conducting a longitudinal 

study (Saunders et. al., 2016, p. 200). 

3.7   Research Ethics 

As in every process, one must be aware of the challenges and critical aspects that may occur to 

be able to prevent them right in time (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 168). Research ethics is 

something one encounters in the beginning of the research and is involved in all parts 

throughout the whole process, such as when seeking access to organizations and individuals, as 

well as when collecting, analyzing and reporting the collected data. Therefore, research ethics 

refers to the appropriateness of the researchers’ behavior in relation to the rights of those who 

are being a part or affect by the study. As a result, research ethics is of great importance to 
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ensure that the research design will be both methodological sound and morally defensible to all 

parties involved (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 193). However, to ensure that ethical issues will be 

in consciousness throughout the whole process, we will further present how research ethics will 

be involved in the study. 

As this thesis aims to investigate the managers and companies’ experience regarding CSR in 

relation to over-consumption, it is important to be aware of the ethical considerations that may 

occur throughout the process (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Further, Flick (2009) establishes four 

principles one should consider when working with ethical reflections. Firstly, as this thesis will 

consist of semi-structured interviews with eight participants, it is of great importance to 

encourage absolute anonymity to gain the best outcomes of our interviews as it may be sensitive 

to speak openly about an organization or company. To ensure anonymity, the participants will 

be provided with information about the research in combination with a consent from both parts 

to ensure that the data is being obtained consistently (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 197-198). 

Secondly, as these interviews were conducted through Skype, the respondents were asked to 

give their consent to the interviews being recorded, which resulted in eight out of eight 

participants accepting the recording. The reason behind this was to make the transcription 

process easier, and make sure that the interview would be implemented without any disruptions. 

Moreover, it was also a way of making the respondents feel secure, seeing as they would gain 

access to the transcript later and establish that the facts are in fact correct, as well not 

manipulated in a way to favor the thesis. Thirdly, when conducting a research, one must 

consider the obligations regarding voluntary participation. As we approached participants 

through LinkedIn, it was of great importance to not attempt to apply and pressure intended 

participant to grant us access to their insights and knowledge. Therefore, although five out of 

23 contacted LinkedIn profiles decided to withdraw from the research for various reasons such 

as work-related obligations and confidentiality agreements, we did not harm their privacy and 

accepted their decision to not participate by thanking them for taking their time to respond 

(Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 195). Lastly, the fourth principle refers to the information being 

distributed from the respondents, where they were promised that the only information used in 

the thesis would be quotes from the collected data. In addition to the four principles, the 

participants were also offered to be given the opportunity to read the section of the thesis where 

their participation is included, in order to secure that any detail, which could be linked back to 

a specific company, would not risk the anonymity of the participant (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 

199). 
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4   Empirical findings & Analysis  

4.1   Introduction  
The presentation of the empirical findings is based on our semi-structured interviews. The 

answers from the respondents will simultaneously be analyzed with the literature. The layout 

of the chapter starts with CSR and the benefits and issues of it. Next a section presents different 

kinds of critique regarding working with CSR, after that a view on the different who bears the 

responsibility. Lastly, further findings will be presented. These findings could potentially have 

a connection to our research question, but this is not something that needs further investigation. 

4.2   CSR – having the heart in the right place, but actions speaks for themselves 
Paradoxes are common phenomena within companies and refers to the continuous 

contradictions between various elements that are irrational when they appear synchronously, 

but logic when they are isolated from each other (Hahn et. al., 2018). When considering that 

there has been a significant increase in CSR reporting among companies, from 20 % in 2011 to 

82 % in 2016 (G&A Institute, 2017), we can state that companies are engaging in CSR, but 

most importantly proudly communicate their efforts. Despite this fact companies are 

continuously being accused for their unethical practices (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 

2016; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016). As CSR is the voluntary societal responsibility that companies 

undertake, regarding economic, social and environmental aspects (Grankvist, 2009), research 

has shown that the desire to do good from a normative perspective (Dahlén & Lange, 2009) can 

be utilized for business advantages as well (Little, 2006; Porter & Cramer, 2006; Carroll & 

Shabana, 2010; Elg & Hultman, 2011; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013; Perry & Tower, 2013). 

However, CSR activities can be costly and have therefore resulted in CSR activities becoming 

luxury operations, which essentially demonstrates the belief that profit has a bigger value than 

principle (Doane, 2005; Friedman, 1970:2007). This makes it hard for companies to prioritize 

both profit and CSR (Doane, 2005), company have too little resources to afford the investments 

that are needed when working with CSR (Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). When discussing the 

issue with the respondents, it is clear that there is an issue regarding prioritizing both profit and 

CSR. Jaden, Robin, Kim and Alem reflected upon different questions regarding issues with 

CSR, as well as the responsibility companies had towards the decrease of consumption:  

  

Jaden: “They (companies) do their sustainability work in the best possible way based 

on the conditions they have, considering their economy [...]” 
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Robin: “[...] it is costly, it needs money. The projects cannot run without economic 

founding’s or without the financial support. 

Kim: “We need the consumption in order for the market to survive, so somewhere you 

have to consider the economy [...] ” 

Alem: “sustainability work costs a lot of money.” 

  

The way Jaden, Robin, Kim and Alem talk about the economical factor, can be explained 

through descriptive paradox perspective, because both they and the companies they work for, 

deal with the tensions between two competing sustainability demands. As bearers of the 

tensions, the justification of the paradox phenomenon between economic sustainability and 

social and environmental sustainability (Smith & Lewis, 2011; Hahn et. al., 2018), is explained 

by the need for profit in order to maintain the work with CSR activities. Further, Jaden 

emphasizes that there is an economical aspect but also a reason behind it, described as; 

  

Jaden: “Those who work with CSR within one company are probably genuine and have 

the values, otherwise they would not work in such a position. But the whole company... 

there is a reason why they do things too and [...] companies would get a lot of criticism 

if they did not work with sustainability. 

  

This example concerns the rearward responsibility, seeing as the company engage in sustainable 

actions. However, in this case these sustainable actions are somehow being implemented with 

the aim to favor the reputation of the company (Brockhaus et. al., 2017). From this point of 

view, it is evident that some companies use the implementation of CSR as an competitive 

advantage on the market (Elg & Hultman, 2016 see Porter & Kramer, 2006). Especially, when 

considering that companies can gain advantages by differentiating themselves as selling eco-

fashion which entails good working conditions and the usage of organic materials (D’Souza 

et.al., 2015).  

  

For Kim, who works for a company that only uses organic cotton in their products, the 

investments in CSR have been beneficial, concerning both rearward and forward responsibility 

in regards to what types of products the company put on the market (Blombäck et. al., 2011). 

More specifically, it has been a “great way of gaining market shares”:  
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Kim: “It can be summed up that all our investments, at all different levels, have been 

quite profitable for us. Especially, in the form of customer loyalty, trust, long-term 

customer relations [...] financially it may have cost us more in certain situations, but if 

we look at the long-term then we have definitely gained greater benefits from it.” 

  

However, just as CSR can be used for competitive advantages, it can also be seen as a 

capitalistic tool for companies to use in order to brand and market their company as 

environmentally friendly to gain commercial attraction (Fleming et. al., 2013; D’Souza et.al., 

2015). We discussed this issue with Dylan where an example was brought up regarding how a 

company during Black Friday created an advertisement with a statement to decrease the 

consumption which instead resulted in that they extended their sales;  

  

Dylan: “[...] All companies want to sell more [...] The well-known example of 

Patagonia where they three years ago created an advertisement to not buy a specific 

jacket. There was a picture of one of their products with “do not buy this jacket” [...] It 

seemed very good, but the fact is that Patagonia is growing and they sold more because 

of that advertisement. [Laughter] And I have not seen a statement after this from 

Patagonia, that they will limit their sales, for example, only sell 10.000 products a year 

a ahead [...]” 

  

This is an example of how a company can gain competitive advantage by recognizing the fact 

that consumers are being more aware of the ethical and environmental aspects that are put 

forward by the textile industry (D’Souza et.al., 2015; Vehmas et. al., 2018), especially on a day 

like Black Friday. By beautifying and stating themselves as environmentally sustainable, in 

order to be perceived as responsible companies (Brockhaus et. al., 2017), these companies 

increased their sales instead of decreasing them. The example of Patagonia concerns the 

forward responsibility, as the company highlighted conscious consumption by informing the 

consumer in order to uphold a social status. However, even if their intentions might have been 

good, it resulted in a paradox between their aims and values and their actions. Moreover, when 

considering the symbolic values that are attached with the clothes, one can establish that these 

can be considered to be a political statement as well. Fashion companies create clothes to match 

current trends and to reflect certain values (Sirgy, 1982; Thompson & Haytko, 1997; Murray, 

2002; D’Souza et. al., 2015), and implementing different CSR responsibilities can be used as 

tool for self-interest or for marketing strategies to boost profit (Dahlén & Lange, 2009). The 
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paradoxical marketing strategy that Dylan exemplified, can be linked to the descriptive paradox 

perspective (Smith & Lewis, 2009; Hahn et. al., 2018). Meaning that there is a tension between 

having a communication which promotes ‘sustainable consumption’ at the same time as having 

an increased consumption because of the marketing strategy.  

  

We quickly recognized that for many the economical factor was the reason why they have not 

fully engaged in CSR. For many, CSR was considered to be something expensive where the 

consumption was needed to gain profit in order to even be able to engage in CSR activities. 

This tension refers to the rearward dimension as the responsibility is connected to economic 

factors, such as ensuring working conditions, wages and environment (Blombäck et. al., 2011). 

Further, as the economic aspect became an important aspect, we asked respondents if they 

agreed with this statement and were thereby able to identify different opinions, such as:  

  

Dylan: “I don't know, are there many who really use that explanation? [...] Yes, it does 

cost money. But I think that argument is a little weak, because in fact there is often a 

business case behind what companies do. [...] You can say that the companies should at 

least ensure that the legal requirements are compiled within China and in all other 

production countries that they operate in. If you need to have a social program to be able 

to secure that, it is just a compliance activity, right? To then argue about costs are of 

course a little... I think is problematic and I do not think it is okay.” 

4.3   CSR – what about critique? 

There is a common problem within companies because they often fail to fulfill their CSR 

practices (Elg & Hultman, 2011). Some believe it is because the resource-intensive environment 

and an evolved competitive market due to fashion business model (Zarley Watson & Yan, 2013; 

Księżak, 2016; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016) effecting the rearward responsibility (Blombäck et. al., 

2018). Today, companies have to produce more products in a faster and cheaper way (Bhardwaj 

& Fairhurst, 2010). As a result, companies are not having enough control over the production 

supply chain and are instead only focusing on taking advantage of the opportunities to increase 

their profits. However, as there is a continuously pressure from the consumers to take 

responsibility (Wagner et. al., 2008; (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016), 

which means the pressure from the consumers, in this case concerns both the forward and 

rearward responsibility, considering what product the company introduce to the market 

(Blombäck et. al., 2011). To further elaborate, we asked two respondents if they have 
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encountered any criticism or recognized challenges regarding their CSR work, especially in 

regards to the mass-production. Both respondents below work for a company which is 

considered to be a fast-fashion brand. 

  

Terry: “No criticism arise yet”.  

Sam: “I do not think that there is any negativity... Okay, in some cases it would be that 

we are not doing enough, but I do not feel that we get criticism for what we do. But it is 

sometimes… [Thinking] ...what kind of criticism do we get? … [...] we get criticized 

for e.g., about living wages or so. And then we get criticism for not doing well enough.” 

  

To further explore what Sam believed was the reason for why they got criticized for not doing 

enough, we asked the following question: 

  

We: “What do you believe is the reason why companies feel that they cannot work with 

CSR as much as they want?”  

Sam: “Because it's such a complex issue. Maybe [company name] is big in Sweden, but 

overall, we are a just a small player on the market. We would not be able to influence 

politicians or power balances out in the world. We have rather succeeded by cooperating 

with others and through that make meaningful changes. [Silence]” 

 

The statement made by Sam is also found in the studies performed be Elg and Hultman (2011), 

as well as  Engels-Zandén et. al. (2013), where it is stated that the number of companies 

demanding CSR, together with frequent controls, will likely lead to actual improvements in 

working conditions within the factories. When discussing why the principles of CSR in the 

rearward dimension not being adhered, Dylan who is an expert within the field underlined that 

there is a problem regarding convincing the management of companies and industrial 

organizations.  

 

Dylan: [...] Firstly, it is often very difficult to convince the management of companies 

or the management of an industrial organization. Industrial organizations are even more 

difficult than the management of individual companies, because industrial organizations 

must represent all of their members [...] It is one of the more difficult problems 

companies may have when starting, but perhaps also later in their sustainability 

projects.  
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When further discussing challenges, Robin explained that challenges also often occur 

internally. As well as there is a problem in convincing organizations, there is a problem in 

integrating sustainability in the everyday work due to the hectic environment, which results in 

that profit conquers the principles of CSR (Doane, 2005). Moreover, Robin explains the internal 

challenges: 

  

Robin: “Internally , it is most the conflict of sustainability and how every employee can 

integrate sustainability into their work” [...] “if the sourcing team have a really short 

lead-time and they have to deliver the production within 30 days. The sourcing of 

material or supply chain, may impact the worker immediately, because they have to 

work extremely high overtime. And maybe it affects the workers families as well, so 

that violates our sustainability policies. In this case we need to work with the different 

teams together to try and find out what is the best solution. So, we’re also being 

criticized by other teams that we don’t understand the business, so maybe that’s the 

criticism.“ 

  

As Robin mentioned, the time it takes to perform an activity from its beginning to the end is 

very important. Time, overall is considered crucial for the competitive advantage (Hedén & 

McAndrew, 2005, p 86; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). Because time is a crucial aspect, it also 

puts pressure on production and as Robin explains, leads to breaches in their social 

sustainability policies. This refers to the rearward dimension of responsibility (Blombäck et. 

al., 2011). The tensions found here can be described through descriptive paradox perspective, 

in the sense of the fashion company having CSR policies. However, there are breaches in these 

policies due to the economic demand for profit (Hahn et. al., 2018) that follows with 

consumption. Therefore, sourcing managers are continuously being pressured to deliver good 

products within specific timeframes, seeing as the delays in processes or wrong judgements of 

fashion trends can result in sales and price reductions on products and late deliveries (Hedén & 

McAndrew, 2005, p. 85; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). This was also later confirmed by Alem, 

when discussing the tensions between sustainability and growth: 

  

Alem: “I absolutely believe that it is possible to combine sustainability with growth, but 

it is just that sustainability takes such an incredibly long time. Unfortunately, the higher 

positions and management teams are not really prepared to let things develop slowly 
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with the time it needs, but rather "no we have to do this now." They want results at once 

and if you do not see results directly, they choose to change direction.”  

  

As suggested by Hahn et. al. (2018), an instrument paradox perspective can help companies to 

balance and combine profit and their initiatives in regards to CSR, making it more likely that 

they will be successful in achieving positive social and environmental influence and impact to 

societies. This can be linked to both rearward and forward responsibility, as it concerns both 

being responsible towards the production line, and at the same time as working for conscious 

consumption, sustainable product development, quality of the textile garments, as well as 

garments environmental effect of being consumed (Blombäck et. al., 2011). However, Jaden on 

the other hand argued that companies are not aware of the problems that exist before they occur, 

and therefore “something needs to happen before we do something about it” (Clegg et. al. 2007). 

  

Jaden: “Yes, it is like that. For example, after the scandal regarding picking feathers 

from living birds. Right after, the responsible down feather standard was implemented. 

Without the scandal that standard would not exist [...] When you do not know, you do 

not question. If child labor was not noticed, we would probably not think about it. 

Because I didn’t think about it when I was young, I didn't even know what the clothes 

came from.  

4.3.1   CSR - The backside of outsourcing 

Due to the over-consumption, companies must cope with the mass production in order to 

compete on the market. To solve this problem, companies are using cheap labor in developing 

countries and often unsustainable materials, in order to reduce costs (Zarley Watson & Yan, 

2013; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016). The impact of fast fashion has resulted in that companies do not 

only contribute to environmental disasters but also people's personal mental health (Perry & 

Towers, 2013). Today, the main concerns of CSR within the fashion industry are are working 

hours, wages and working conditions, and they are all related to the social responsibility 

towards the employees in the rearward dimension (Blombäck et. al., 2011; Engel-Zandén et. 

al., 2013). Because of the pressure on the market, companies are having a hard time to have 

enough control over the production, which has in turn affected the CSR implementations. 

Therefore, ethical beliefs cannot end at companies headquarters, when considering that most of 

today's fashion companies outsource their production to other countries (Hedén & McAndrew, 
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2005, p. 148; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). Robin and Jaden have noticed this problem and 

mentions the following:  

  

Robin: [...] “we need to protect workers’ benefits and we do not want workers to work 

overtime. So somehow it is very contradictory [...] Because I am also being employed 

and I need to raise my family, so I cannot say, “no you cannot like, gain profit, because 

they need to pay all the employees, right?” So that is also very contradictory as well. As 

an employee we can only work as much as possible and try to look for the balance” 

Jaden: “Although companies want eight hours working days, one factory does not only 

produce clothes for one company, but several at a time and therefore does not have time. 

With the consumption we have, it is impossible to have such luxury conditions.” 

  

Returning to Jaden’s statement regarding the fact that an eight-hour working day is considered 

to be “luxury operation” was quite interesting, seeing as most of the mentioned companies were 

Swedish operating in other countries. This emphasizes that companies encounter difficulties 

within the rearward responsibility (Blombäck et. al., 2011). This made the question “how is it 

that something that is so obvious in Sweden is not so obvious when operating abroad?” arise. 

Jaden argued that the situation in these countries are more complex than we can imagine, 

explaining it as:  

  

Jaden: “When you are visiting these countries, you realize that you are very westernized 

in your way of thinking. You see children in the street begging and looking broken. 

Then you think it might be better for them to work in the factory and get a salary anyway 

than have to beg [...] “ 

  

When further discussing the issue with Jaden for a clarification, we asked how companies can 

be fully aware of the problems within the factories but still do very little to solve it? Jaden 

responded: 

  

Jaden: “[...] one should not forget that it is not just business. Bangladesh, for example, 

that is politics. There is a lot of politics behind, for example, the companies do not want 

child labor, but sometimes they have no choice since they have such large orders which 

makes it impossible to have control since they do not have the opportunity to have 

someone there 24-hours who check the factory.”  
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As shown in Jaden’s example, due to the high volume of products and resulting in an increased 

pressure on production. Companies are not being able to have enough control over the 

production supply chain (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016). Tension 

between economic goals and social sustainability demands exists (Hahn el. al., 2018) due to the 

high size of orders leads to producers having to hire more labor work. Thus, resulting in 

breaches of the CSR policies within the rearward dimension (Blombäck et. al., 2011), resulting 

in instrumental aspects of paradoxes (Hahn el. al., 2018). To get an understanding of how often 

companies are controlling the rearward responsibility, Jaden explained:  

  

Jaden: “Most often it is a few times a year. It is an impartial company that comes and 

look into their papers and how the working conditions” 

  

However, by having higher frequency of controls, there is a higher probability that CSR does 

improve working conditions (Elg & Hultman, 2011; Engels-Zandén et. al., 2013). 

4.4   CSR - who is to blame? 
Moving on to the ongoing debate, which asks whether consumers or companies have 

responsibility towards consumption it is evident that due to the fast fashion business model and 

the over-consumption, it has resulted in companies producing more products in a faster and 

cheaper way (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). In relation to this, consumers are pressuring the 

retailers to take responsibility, as the same time as the companies are expected to produce new 

clothes that are aligned with the newest fashion (Wagner et. al., 2008; Recalde-Ovelar, 2016). 

This matter concerns both rearward and forward responsibility (Blombäck et. al., 2011). When 

discussing how the respondents perceived this dilemma, different opinions were presented. 

Dylan, Alem and Jaden had the clearest opinions among the respondents when answering our 

question:  

  

We: “Do you believe that companies have taken enough responsibility towards over-

consumption?” 

Dylan: “No I do not think so. How to solve this dilemma? After all, all companies want 

to sell more.” 
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Alem: “I do not think so. [...] if we are looking at fashion [...] we are far too many. Now 

I'm not only talking about the Swedish companies, but generally we are too many 

companies today where much of the fashion is quite similar [...]” 

Jaden: “I don't know, it's hard. They take their responsibility and are trying to change, 

but again it is a complex thing. They are a company and must provide their shareholders 

[...] and have responsibility to their employees. It is a whole economy that would be 

destroyed if the company took the greatest responsibility. It is almost impossible right 

now to change it completely. If we were to become very sustainable, it would change 

the world economy in total and radically”. 

  

Once again, the main problem that the respondents described was that companies were not able 

to take full responsibility due to the economical aspect. However, to understand this issue in a 

more profound way, we asked follow-up questions regarding who they thought carried the 

responsibility regarding today’s overconsumption, the customer or the company, also referred 

to as the forward and rearward responsibility, where the respondents answered:  

  

Jaden: “ [...] you can't just blame the companies; it is also the consumer. Very much of 

the power lies with the consumer.” 

Alem: I also think it is important not only to focus what the customer do, but also to 

focus on what we do as a company [...] I feel that there is a lot of focus on "yes, but the 

customer does not do this", but what do we do ourselves, we must also take our 

responsibility. 

Kim: However, I personally think that the biggest responsibility lies with companies as 

it is a little easier to take responsibility in groups instead of putting responsibility on the 

individual.” 

  

From these answers we can state that people within the industry perceive the issue and 

responsibility differently. However, one should not forget that the clothes are being produced 

before they are being sold which leaves the consumers’ intentions as secondary to the 

production (Kawamura & Larsén, 2017, p. 156). Once again, this highlights the company’s 

responsibility in the forward and rearward dimensions. In regards to this, Terry argued that:  

  

Terry: “[...] companies have to respond on fast fashion as well as customer buying 

behavior for its own survival on the market. I think as when any problem arise, the 
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solution is not to cut the head, but rather to find out how we can minimize it or find 

other alternatives that will be less harmful. It would create a win-win situation from 

both company and customer point of view”. 

  

As Terry mentioned the importance of reflecting on how to solve the problem, we expected that 

is was obvious for companies to be aware of the behavior of their consumers and therefore 

developed the question:  

  

We: Have you or the company ever questioned your customers’ behavior regarding 

consumption?  

  

This was one of the questions that reflected the forward responsibility towards conscious 

consumption. During this part, the respondents often became silent and needed to think, which 

was later explained when considering that almost all of them had never thought or done it 

before. The answers were such as:  

  

Robin: “To be honest, the answer is no [...]” 

Sam: “Not questioning, perhaps I would not use that word, but we try to inform our 

customers and we… [silence] we want the customer to feel safe and feel confident when 

entering [company name] and whatever they choose to buy here it is good clothing and 

they can have trust”.  

  

Further, after conducting some interviews we could identify that there is an endeavor to do good 

within the forward responsibility but that every individual and company have experienced 

different problems. This led us back to the rearward responsibility, in this case the business 

models of the companies. Kim and Nasim agreed by saying:  

  

Kim: “Yes, there is an extreme desire by the industry to change, but that is not the 

problem. The problem is the whole business model and what the business model build 

on? For example, selling very cheap? Then one could question, should clothes be cheap? 

Can you produce cheap clothes?”  

Nasim: “[...] they have a business idea that they have worked with, perhaps for 10-40 

years, you name it. Then suddenly they have to redirect it, transforming it into a whole 

new way of thinking [...] how do they handle it? Can they redesign the business model? 
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It is extremely complex and a completely new business development for a company that 

has worked linearly for many years.  

4.4.1   CSR - the matter of sustainable consumption 

As consumers are becoming more aware and demanding companies to take ethical and 

environmental responsibility in the rearward dimension. As a result, companies have started to 

transform and become more sustainable within all aspects of CSR, which automatically leads 

us to the concept of sustainable consumption. However, an increased consumption is not 

sustainable long term (Ekström & Salomonson 2014 see Cohen, 2011; Jackson, 2009) and 

therefore, to gain the respondents thoughts about the topic, we raised the question: 

  

We: “Do you think that sustainable consumption is a contradiction in itself? And 

why/why not?” 

  

All of the respondents were aware of the concept and the most interesting arguments was:  

  

Alem: “[...] as I mentioned earlier that just because you offer 10 items that are in organic 

cotton, it absolutely does not mean that it is sustainable [...] I mean if none of these shirts 

are sold and used, or used once or twice, it is not likely sustainable consumption. 

Kim: “It does not matter which way you produce it; it will not have good result if you 

overproduce and you have consumers who over-consume” 

Terry: “No, I don't think so. Because, sustainable consumption is not nowadays limited 

to producing products with good environment friendly materials from a good working 

place. We are working on closing the loop which means we are taking full responsibility 

of a garments’ life cycle [...] In Bangladesh, textile factory are producing fabric from 

the peels of pineapple, banana, getting inspiration from someone waste is assets for 

another one. 

Sam: “[Silence] What should I say, of course, we see that there is a contradiction and 

we are aware of it. Therefore, it is important to ensure that the goods we put on the 

market can last for a long time, so that we do not participate in a throwaway society. 

Then we also have the sale and we who work with sustainability may not always think 

that it is the option, but it is still a... profit-driven business, so of course every initiative 

regarding sustainability cannot be implemented.” 
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All respondents, except Terry, confirmed a paradox of sustainable consumption. However, as 

some of our respondents then later argue that collecting old clothes and textiles as a way to take 

responsibility for the products already out on the market and being sustainable (Ekström & 

Salomonson, 2014), a justification regarding the paradox was being made through the outcome 

of their business models (Hahn et. al., 2018). This could be perceived as not willingly minimize 

the consumption rate, which further displays paradoxical tensions. To elaborate, we asked 

following question:  

  

We: “What has your company done in order to minimize the consumption?” 

Kim: “We have a service where you can leave your old products which we will take 

care of [...] We fix the products for free, which result in that we extend the life of the 

products. 

Nasim: “[...] [company name] Have started a care and repair department at some places 

and it is… that is amazing, I like the idea. But it is also a way to put on an apron on 

something that is basically not sustainable.” 

Robin: “So there is a tailor shop, did you know? They are also promoting the repairing 

of the products [...] repairing is also one of the concepts for sustainability. They are 

trying to say, “No do not throw out your old stuff or products, it might be some kind of 

heritage, if you do something extra, then you have new fashion”. 

  

However, as both Robin and Kim proudly communicated their services regarding repairing 

products, we further discussed this initiative, seeing as they both stated that having this service 

was their way of taking responsibility towards the over-consumption. Further we will present 

the examples from our discussion with Kim:  

  

Kim: “Last year we repaired over 55,000 jeans.” 

We: “For example, now when you have this rip and repair service, does it mean that 

your production has decreased or is it the same?” 

Kim: “[silence] The company has rather expanded so it has not decreased... [silence] 

For us, it has shown that our work works very well and that more people should follow 

our steps.  
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The example of Kim shows that the company's sustainability initiative resulted in a competitive 

advantage. When interviewing the respondent, we interpreted that the respondent did not 

comprehend that their sustainability initiative had not decreased the consumption, which was 

its main purpose. By having the service, the company have rather gained “customer loyalty”, 

which in turn have resulted in a paradox between sustainable actions and financial benefits. 

Furthermore, as companies are trying to take responsibility towards their products, this also 

includes a responsibility after the products have been sold.  

  

We: “What kind of responsibilities have the companies taken regarding the 

clothes/pieces that have been sold after the customer leave the store?” 

  

Both Robin and Kim mentioned their service which aims to repair the products. The other 

respondents, for example Jaden and Sam on the other hand gave examples, such as:  

  

Jaden: “They collect clothes and gives the customer a small amount of money” 

Sam: “We have started collecting in our stores [...] not because we see our products as 

“waist” but instead as a resource. So therefore, we have started collecting collections to 

be able to reuse the garments or take them down to material [...] we receive garments 

regardless of where they come from [...]  

  

Almost all respondent gave the answer that the stores were collecting clothes in order to take 

responsibility towards their products, as an act of taking forward responsibility. However, the 

answers from Terry was specifically interesting:  

  

Terry: “Clothes being collected goes to charitable activities and we give discount for 

the collected products to create more sale.”  

  

As we did not quite understand what Terry meant by giving discount for more sale, we looked 

up what the company meant by this. From what we found; the company was a part of the 

initiative “I:collect” meaning that when returning your clothes, you get a coupon of SEK 50 for 

you next purchases over SEK 300. This coupon cannot be combined with other discounts or 

offers and is only valid for three months. This is a clear example of how companies use their 

recycling-program as a way to collect clothes at the same time as pushing for more 

consumption, especially when considering that one must purchase products for SEK 300 before 
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being able to use the coupon. This is an example of how companies believe that they are taking 

a forward responsibility, however this in turn affects the rearward responsibility seeing as they 

are still pushing for an increased consumption. 

  

When we were looking at I:Collects homepage, we found that the largest distribution of 

collected clothes and textiles went to second hand markets aboard. Around 60 percent of the 

clothes were sent to the second hand market, while the rest percentage was either used for other 

purposes or burned up (Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 252). However, the great 

confidence in this recycling initiative is for the moment empty promises, considering that only 

a small amount of the textiles can actually be recycled and reused when considering the bad 

quality (Ekström & Salonomson, 2014; Kärnstrand & Andersson Åkerblom, 2016, p. 249). 

Companies are continuously trying to close the loop by arguing that they are taking a forward 

responsibility in regards to the fast fashion industry. However, fast fashion is still fast fashion 

no matter if it is new or secondhand.  

 

Here Dylan pointed out the lack of responsibility taken by fashion companies in the process of 

designing clothes, namely what type of materials that are being used.  

  

Dylan: “But then there is also the problem of where the companies take no responsibility 

whatsoever, and that is using mixed fibers. Where you have yarn consisting of several 

components, which consists of both cotton and polyester e.g. You can't recycle it in a 

sensible way. And that is a huge problem, and then you also have a lot of other things, 

you might have spandex and yes, all sorts of other components that go into the product 

too, that are difficult to separate.” 

  

As mentioned before, the recycling processes are still at a rather small level and cannot really 

be used in commercial production yet (Vehmas et. al., 2018). The product design and choice of 

material is a vital factor in the matter of the sustainability and recyclability of the garment. It is 

about both forward and rearward responsibility in the dimensions of CSR, when decisions about 

product design and development are being made (Blombäck et. al., 2011). 
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5   Discussion 

5.1   The paradox of need for profit 

When starting to analyze the answers from our respondents, we quickly recognized that almost 

everything was linked back to the economical factor, as CSR activities often results in higher 

costs for companies and is therefore seen as luxury operations. Ekström and Salomonson also 

drew a similar conclusion in their study, where they concluded that companies are quite content 

with the efforts they are performing, in regards to CSR, because their efforts justifies a 

continuation of consumption. However, during the first part of our analysis we could identify 

that there is a desire to do good, but the costliness of engaging in CSR activities required that 

companies kept the economical factor in mind. For this reason, consumption played a 

significant role because it was seen as the most important tool to gain profit, and because profit 

was seen as the main priority for companies to survive on the market it created a vicious circle 

which in the end resulted in breaches regarding social and environmental sustainability rather 

than doing good. 

 
Furthermore, during the interviews many respondents mentioned the problems that occurred 

due the business models of various companies. Many fashion companies focuses on the ‘just-

in-time’ products which means that high volumes of garments are produced in order to gain 

profit. This in turn creates issues in the rearward responsibility dimension, for example poor 

working conditions and overtime working hours, as the factories have to finish the high amount 

of orders set by the companies. When looking from the instrumental aspect of the paradox, the 

outcome of the business models has both resulted in issues regarding rearward responsibility 

and forward responsibility, seeing as the high volumes of garments requires increased 

consumption in order for companies to be profitable. Therefore, we can see breaches in CSR 

policies due to the competitive advantages fashion companies access, through launching 

trending garments ‘in the right time’; ‘in the right quality’, often using cheaper materials, where 

the sustainability of the fiber can be questioned, or mixed fibers that can be recycled; ‘in the 

right amount’, hopefully companies did not order to much because of miscalculations of the 

demands on the market; ‘at the right price’, meaning low costs when sourcing for producing 

factories, to push prices down to fit companies perception of what the consumers’ deem as fair 

prices. Time is a crucial pawn, miscalculations and delays can cost dearly and mean the 
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difference between making profit or losing profit. Here we identify the paradox of the need for 

profit. 

 
The actions made by the fashion companies speak for themselves, and this could be explained 

through a descriptive aspect of the paradox perspective. Seeing as tensions occurs between two 

competing demands, in this case, the paradox of the need for profit in order to maintain and 

engage in CSR activities. However, some respondents argued against the assumption that 

companies could not engage and maintain CSR activities due to economic restrictions. On the 

contrary they argued that companies are rather engaging in CSR activities because it is 

beneficial for the company, especially in times like these where the climate debate is more acute 

than ever. These respondents claimed that the argument of economic limitations are being used 

as a way of justifying why companies are not able to fully commit. The competition on the 

market is getting more intense and arguments used to justify lacking CSR improvements in 

factories and in other countries where the companies operate, is that the company need to 

survive on the market. Therefore, some companies believe that the implementation of CSR can 

be used as a competitive advantage, due to the increased interest in the climate debate among 

consumers where studies have shown that consumers are more likely to buy clothes from 

“good” sources.  

 
Another factor that comes into play, when talking about the paradox of need for profit is the 

frequency of controls at the producing factories. It is a costly activity to increase the frequency 

and smaller companies have a hard time justifying the cost, mainly due to the perception of not 

having the mandate to demand changes and improvements regarding CSR. Besides, it seems 

that convincing the management of companies and industrial organizations is also an added part 

of the justification of keeping the paradox. However, we are also seeing examples that smaller 

companies can work together to have a stronger influence in the demands for CSR and its three 

components. For example, both Elg and Hultman, as well as  Engels-Zandén et. al. mentions 

that if more companies would collaborate and together do more frequent controls within the 

fabrics it would be more likely that there would be actual working improvement. As Heller 

Keller stated in her famous quote “alone we can do so little; together we can do so much” is 

very appealing in regards to the challenges today's fashion companies needs to tackle.  
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5.2   Paradox of sustainability communication  

By differentiating themselves as selling eco-fashion, which entails good working conditions 

and the usage of organic materials, has been a “great way of gaining market shares” according 

to Kim. This can also be explained by descriptive aspect of the paradox perspective, due to the 

mixed communication of sustainable consumption; just because it is sustainable materials in a 

garment, doesn’t mean that it is sustainable. But it can also be seen through the instrumental 

aspects of the paradox perspective, in the sense that the outcome of the business model 

contributes to an unsustainable consumption. Thereby, affecting the forward responsibility in 

the dimensions of CSR. Furthermore, environmentally-friendly marketing, as Patagonia used 

during Black Friday, by stating “Do not buy this jacket” resulted in an increased profit and 

increased consumption, despite the sustainability communication of less consumption. In other 

words, it was left to the consumer to decide whether or not to go through with the purchase. 

However, as seeing as the jacket was made in advance regardless of the actual demand from 

the market or consumers, the environmental impact of that garment has already been done. 

Imagine if this jacket would not have sold the way intended, who would have been responsible 

for the jacket then? The messages of sustainable consumption in ads or similar, can actually 

serve as an accelerator and increase sales instead. Hence, a paradox of sustainability 

communication, have been identified. This is something though some of the respondents’ claim 

being the responsibility of the consumers, simply put: fashion companies provide clothes, 

consumers decide to shop or not.  

 
During the interviews, we could identify that more companies were communicating sustainable 

initiatives, such as care and repair services, as a way of taking responsibility towards the over-

consumption, but also a way of saving the resources. However, this rather resulted in customer-

loyalty, reflecting certain values that resonates with conscious consumers. Which in turn led to 

an increased profit, in other words, resulting in the opposite from what the actual initiative was 

aiming towards. When considering that almost all sustainability initiatives of CSR principles 

mentioned by the respondents, have rather resulted in increased sales and expansion, we 

question if companies even engage in forward responsibility? Especially, when considering that 

companies are being conscious about the consumption and the paradoxical behavior of lacking 

responsibility in within the forward dimensions. It seems as though the old mentality of 

Friedman still lingers and hinders new ways of thinking about economic, environmental and 

social sustainability and responsibility to take form. Furthermore, we can see the conflicting 
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demands between rearward and forward responsibility standing in strong contrast to the 

demands from the shareholders, who also want a piece of the fortune, creating even more 

pressure on fashion companies to be profitable. This is being used to justify the paradoxes 

between economic sustainability and social and environmental sustainability demands. 

5.3   The paradox of sustainable consumption 

It is clear, based on both literature and answers from respondents that increased consumption 

is not sustainable in the long term. Not even the consumption of sustainable garments can be 

considered as sustainable, if there is no real attempt of taking a forward responsibility; 

concerning consumption and the environmental effects a garment has while being 

consumed.  The material in garments are better in an environmental point of view, but the high 

volume of production and consumption of garments are having negative effects on CSR related 

issues.  The collecting of old clothes and textiles, seems rather like a naive belief that it 

contributes to a ‘closing-the-loop’ concept, and not really reflecting on what effects the 

initiative have on social, environmental and economic sustainability, in the three dimensions of 

CSR (rearward, nearby and forward responsibility). It seems that a business perspective is 

predominant, with CSR as a self-interest tool, as well as justifying the existence of the 

paradoxical phenomenon of having CSR strategies, and still being able to advocate for 

consumption. Here we identified a paradox of sustainable consumption.  

 
Once again, instrumental aspect of the paradox perspective are maintained via the business 

models outcome. To clarify, in order for the business model to be profitable and economically 

sustainable, there has to be a high level of sales of garments. Garments are made before there 

is an actual demand from the consumers, and a certain volume is calculated for production. 

However, there is no guarantee that the produced items actually will be sold or consumed. Thus, 

creating a overabundance of clothes not being sold to original prices, but instead put on sale 

and giving the consumer the opportunity to consume even more clothes for less money. The 

value of the item lowers and perceptions of the clothes value decreases, according to some of 

our respondents. Fashion companies continue to advocate for increased consumption, despite it 

affects both rearwards and forward responsibility in a negative way. Also, the concept of 

“closing-the-loop” is a way to advocate for more consumption, by giving a coupon as a 

gratification to the consumer for recycling their old garments, and leaving the impression of 

sustainable consumption. While the concept is a better way to dispose of old garments, its 

promises of the recyclability of clothes and textiles fall short. It is proven that only a fraction 
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of all textiles and clothes are recyclable, meaning that it can be used in the production of other 

products. However, it is an overstatement to claim that old clothes becomes new ones on a 

larger scale production.  

 
Another reason why we have questioned fashion companies sincerity in forward responsibility, 

that also concerns rearward responsibility, is the production of garments made up by mixed 

fibers. As the process of recycling fibers are still in its infancy, the production of mixed fiber 

garments are being designed with a purpose of ‘beginning and end’ consumption. The material 

in mixed fiber garments can be BCI and have less water usage when being produced, and some 

companies marked the items as a more sustainable choice. However, when a product consists 

of two or more sets of fibers, as Dylan puts it “You can’t recycle it in a sensible way. And that 

is a huge problem”. It is hard to separate the fibers and still maintain a good quality to use in 

production of new garments. The paradox becomes even more clear, when there are elements 

of sustainable production choices that in its singularity are environmentally-friendly. However, 

by mixing sustainable fiber choices, with for example polyester, the garments loses its 

sustainability in terms of recyclability. Therefore, by claiming that it is a more sustainable 

choice for the consumer to purchase the pieces as they are recyclable,  it results in a paradox of 

sustainable communication. 
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6   Conclusions 

During the course of this thesis we have looked at the sustainability discourse within the fashion 

industry from a paradox perspective, more specifically, on the paradoxical relationship between 

CSR and consumption. By confirming previous literature statements, as well as adding our own 

perspective on the discourse, this thesis can hopefully contribute to that both companies, 

students and enthusiastic citizens will look at the issues within the fashion industry from a new 

perspective and in a new light. However, even though we are quite harsh in our discussion 

chapter, directing critique towards fashion companies and their sincerity in regards to CSR, we 

hope this will clarify the paradoxical phenomena that exists within the fashion industry in all 

three aspects of CSR. Our aim was to explore the explanations and justifications of the 

paradoxical phenomena, as to why fashion companies still advocates for increased 

consumption, while having well-established CSR strategies.  

RQ: How does for-profit fashion companies justify the paradox regarding working with 

CSR, yet still advocating for consumption?  

From the analysis we can state that the major justification of maintaining paradoxical 

phenomena, regarding working with CSR and also advocate for consumption, is not 

surprisingly economic sustainability. Although considered a weak reason for not being able to 

fulfill companies CSR policies, the matter of the fact is that it is still a factor why CSR policies 

are not fulfilled. We found three major paradoxes; the paradox of need for profit, the paradox 

of sustainable communication and the paradox of sustainable consumption.  

 

We can draw the conclusion that based on what extend companies choose to engage in forward 

responsibilities, will affect the rearward dimensions and the responsibilities that refers to the 

rearward dimension. To clarify, based on what degree companies take their responsibility 

regarding its customers, textiles and consumption in the forward dimension, will affect the 

production, workers’ wages, working conditions, working environment in the rearward 

dimensions, but also all actors throughout the value chain. Meaning that, companies are perhaps 

creating more work and tensions than necessary for themselves, due to their business model 

being imprinted by paradoxical phenomenon, justified by economic sustainability goals. As a 

result, this leaves social and environmental sustainability concerns as secondary in relation to 

the sustainability regarding financial profits.  
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Consumption affects production, likewise production affects consumption as suggested by 

Kawamura and Larsén. But how is the responsibility transferred between the different actors 

and can companies resign from having responsibility, once the garments leaves the stores? We 

agree with Ekström and Salomonson suggested solution to tackle this problem by educating the 

public or consumers. However, the remaining question is who will provide this information. 

Fashion companies, researchers and fashion students are the ones who have the most accurate 

information about the different issues, regarding the three aspects of CSR. Consumers and the 

public needs to have a bigger part in that knowledge, and we can see that it is on the rising. But, 

the perception we get is that there is no in-depth understanding of the correlation between 

consumption effect on the three aspects and dimensions of CSR.  

6.1   Be stubborn with your goals, but flexible with your methods 
One of the respondents claimed that companies might not be aware of the negative aspects, 

until an incident happens and issues are coming up to the surface, and then companies can start 

dealing with the problems at hand. As any business board or company administration will start 

with before even beginning a project or making business deals etc., benefits and risk 

calculations of various factors are executed. It seems rather foolish to ignore the hazardous of 

the garment production and the environmental effects a garment has whilst being consumed. 

We have a hard time to understand that fashion companies are not thinking proactively on all 

three aspects of sustainability, with today's knowledge about the risks and outcome of 

production and consumption of garments. Fashion companies CSR policies sometimes feels 

like a small bandage put on a malicious bleeding open wound, that’s in desperate need of 

reconstructive surgery. Fashion companies are flexible about their goals of environmental and 

social sustainability, but stubborn with their methods of profits and economic sustainability. 

The conventional business models that many fashion companies have, leaves no room for 

flexibility in regards to methods of creating new profitable business opportunities. These type 

of tension and paradoxical phenomena that exists within the fashion industry, needs space and 

an allowing environment to strive for innovation and sustainable corporate development. 

 

We suggest that by being stubborn about sustainability goals, but flexible with your methods, 

companies can need to acknowledge the existing tensions between competing goals on the three 

aspects of sustainability. Flexibility in paradoxical phenomena can help boost creativity in 

solution solving and opening up for new perspectives. Also, allowing dissidence forces within 
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a company to meet and work together on finding alternative ways of doing profitable business, 

will be needed if sincere responsibility in rearward and forward dimension is to be taken. We 

also suggest cooperation between companies striving for the same goals in rearward and 

forward dimensions, and through that lessen the costliness of check-up on factories. This type 

of cooperation do already exist and goes in line with previous literature,  that also suggests 

cooperation with local organizations and corporations. By having a paradoxical perspective, 

companies can explain the tensions between competing sustainability demands and goals, and 

can open up for more flexible and dynamic management strategies, when dealing with these 

types of issues.  

6.2   Future research 

As bearers of knowledge, it is our privilege to be able to share that knowledge and our hopes 

and dreams for a better tomorrow will become the hopes and dreams of someone else. Like 

many of us, we feel that the more we find out, the more we understand how little we know and 

want to learn and explore even further. As for future research in this area, a higher focus on 

nearby dimension on the three aspects of CSR is required to understand why these justifications 

are present. Thus, leaving no real change in order to improve CSR and sustainability in all three 

aspects. The values of an individual's personal values that is conflicting with the values and 

ideas of a fashion company would be interesting to explore, and to see how this affects the work 

with CSR in relation to consumption. We also would like to see how the paradox perspective 

can be utilized in a consumer perspective, what paradoxes exist for the consumer and the effects 

that they have on consumption. 
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Appendix 1 

Questions for interviews:  

 

Part 1: Background fact 

1.   What kind of position have/do you had/have in the companies you have worked/work 

for?  

1.   What does/did a typical working day in your life look like? 

2.   What is sustainability for you within the fashion industry?/ How would you define 

sustainability 

 

Part 2: CSR 

3.   Share an example of how the/your company have worked with CSR policies. How did 

that benefit/challenge your company? 

4.   How come that the company/you have chosen to work the way they/you do regarding 

CSR?  

5.   What kinds of criticism have the company/you encountered in regards to CSR?  

6.   Share an example where you have identified and/or investigated violations of CSR 

policies.  

 

Part 3: Consumption 

7.   Do you believe that the companies you have worked have taken enough responsibility 

towards the over-consumption? If yes - how? If no - why? 

8.   Have you/the company ever questioned your customers behavior regarding consumption?  

9.   Do you think that sustainable consumption is a contradiction in itself and why/why not? 

10.   What has your company done in order to minimize the consumption?  

11.   What kind of responsibilities have the companies taken regarding the clothes/pieces that 

have been sold after the customer leaves the store?  

 


