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Abstract 
 
Motivation:  Reverse Logistics is part of the concept of Sustainable Supply Chain 

Management, which is the supply chain consideration of the economic, environmental and 

social goals of all the stakeholders. These considerations should be balanced in a so-called 

Triple Bottom Line approach. However, literature approaching the social aspects is almost 

inexistent and the Triple Bottom Line approach is not common when examining the supply 

chain problems. The study focuses on companies operating in the Swedish market, since the 

country is an example in many TBL aspects. Moreover, the study is limited to the fashion 

apparel industry due to its high amount of returns. 

 

Objectives: The purpose of this study is to explain how Reverse Logistics in the fashion 

industry can contribute to the social dimension of Triple Bottom Line, as well as to identify 

the tools and strategies used by the fashion companies to balance the trade-offs between the 

Triple Bottom Line dimensions in the context of Reverse Logistics and explain the reasons 

behind the decisions.  

 

Approach:  This is a multiple case study of six companies. Both primary (semi-structured 

interviews) and secondary (corporate reports and websites) sources were used to collect data. 

The empirical data was analyzed using pattern matching, first each case individually and 

thereafter cross-case analyses were performed. 

 

Conclusions:  The social contribution of Reverse Logistics in the fashion industry is 

mainly limited to donations to charity. In addition, it is not focused on the workforce, as 

suggested by the literature. Regarding the trade-offs in Triple Bottom Line, most of the 

fashion firms do not recognize them in the context of Reverse Logistics. Therefore, 

companies do not need to prioritize the Triple Bottom Line dimensions or use tools to 

balance them. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable Supply Chain Management, Returns Management, Reverse 

Logistics, Sustainability, Economic Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility, Social 

Sustainability, Green Logistics, Environmental Sustainability, Triple Bottom Line and 

Fashion. 
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1 

1. Introduction 
 

This chapter presents an introductory discussion of the concepts Reverse Logistics 

(RL) and Triple Bottom Line (TBL). In addition, a gap in the literature was presented 

in a problem discussion and a study object was defined for the research. As a result, 

two research questions, a depicted research model and a purpose were formulated. 

1.1 Background 

Companies can no longer ignore the flow of returned products (Shaharudin et al., 

2014). During the recent years, the volume of returns has grown significantly due to 

generous return policies that are used to attract customers and obtain competitive 

advantage (Shaharudin et al., 2014; Ardeshirilajimi & Azadivar, 2014). This issue is 

more significant in e-commerce markets (Yoo et al., 2014); Wang & Li, 2014), since 

the customers do not have the chance to physically inspect and test the products 

(Mostard & Teunter, 2006). The volume of commercial product returns varies with 

the type of product; it is particularly high for fashion apparel (Guide et al., 2006). 

Another factor that has contributed to increase the reverse flows is the introduction of 

take-back policies for End of Life (EOL) products (Demirel et al., 2014). Such 

policies are mandatory for example for electronic devices (Govindan et al., 2015); 

(Chuang et al., 2014). However, in the fashion industry they have been voluntarily 

adopted by firms as a strategy to increase sustainability and customer loyalty (Hvass-

Kant, 2014).  

1.1.1 Reverse Logistics (RL) 

RL refers to the process of collecting the products returned by the final customers 

(Amin & Zhang, 2013; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 1999). These returns can be 

related to customer's remorse, product defects, warranty and EOL of the product 

(Shaharudin et al., 2014; Mollenkopf et al., 2011). The RL includes also activities 

related to recovery of the returned products, for instance remanufacturing, repair, 

dissembling for spare parts, resale, recycling or landfill (Mollenkopf et al., 2011; 
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Govindan et al., 2015). The decision-making regarding the recovery strategy depends 

on the type and condition of the returned products (Tibben-Lembke, 2002; Ruiz-

Benitez & Muriel, 2014). According to a study conducted by Accenture in 2007, 

about 68% of the commercial product returns are not related to quality issues, but 

with the fact that the customer changes his / her mind (Shaharudin et al., 2014). In 

these cases, the product can go directly back to the shelf, unless the manufacturer has 

a strict quality control and requires the retailer to ship the products for inspection 

(Ruiz-Benitez & Muriel, 2014). Regarding the EOL products, some are returned at 

the end of their functional life, while others are returned before, due to the launch of 

new product variants in the market (Parlikad & McFarlane, 2007). An analysis of 

their market value is needed, to decide whether to reuse / resell or to recycle them 

(ibid). 

1.1.2 Sustainability 

One of the reasons why RL has attracted growing attention is its potential to improve 

the sustainability of the businesses (Morley et al., 2014). The term “sustainability” 

was used by the World Commission on Environment and Development on its 

Brundtland Report published in 1987 to highlight the importance of taking the future 

generations into account when acting in the present (Anderson et al., 2012; World 

Comission on Economic Development, 1987). Nowadays, the companies are 

expected to run their businesses in a responsible manner, which means without 

negative impacts on the environment and the society (McPhee, 2014). Focusing only 

on the financial goals and ignoring the concerns of all the stakeholders involved, 

exposes the firm to serious risks of losing reputation and marketplace legitimacy 

(Silvestre, 2014; Schaltegger & Burrit, 2014).  

Many firms have already realized that sustainability implies the Triple Bottom Line 

(TBL) approach (Gunasekaran et al., 2015; McPhee, 2014; Ramos et al., 2014). This 

approach means that the corporate strategy balances the economic interests, the 

environmental impacts and the social development (Elkington, 1997). Being 
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economically sustainable means to be able to serve the market in a continuous basis 

and hold the debt at a manageable level (Ahmed & McQuaid, 2005). At the 

environmental level, sustainability requires the management of natural resources 

(Ahmed & McQuaid, 2005) and initiatives that reduce the footprint of the business 

operations in the ecological systems (Kleindorfer & Saad, 2005). Likewise, social 

sustainability requires concerns for the quality of life of the employees and 

communities (Gimenez et al., 2012). Effectively managing these three dimensions 

improves the sustainability performance indicators and contributes to the success of 

the business in the long-run (McPhee, 2014; Ramos et al., 2014; Galpin et al., 2015). 

In this study the term TBL was used to refer to sustainability. 

1.1.3 Study Object 

Country 

Solutions for the TBL challenges can be found by looking to firms with operations in 

countries where these issues have already been faced and solved (McPhee, 2014). 

Several studies have revealed that Sweden is a good example in many TBL aspects 

(ROBECOSAM, 2013; Andrikopoulos & Kriklani, 2012; Steurer et al., 2012). This 

might be the result of the governmental strategies to promote sustainable 

development (Andrikopoulos & Kriklani, 2012; Steurer et al., 2012). According to 

the Country Sustainability Ranking published by Robeco and Robeco SAM’s in 

August 2013, which covers both developed and emerging countries, Sweden is the 

country with the highest score in several TBL aspects (ROBECOSAM, 2013). 

Sweden had a high score on both the environmental and social dimensions, due to 

aspects regarding the use of renewable energy sources, CO2 emissions, labor 

participation and income inequality (ibid). Another report from 2012, which shows 

EU indicators on TBL aspects, compares Sweden to the average EU (SCB, 2012). It 

shows that Sweden is superior in terms of working productivity and amount of 

employed over the average of EU (ibid). In terms of sustainable transportation of 

goods, Sweden is superior, but the development is rather limited compared to the 

average EU (ibid). Hence, companies operating in the Swedish market can be 
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interesting examples for research in the field of TBL, providing relevant inputs in 

terms of sustainable organizational practices.  

Industry 

According to literature, one of the industries that have been exceptionally exposed to 

the high amount of returns is the fashion apparel business (Guide et al., 2006). 

Therefore, managing the returns is of major importance in this industry; ignoring 

them would represent a significant cost (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001). 

Furthermore, the short life cycle of the fashion products requires a responsive reverse 

flow, since the depreciation of their value is rather fast (Guide et al., 2006). 

Additionally, fashion companies have increased their efforts to reduce their 

footprints on the global supply chains, due to the resources used that have social and 

environmental impacts (Hvass-Kant, 2014). This trend has been witnessed in 

Swedish fashion industry in the last decades (Lueg et al., 2013).  

Distribution channels 

The literature refers that the return volumes are higher when the products are sold 

online (Yoo et al., 2014; Wang & Xu, 2014), since the consumers cannot physically 

inspect the items before the purchase (Mostard & Teunter, 2006). The Swedish law 

requires the retailers to accept commercial product returns within a time frame of at 

least 14 days, when the purchase is made on distance, such as online 

(Konsumentverket, 2014). According to E-barometern’s report concerning 2014, 

fashion companies that sell online to Swedish consumers expect that 11 to 35% of 

the purchases are returned (Holm et al., 2015). About 25% of the Swedish consumers 

consider the return policies (cost and time of the returns) when buying fashion 

apparel through online retailers (Holm et al., 2015). In addition, the same percentage 

of consumers returned one or more of the fashion apparel products they purchased 

online (Holm et al., 2015). Therefore, studying companies that sell online can bring 

relevant inputs to answer the research questions. When the firms face high amounts 

of returns, they are forced to find strategies to deal with this issue (Shaharudin et al., 

2014; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001). However, it is important to note that 
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focusing on firms that use e-commerce does not mean that the companies studied do 

not sell their products through physical stores as well. 

Corporate Size 

Larger companies tend to operate in a more socially and environmentally responsible 

manner (Özçelik et al., 2014). Based on this link between size and sustainable 

responsibility, the focus of the empirical work conducted in this study was limited to 

large and medium size firms.  

Supply chain actor 

The firms that own the product brands are the ones that have more pressure from the 

stakeholders to incorporate TBL concerns (Schary & Skjøtt-Larsen, 2001; Kovacs, 

2004). They are regarded as the main responsible ones for the TBL issues of the 

entire supply chain; thus, they are the ones defining the TBL policies to be 

implemented by their supply chain partners (Seuring & Müller, 2008). Considering 

this, the empirical study assumed the perspective of the brand owning companies and 

the study object was their strategic decisions regarding RL and TBL, as represented 

in Figure 1.1.  

 

Figure 1.1: Diagram of the study object 
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1.2 Problem discussion 

RL is part of the concept of Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) (Nuss et 

al., 2014). SSCM can be defined as the cooperation among the firms in the supply 

chain that aims to take into consideration the economic, environmental and social 

goals of all the stakeholders when managing the flows of material, information and 

capital (Seuring & Müller, 2008). It is used to achieve long-term competitiveness 

(Galpin et al., 2015) and to maintain a good reputation in the market (McPhee, 

2014). To succeed with a SSCM strategy, the managers need to understand how their 

efforts towards TBL affect the total value of the supply chain, as well as to ensure 

that the actions connected to TBL are implemented throughout the entire chain and 

are not limited to the firms that have direct contact with the final consumers 

(McPhee, 2014). 

1.2.1 Overview of the literature in SSCM 

The incorporation of environmental and social concerns in the supply chain practices 

has caught the attention of both scholars and managers in the recent years (Beske & 

Seuring, 2014). However, most of the research has focused on the impact of TBL 

strategies on the performance and not much has been said about the means to adapt 

the processes to it (Galpin et al., 2015; Jones Christensen et al., 2014). In addition, 

most of the studies in SSCM have adopted an economic and / or environmental 

perspective (Ramos et al., 2014; Ching & Moreira, 2014). However, SSCM literature 

approaching the social aspects is almost inexistent (Ramos et al., 2014; Ching & 

Moreira, 2014). At last, the TBL approach is not common when examining the 

supply chain problems (Ramos et al., 2014). Several authors mention a current need 

for studies in SSCM considering the management of all the three dimensions of TBL 

(Ching & Moreira, 2014; Govindan et al., 2015; Huang & Yang, 2014).  
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1.2.2 Literature on TBL in RL 

Economic dimension 

One of the main reasons for the implementation of RL systems is the achievement of 

economic benefits (Morley et al., 2014; Shaharudin et al., 2014). Therefore, the 

potentials of the RL to save resources, recapture value and reduce the cost of the 

products have been extensively approached in the literature (Morley et al., 2014;  

Shaharudin et al., 2014). A large amount of the research on RL has also covered 

operational issues such as inventory management and production planning that result 

from the uncertainty about the condition, volume and delivery time of the returns and 

have a negative effect on the cost-efficiency of the RL process (Mollenkopf et al., 

2011; Guide et al., 2006). From a marketing perspective, the research has focused on 

the impact of generous return policies on the level of sales and RL costs (Guide et 

al., 2006; Yoo et al., 2014), as well as on issues regarding the remarketing and resale 

of returned products (Shaharudin et al., 2014).  

Environmental dimension 

RL has caught the attention of researchers and managers due to increasing 

environmental awareness and recycling regulations (Ilgin & Gupta, 2010; Govindan 

et al., 2015). It is a way to reflect environmental concerns in the supply chain 

strategy (Ramos et al., 2014), as well as to comply with environmental legislation 

(Nuss et al., 2014). Many studies have used the simulation technique to analyze the 

impact of RL and other environment-friendly practices on operational and financial 

performance, as well as on corporate image (Ilgin & Gupta, 2010). The challenges 

that result from product take-back rules, such as the ones regarding EOL electronic 

equipment, are also widely investigated in the literature (Wang & Xu, 2014; Kilic et 

al., 2015). Most of the studies have approached the network design problems, by 

using mathematical models to identify the optimal locations for recycling facilities 

and routes for collection of used products (Ilgin & Gupta, 2010).  
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Social dimension 

The research on RL has only investigated in detail the economic and environmental 

dimensions of TBL (Huang & Yang, 2014). However, the RL process has several 

impacts on the social sphere, affecting not only managers and employees, but also 

people outside the firm (Sarkis et al., 2010). The perception of the RL impacts on the 

social dimension varies significantly with the cultural, legal and politic aspects of 

each community (ibid). Research approaching the social responsibilities through the 

perspective of RL is needed (Huang et al., 2010), in order to inform the managers 

about the social trade-offs of RL (Sarkis et al., 2010). Being aware of the effects of 

RL on the social dimension allows the managers to avoid social problems, as well as 

to take advantage of the benefits associated to the social impacts of RL (Sarkis et al., 

2010). 

TBL approach 

Although the concept of TBL has been referred in the literature for more than 15 

years (Elkington, 1997), such holistic approach is not common when examining the 

supply chain problems (Ramos et al., 2014). The need for studies in Supply Chain 

Management (SCM) considering the management of all the three dimensions of TBL 

is mentioned in several recent articles (Ching & Moreira, 2014; Govindan et al., 

2015; Huang & Yang, 2014).  

Tools and strategies 

From a TBL perspective, all the three dimensions should be taken into account when 

defining the corporate strategy (McPhee, 2014; Ramos et al., 2014). Therefore, the 

firms should balance the economic interests with their environmental and social 

responsibilities (ibid). Fashion firms have been challenged to adopt the TBL and its 

goals are clear for them (Caniato, 2012), but the means to achieve it remain unclear 

(Jia et al., 2015). The empirical research conducted by Epstein and Buhovac (2014) 

suggests the use of performance measurement, reporting and rewarding systems to 

balance the three TBL dimensions. However, the current management control 
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models designed for TBL lack detail and sophistication to achieve it (Slaper & Hall, 

2011; Gross, 2015). In what concerns the RL activities, the literature provides only a 

few models that encompass the TBL approach; a tri-dimensional framework 

developed by Nikolaou et al. (2013) and an extended Balanced Scorecard developed 

by Shaik & Abdul-Kader (2012). 

Reasons behind the decisions 

Although there are cases in which the TBL dimensions supplement each other 

(Coffman & Umemoto, 2010), situations in which the managers have to consider 

trade-offs between the dimensions are also common (Fiksel et al., 2014; Coffman & 

Umemoto, 2010). It is a challenge to be sustainable and competitive at the same time 

(Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). In the decision-making concerning the TBL dimensions, 

the companies emphasize the aspects in which the pressure from the stakeholders is 

higher (ibid). There is a trend to prioritize the economic aspects (Hovorka et al., 

2012) and to base the decisions on the costs (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). This is 

due to the focus on the short-term results (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002) present in the 

performance measurements and rewarding systems (Epstein & Buhovac, 2014), 

which is not compatible with the long-term nature of the environmental and social 

dimensions (Gunasekaran et al., 2015; Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). 

1.3 Research questions 
 

 How can the RL contribute to the social dimension of TBL in companies 

operating in the Swedish fashion industry? 

 

 With which tools and strategies do the fashion companies operating in Sweden 

balance the trade-offs between the three dimensions of TBL in the context of RL? 

Why do the managers balance them in the way they do? 
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1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to describe how RL can contribute to the social 

dimension of TBL, as well as the tools and strategies companies use to balance the 

trade-offs between the TBL dimensions in the context of RL and the reasons behind 

their decisions. The purpose is illustrated in Figure 1.2. This study is limited to the 

fashion companies operating in Sweden. 

 

 
 
Figure 1.2: Model of the purpose 

1.5 Research model 

The model represented in Figure 1.3 relates the main concepts in the research 

questions (RL and TBL) and connects them with the study object (fashion industry). 

The red circle in the funnel represents the research question 1, while the black arrows 

and the two black boxes are related to the research question 2. The heading of the 

model shows the perspective of this study, which approaches TBL and RL from the 

point of view of the brand owners.  
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Figure 1.3: Research model  
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2. Methodology 

This chapter presents the existing methodological approaches, as well as the 

justifications of methods chosen for this study. The approaches discussed regard 

research philosophy, theory and research relationship, research strategy, research 

methods, data collection, sampling, data analysis method, quality criteria and 

research ethics. In the end a table summarizes the chosen methods of this study. 

 

2.1. Research Philosophy 
 

The research philosophy reflects the way one views the reality; in other words, the 

researcher’s ontological assumptions (Saunders et al., 2011; Prasad, 2005). In terms 

of ontology, the researcher can assume two different positions, objectivism or 

subjectivism (Saunders et al., 2011). While the first assumes the existence of a reality 

that is independent and separated from the individuals’ perceptions; the latter regards 

the reality as something relative and dependent on the point of view of the 

individuals (Näslund, 2002; Sachan & Datta, 2005). 

 

The choice of research philosophy is highly influenced by the epistemological 

assumptions of the researcher (Saunders et al., 2011). These assumptions refer to the 

way the researchers regard the relationship between knowledge and the process of 

knowledge creation, as well as to what is considered to be acceptable knowledge in 

their field of study (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et al., 2011). Concerning the 

epistemology, the literature presents two research philosophies; namely positivism 

and interpretivism (ibid). 

2.1.1 Positivism 

 

Positivism aims to identify regularities that can be generalized, through the use of 

measurements and cause-effect analyses (Sachan & Datta, 2005; Saunders et al., 

2011). This philosophy assumes an objectivist position in terms of ontology (Sachan 

& Datta, 2005; Näslund, 2002). With the purpose of not modifying the substance of 
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the data collected, the researcher asks all the participants the same questions in the 

same way and tries to remain independent during the process (Saunders et al., 2011). 

Therefore, the researchers adopting this research philosophy believe that it is 

possible to create knowledge that is value free, time free and context independent 

(Sachan & Datta, 2005; Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

2.1.2 Interpretivism 

 

Interpretivism opposes to positivism in its ontological assumptions, by regarding the 

reality in a subjective manner (Sachan & Datta, 2005; Prasad, 2005). This 

ontological position leads to a more interpretative approach to the research problems 

(Näslund, 2002). The researchers try to understand the problems from the inside 

rather than from the outside; in other words, they adopt the perspective of the 

individuals to be able to understand the reality (Prasad, 2005; Näslund, 2002). 

Consequently, the knowledge they create is not objective (Näslund, 2002); their 

findings are time specific and context related (Sachan & Datta, 2005).  

2.1.3 Research philosophy of this study 

The research philosophy adopted in this study was Positivism. The main reason for 

this choice was that positivist research aims to generate objective knowledge that can 

be generalized. Likewise, the goal of the research conducted was to create literature 

that was useful and applicable to the majority of the firms operating in the fashion 

industry. To accomplish this, the data collection was conducted by using the same 

procedure in all the firms studied. Moreover, all the data related to the research 

questions was presented, in order to allow the reader to make their own judgments 

and conclusions. At last, the authors adopted a neutral position when analyzing the 

data, avoiding making judgments, with the purpose of not distorting the data with 

their own perceptions. 
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2.2. Relationship between theory and research 

It is important to understand the relationship between theory and research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). In some cases theory is the starting point of the research, while in 

others it is the final product of the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et al., 

2011). Based on this, there are two approaches to theory, deductive and inductive 

(Saunders et al., 2011).  

2.2.1 Deductive Research 

The deductive approach is the most common way of doing research (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). The researcher works from theory to data (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et 

al., 2011). Hypotheses are formulated based on the theory and data is collected to test 

those hypotheses (Saunders et al., 2011). The purpose is to conclude if the theory can 

be accepted or rejected (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Another important characteristic of 

deduction is the operationalization of concepts (Saunders et al., 2011). In the social 

sciences this means that the data collection process has to be related to the theoretical 

concepts (Bryman & Bell, 2011). An advantage of this approach is that the 

researcher has a theoretical framework, which guides the data collection process 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Other important aspect of this approach is the 

operationalization of concepts, in order to reduce their complexity and make them 

turn into quantitative measurements (Saunders et al., 2011). At last, deduction is used 

to explain causal relationships between variables, aiming to identify regularities that 

can be generalized (ibid).  

2.2.2 Inductive Research 

The opposite of the deductive approach is the inductive approach, which means that 

theory is the research output (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Conducting inductive research 

means working from data to theory; in other words, theory is something that is 

formulated after collecting and analyzing data (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et 

al., 2011). This approach does not concern with generalization (Saunders et al., 

2011). Likewise, the focus is not only on the events but also on the context in which 
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they take place (Saunders et al., 2011). The research has a more flexible structure, 

allowing changes on the focus as the study is conducted, which might bring 

additional inputs that help answering the research question (ibid). One difficulty that 

the researchers might face when using this approach is to identify what kind of data 

needs to be collected and if there will be any theory to fit the data in (Bryman & Bell, 

2011).  

2.2.3 Theoretical approach of this study 

 

The theoretical approach of this study was deduction, since this research had theory 

as its starting point. The theory provided the frameworks used to guide the collection 

of empirical data. Google Scholar and One Search were the main sources for 

collecting theory. The keywords used in the search were Returns Management, 

Reverse Logistics, Sustainability, Sustainable Supply Chain Management, Economic 

Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility, Social Sustainability, Green 

Logistics, Environmental Sustainability, Triple Bottom Line and Fashion. The 

empirical data collected was compared with the existing theory, allowing conclusions 

about the applicability of the methods suggested by scholars in the real context of the 

firms. 

2.3. Research strategy 

Clarifying a study’s research strategy is crucial since it indicates information about 

the fundamental features of the study (Harwell, 2011). A study can take two 

distinctive directions; quantitative or qualitative methods, which are referred to as 

research strategies that characterize general orientations of conducting business 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

2.3.1 Quantitative Research Methods 

Quantitative methods assume that the reality is something objective, independent of 

the individual perception (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hence, in order to remain 

objective, the researcher will have to ignore his or her experiences, opinions, and 
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prejudices (Harwell, 2011). Essentially, the method intends to reinforce objectivity, 

replicability, and generalizability of the findings (ibid). It also emphasizes on 

measuring in terms of quantification (Bryman & Bell, 2011); the results provide 

consistency, representation of exquisite variances among individuals in terms of 

characteristics, and precise estimations of the relationship degree between concepts 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Studies in the field of SCM have traditionally been engaged 

with quantitative methods, using surveys and mathematical modeling (Sachan & 

Datta, 2005). The discipline was in the past concerned with the operational and 

financial issues such as inventory management, network optimization and forecasts 

of the demand (Sachan & Datta, 2005). Such problems were expressed through 

research questions of the type "what" (ibid).  

2.3.2 Qualitative Research Methods 

Qualitative research methods allows for detailed examination of a topic (Harwell, 

2011), providing citations and stories (Eriksson & Wiederheim, 2011); (Saunders et 

al., 2011). The method focuses on unraveling and understanding the experiences, 

perspectives and thoughts of the participants (Harwell, 2011). Scholars have stated 

that the potential development of SCM theory might be limited if the researchers do 

not extend their set of methodologies (Sachan & Datta, 2005; Mangan et al., 2004). 

These scholars argue that it will be hard to develop new theory if all the researchers 

adopt the same research methods (Näslund, 2002; Mangan et al., 2004). Therefore, 

they suggest that the research in the field of SCM should not be limited to the 

quantitative methods and defend that the use of qualitative methods should also be 

considered (Näslund, 2002; Sachan & Datta, 2005; Mangan et al., 2004). The 

discipline has encountered problems related to the behavioral and cultural aspects, 

such as trust and authority; thus, qualitative methods might be of greater value in 

these subject concerns (Näslund, 2002; Sachan & Datta, 2005). The current research 

problems are challenging to organize and are translated into questions of the type 

“how” and “why” (ibid). Qualitative strategy in SCM is an effort to grasp the 

complexity of problems, as oppose to quantitative methods which aim to simplify 
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them (Näslund, 2002). Due to the unstructured nature of the qualitative methods, 

these strategies offer flexibility, which generates details (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

2.3.3 Research Strategy of this study 

The research strategy used for this study was the qualitative research methods. The 

motivation was based on the study’s type of research questions, which were “how” 

and “why”, reflecting the complexity of the research problems. As explained before, 

TBL is a multidimensional concept and the study object involved people managing 

the organizations, thus, it encompassed understanding the experiences, perspectives 

and thoughts of the participants. Additionally, the topic was a quite unexplored area, 

which implied that there were limited theories that could be used and thus, the study 

aimed to contribute to the literature by using qualitative methods. Furthermore, the 

fact that the quantitative methods had previously been dominating in the SCM 

discipline called for more studies in the qualitative manner; consequently, more 

original theoretical models might appear for the field of SCM. 

2.4. Research methods 

The strategy used to approach the research questions depends on three conditions, 

which are the type of research question, the need to control behavioral events and the 

time focus of the study (Yin, 2014). Based on these three conditions, Yin (2014) 

refers to five different research strategies: experiment, survey, archival analysis, 

history and case study. Table 2.1 from Yin (2014) can be used as a guide in the 

choice of research strategy.  

Table 2.1: The five different research strategies (adapted from Yin, 2014, p.9) 

Strategy Research Question Control of  Behavioral Events Focuses on Contemporary events? 

Experiment how, why? yes yes 

Survey who, what, where, no yes 

  how many, 
  

  how much? 
  

Archival analysis who, what, where, no yes / no 

  how many, 
  

  how much? 
  

History how, why? no no 

Case study how, why? no yes 
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The experimental strategy requires the researcher to be able to directly, precisely and 

systematically manipulate the behavior of the participants, as indicated in Table 2.1 

(Yin, 2014). However, such control was not needed, since the study did not aim to 

analyze individual behavior in a specific situation, but the plans and strategies of the 

firms. 

The surveys are used to find patterns and identify relationships between variables 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et al., 2011). As shown in Table 2.1, surveys are 

more suitable to answer to research questions of the types “who”, “what”, “where” 

and “how much / many” (Yin, 2014), which is not the case in this study. 

Furthermore, the surveys are meant to collect standardized data of quantitative nature 

(Yin, 2014). Such data cannot provide the level of detail needed to achieve a deep 

understanding of the research problems in this study and to translate its complexity 

(Näslund, 2002; Sachan & Datta, 2005). 

 

The archival analysis focuses on the development of a situation from the past to the 

present (Saunders et al., 2011). However, this was not the purpose of this study; this 

study aimed to analyze the current strategies and the future plans of the companies. 

In addition, Table 2.1 shows that this research strategy is suitable to the same type of 

research questions as the surveys (Yin, 2014); as a result, it does not serve well the 

purpose of this study. 

 

The history strategy is focused on the past, as the name suggests and as shown in 

Table 2.1 (Yin, 2014). Hence, it was not suitable for this study, which intended to 

analyze the current strategies and the future plans of the firms.  

 

The remaining research strategy, case study, was the choice for this paper. It is one 

of the recommended strategies to conduct qualitative research in the field of SCM 

(Näslund, 2002; Sachan & Datta, 2005). Based on Table 2.1, case studies are meant 

to analyse a contemporary phenomena, which can be a company, a person or an 

event (Yin, 2014; Saunders et al., 2011). Moreover, they capture the complexity of 
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the research problems (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and provide a deep understanding of 

both the phenomena and its context (Yin, 2014; Saunders et al., 2011). Therefore, as 

suggested in Table 2.1, this is suitable to answer research questions of the type 

“how” and “why” (Yin, 2014). This is the case of the research questions of this 

study. Research question 1 is of the type “how”, as well as the first part of research 

question 2, since it is formulated as “which tools and strategies”. The second part of 

research question 2 is of the type “why”. At last, Table 2.1 shows that this strategy 

does not require the control of the behavioral aspects, which was previously stated 

unnecessary for this type of study (ibid). The process of collecting data takes place in 

natural settings, which makes the research more open and flexible (Harwell, 2011). 

2.4.1. Single vs. Multiple Case Studies 

According to Yin (2014), the researcher can choose to conduct a single case study or 

multiple case studies. However, it is recommended to conduct more than one case 

study if possible, in order to have more evidence to support the conclusions and 

make the study more reliable (ibid). In this paper, multiple case studies were 

conducted to obtain different perspectives on how the RL can contribute to the social 

dimension of TBL, as well as to identify different tools and reasons used by firms to 

balance the economic interests with the environmental and social concerns. Despite 

the limited accessibility to companies, as well as the time and cost limitations, the 

sample included multiple case studies. 

2.5. Data collection  

2.5.1. Sources 

There are two types of data sources, namely primary and secondary data (Hox & 

Boeije, 2005). The prior refers to data collected through questions designed for a 

specific problem (ibid). The latter refers to data collected by others that was intended 

for another purpose and which was not meant to answer the research problem 

(Stewart, 1984). The types of sources are often used as compliment of each other 

(Stewart, 1984; Yin, 2014). Using secondary sources adds the credibility to research 
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findings in primary data (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1992), these types of 

sources may be from companies, media and academic research (Cowton, 1998).  

2.5.2. Methods 

Bryman and Bell (2011) refer to five data collection methods for qualitative research: 

which are ethnography, interviews, focus groups, the analysis of conversation and 

documents. Ethnography involves the observation of a group in their natural setting 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011; Prasad, 2005), requiring a high involvement of the researcher 

in the everyday activities of the organization (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Interviews are 

guided conversations (Yin, 2014) in which the researcher can use either an 

unstructured or a semi-structured approach (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The first 

approach uses only one question or a list of topics; while in the latter there is a list of 

general questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Their flexible structure allows the 

researcher to ask for details (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and explore unexpected ideas 

that are brought up to the conversation by the respondent (Bewley, 2002). The focus 

group involves group interviews with a moderator and several participants, who are 

meant to discuss a problem (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The analysis of conversation and 

documents involves the study of for example; e-mail, messages, company reports and 

websites (ibid).  

2.5.3. Sources and methods used for this study 

In this study both primary and secondary data were collected. Interviews were the 

method used to collect primary data for this research, being the main source to 

answer the research questions. Ethnography was not a suitable option, due to the time 

frame of conducting this study and the limited accessibility to the companies. Using 

focus groups would require the managers of the different firms to meet and discuss 

their strategies. Since the firms being studied were competitors, issues related to 

confidential information could arise. Interviews, on the other hand, allowed the firms 

participating in the study to remain anonymous. The interview approach used was the 

semi-structured, since it provided the interviewer with some guidance, which ensured 
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that all the information needed was collected. The same interview guide (Appendix 

F) was used to approach all the companies that participated in the study, in order to 

ensure positivism in the research. Secondary data was mainly collected through 

sources like corporate sustainability reports and other reports in the corporate 

websites, in order to identify the interview topics and to validate the information 

provided by the firms. Additionally, some information was collected from the 

websites of the partners that the companies studied work with, with the purpose of 

supplementing and confirming the answers given by the interviewees. The empirical 

chapter was structured by topic (RL, TBL and RL contribution in TBL) and inside 

each topic it was structured by case study. Within each case study, the information is 

organized based on the questions in the interview guide. The information presented 

in this chapter consists of citations from the interview transcripts and information 

from the corporate reports. 

2.5.4. Limitations 

The study focuses on medium and large companies; therefore, the accessibility to 

them was difficult and limited. Most of the companies approached are well-known in 

the Swedish market and contacted by many students. The companies that accepted to 

participate in this study provided only 30-40 minutes of their time through phone 

interviews to answer to our questions. In two cases, a phone interview was not 

possible and the questions were answered by e-mail. As a result, the amount of 

detailed information obtained was rather limited. Furthermore, the participants asked 

to remain anonymous. To ensure that the reader could not trace the companies, the 

background information presented was limited, some adjustments were made in the 

interview transcripts and the information collected through the corporate 

sustainability reports was rephrased. 

2.6. Sampling 

The sample refers to the part of population that is used to conduct the research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011).  
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2.6.1. Sampling method 

There are two sampling methods, namely probability and non-probability sampling 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011; Gray, 2009). The sampling type typically used in qualitative 

research is the non-probability (Gray, 2009). With this method some units are more 

likely to be selected to the sample than others, since the choice is not random 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). There are three non-probability sampling methods: 

convenience, snowball and quota (ibid). For the first one the selection criterion is 

simply the availability and easy accessibility of the sample (Bryman & Bell, 2011; 

Gray, 2009). In the snowball method the researcher starts with a small sample and 

uses those contacts to reach other entities that might be interesting to the research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). The last sampling method, quota, makes the selection based 

on the percentage of units that represent the possible categories of the population 

(ibid). The sampling method used in this empirical study was the convenience, since 

the choice depended on the availability of the firm to share detailed information 

about their RL process and their TBL strategies. 

2.6.2. Description of the population 

The Swedish fashion industry is superior due to the giant company H&M, which 

generated sales that consisted of 54 percent (129 billion) of the total industry (366 

billion) in Sweden (Nielsén & Sternö, 2014). The statistics from 2012 presented in 

Table 2.2 show that the fashion sector in Sweden is dominated by one-man and 

micro enterprises (Nielsén & Sternö, 2014). These statistics consider the criteria used 

by Statistiska Centralbyran (SCB) of Sweden to define the corporate size (ibid). 

According to the SCB, firms with more than 50 employees are considered medium 

size and, when the number is over 249, they are considered large (Ekonomifakta, 

2015). Table 2.2 also shows that only 24 companies operating in the Swedish fashion 

industry are large and 95 are medium size, which represents approximately 0.1% and 

1% of the total, respectively (ibid). Considering this, the population of this study is of 

119 companies. 
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Table 2.2: Swedish fashion industry (excluding H&M) according to company size in 2012 (Nielsén & Sternö, 

2014, p.21) 

 
 One-man 

enterprise 

Micro-

enterprise 
Small firms 

Medium 

businesses 
Large businesses 

Company      

Number 10638 5679 625 95 23 

Share 62% 33% 4% 1% 0,1% 

2.6.3. Description of the sample 

The selection of the sample considered both the sampling method selected in 2.6.1, 

which was convenience, and the features of the study object, described in detail in 

the section 1.1.3 and listed in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3: Description of the study object 

Country Sweden 

Industry Fashion 

Distribution Channel Physical Stores and Web Shops 

Corporate Size Medium and Large 

Supply Chain Actor Brand Owner 

 
Based on the decision made in 2.4.1 this empirical study included six case studies of 

different brand owning companies operating in the Swedish fashion industry, both 

with physical stores and web shops. The case studies consisted of interviews with the 

sustainability representatives of the firms. Four of them were conducted through 

Skype, while in two of them the interview questions were answered by e-mail.  

 

Table 2.4 presents a description of the sample used in this empirical study; more 

details could not be provided, due to issues of confidentiality, since the companies 

asked to remain anonymous.  

Table 2.4: Description of the sample 

Company Corporate Size Position of Interviewee Type of Interview 

A Medium Sustainability Director Skype 

B Large Sustainability & Quality Manager Skype 

C Large Corporate Sustainability Responsible Skype 

D Large Sustainability Coordinator E-mail 

E Large Head of Sustainability Skype 

F Large Sustainability Manager  E-mail 
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2.7. Data analysis method 

Data analysis aims to generate findings based on empirical data and consists of 

examining, categorizing and recombining the information collected (Yin, 2014). 

Qualitative data is commonly collected through interviews or observations, which 

generate large amounts of qualitative information that lacks structure (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Therefore, qualitative data is challenging to analyze and the techniques 

to do it are still not well defined (Yin, 2014; Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

2.7.1. General Analytic Strategy 

The analytic strategy helps to link the information of the case studies to key concepts 

(Yin, 2014). When conducting a case study analysis it is recommended to define a 

general analytic strategy, in order to have some direction and guidance for the data 

analysis (ibid). Yin (2014) suggests four general analytic strategies which are relying 

on theoretical propositions, working with the data from the “ground up”, developing 

a case description and examining plausible rival explanations. The first strategy is to 

follow the theoretical propositions that are in the basis of the study; these 

propositions are reflected in the research questions and guided the data collection 

(ibid). The second strategy suggests the researcher to work with the data in the search 

for pattern and to try to identify the key concepts (ibid). The third strategy suggests 

the use of a framework to organize the data collected (ibid). The last strategy 

proposes the investigation of opposing hypotheses frameworks or explanations 

(ibid). Due to the deductive nature of this study, the empirical data collected was 

analyzed by following the theoretical propositions of the study. The data was 

organized according to the research questions defined and compared to the theory 

that had been previously collected.  

2.7.2. Analytic Techniques 

In addition to the general analytic strategies Yin (2014) recommends the use of the 

following analytic techniques: pattern matching, explanation building, time-series 

analysis, logic models, and cross-case synthesis. Pattern matching means to compare 
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the patterns identified in the case studies with patterns that were defined before the 

data collection (ibid). The second technique analyzes the data collected by describing 

the causal links between the phenomenons in the case study (ibid). Time-series 

analyzes the data by organizing it according to time frames and comparing the trends 

identified with a theoretical trend (ibid). The logic model is used to analyze a 

complex chain of events and aims to identify the cause-effect relationships between 

them (ibid). In the cross-case synthesis each case study is first analyzed individually 

and then compared with the other cases to identify patterns (ibid). In this empirical 

study two techniques were used to analyze the data collected; pattern matching and 

cross-case synthesis. Pattern matching was used in both research questions, by 

comparing the theories found in the literature with practices of the firms interviewed. 

Cross-case synthesis was also used to analyze both research questions, in order to 

identify similarities in the industry concerning the contribution of RL to social 

dimension of TBL, as well as in terms of tools and strategies to balance the three 

dimensions and reasons behind the priorities.  

2.8. Quality criteria 

Under case study circumstances, the idea of the quality criteria is to argue for why 

the data generated can be enough to support the theoretical arguments that the 

researcher makes (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The four quality criteria referred by Yin 

(2014) are construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability. 

2.8.1. Construct validity 

To ensure the construct validity of a study the researcher has to break down the main 

concepts into specific aspects and to identify operational measures for these aspects 

(Yin, 2014). The use of several different sources and the creation of a chain of 

evidence are procedures that can be applied to the data collection, in order to help the 

researcher to identify the correct measures for the concepts (ibid). Another procedure 

that can be used to improve the construct validity is asking the respondents of the 

interviews to review a draft of the study report (ibid). The key concepts of this study 
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(RL and TBL) were broken down with the help of both theoretical frameworks found 

in the literature. The concept of RL was divided into its activities; Key Performance 

Indicators (KPIs) were identified for each activity. The concept of TBL was divided 

into its three dimensions (economic, environmental and social); several KPIs were 

identified for each of these dimensions. In addition, the firms participating in this 

study reviewed the empirical data, to ensure the accuracy of the information included 

in the final report. 

2.8.2. Internal validity 

The internal validity is only a concern when the purpose of the study is to explain the 

causal relationships between variables or events (Yin, 2014). Some of the strategies 

and techniques used to ensure internal validity when analyzing the data are pattern 

matching, explanation building, rival explanations and logic models (ibid). These 

methods were described in the section 2.7. The internal validity of this study was 

guaranteed by using the pattern matching technique to analyze the data concerning 

all the research questions. 

2.8.3. External validity 

The external validity refers to the possibility of generalizing the findings of a 

particular study to other social contexts (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Yin, 2014). This is 

usually a problem in qualitative studies, since they use case studies and small 

samples (Bryman & Bell, 2011). To overcome this problem, the empirical study 

conducted involved six case studies in the Swedish fashion apparel industry. The 

purpose of using a multiple case study strategy was to identify patterns that could be 

generalized to other companies operating in the same industry. 

2.8.4. Reliability 

In case studies, the reliability is related to the procedures applied in the collection of 

data (Yin, 2014). It is recommended that the researcher defines a protocol to guide 

the data collection for a case study; this includes a set of topics to be covered by the 
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researcher during the field work (ibid). It is also suggested to organize and structure 

the data collected in a way that allows external readers to review the study (ibid). 

The purpose is to ensure that other researchers have access to all the information 

regarding the research procedures applied, in order to be able to replicate the case 

study and obtain the same result (ibid). To guarantee the reliability of this study, an 

interview guide including the general questions to approach in all the case studies 

was created. The research procedures applied were described in detail in this 

document and the information collected during the case studies can be found in the 

appendices. 

2.9. Ethics of the research 
 

Research ethics refers to the justifications of the actions taken by the researcher 

(Lahman et al., 2011). A researcher should only take actions that do not affect the 

participants, the researcher, the research community and the public research 

consumer (ibid). Pimple (2002) suggests that the ethics of research should cover 

issues such as truthfulness, fairness, and wisdom. Firstly, the question “is it true?” 

must be asked, which is mainly to see the correspondence between the conclusions 

and reality, and ensure that data are not made up and faulty (ibid). Secondly, one 

should ask “is it fair?” and answering it considering the relationships of the 

researcher with the other researchers, the sponsors of the study and the study subjects 

(ibid). This involves, for example, issues related to plagiarism, animal welfare and 

informed consent of the people participating in the study (ibid). Lastly, the question 

“is it wise?” should be covered, which is related to the contribution of the research to 

the society and the physical world (ibid). This ethics aspect questions the researcher 

about the utility of the study to the world and if it is worth spending time and money 

with it (ibid). 

 

This thesis can be considered true, since it was developed using valid sources of 

information. The theory used was found through Google Scholar and empirical data 

was obtained by interviewing professionals working at the firms studied. It can also 
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be considered fair, since the authors did not plagiarize ideas from other researchers. 

In addition, when conducting this study the authors respected the confidentiality 

issues of the firms that participated in the study. At last, it can also be considered 

wise, since it had a positive contribution to the firms operating in the industry of the 

study. 

2.10. Methodology map of this research 
 

Table 2.5 summarizes the options made concerning the methodology of this study. 

 
Table 2.5: Methodology map 

Methodology of this study 

Research philosophy Positivism 

Role of theory Deductive 

Research strategy Qualitative 

Research method Multiple case studies 

Data sources Primary and Secondary data 

Research method Semi-structured interviews 

Sampling Convenience sampling 

Analysis method Pattern matching and cross-case synthesis 

Research ethics Truthfulness, fairness and wisdom 
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3. Theory 
 

This chapter was structured according to the research model presented in the 

introduction chapter. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 provide the reader with a deep 

understanding of the main concepts, RL and TBL, respectively. Section 3.3 

introduces the reader to the industry, by describing the challenges posed by TBL in 

fashion companies. Section 3.4 presents the literature available for the first research 

question, by approaching the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL. It 

provides also theory regarding the economic and environmental dimensions, which 

was used for the second research question. Section 3.5 describes the tools and 

strategies used by the managers to balance the three dimensions of TBL and explains 

the reasons behind the priorities, which are also used to answer to the second 

research question. The links between the theory sections and the research model are 

illustrated in Figure 3.1. At last, a detailed operationalization connecting the 

concepts with the interview questions is presented.  

 

 

Figure 3.1: Links between research model and theory 
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3.1. Reverse logistics (RL) 

One of the first definitions on RL was established by Lambert and Stock (1981). 

They described RL as “going the wrong way on a one way street because the great 

majority of product shipments flow in one direction” (Lambert & Stock, 1981, p.2). 

RL is the procedure of recapturing value or making proper disposals of finished 

goods and raw materials flowing from the point of consumption to the point of 

origin, this is achieved through planning, implementing, and controlling the reverse 

flows in an efficient and cost effective way (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 1999). Alike, 

it is defined as the movement of commodities from the final consumer to the 

producer in a channel distribution (Murphy, 1986). Dowlatshahi (2010) agrees to this 

definition but adds that it is the process of the manufacturing entity to systematically 

take back shipped products and determines whether it should be recycled, 

remanufactured or disposed. Serrato et al. (2007) add to this definition, activities 

such as inspecting and redistributing of items after they were initially sold. 

Fleischmann (2001) suggests an altered definition of RL, which is similar to the one 

suggested by Rogers and Tibben-Lembke (2001). This definition emphasizes on the 

inbound flow of secondary goods and excluding the reusing of organic waste 

(Fleischmann, 2001), which was interpreted by Salema et al. (2007), as a return that 

not necessarily has to go all the way to its origin and that secondary products could 

also include unused products. Grant et al. (2013) refers to RL as waste management; 

it may be finished products that are no longer functional or fashionable, or waste 

generated in terms of raw materials extracted at the stage of processing it into final 

products. Convincingly, RL is about the activities of collecting and recovering 

returns in SCM (Amin & Zhang, 2013).  

RL activities 

The RL activity depends on what industry or product that it is concerning 

(Nikbakhsh, 2009). However, common RL activities are collection (Nikbakhsh, 

2009; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001; Serrato et al., 2004; Meade et al., 2007), 

return to supplier (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001); transportation (Nielsén & 
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Sternö, 2014; Blumberg, 1999), inspection / sorting (Nikbakhsh, 2009; Rogers & 

Tibben-Lembke, 2001; Brito & Dekker, 2002), storage (Nikbakhsh, 2009; Blumberg, 

1999; Goldsby & Closs, 2000), reprocessing, which includes recycling, repackaging, 

reusing, reclaim materials, repairing or refurbishing / remanufacturing (Nikbakhsh, 

2009; Brito & Dekker, 2002; Serrato et al., 2004; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001; 

Jahre, 1995), resell, sell via outlet, donate (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001) and / or 

landfill (Serrato et al., 2004; Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 2001; Nikbakhsh, 2009; 

Blumberg, 1999). Additionally, what actions to take depends on the reason of why 

the item was returned in the first place and where in the supply chain the reverse 

flow is initiated; it may be returned from the end users or the supply chain partners 

(Tibben-Lembke, 2002; Ramirez, 2012; Ruiz-Benitez & Muriel, 2014). End users’ 

reasons to initiate a return may be unwanted products, defective or warranty returns, 

recalls or environmental disposal issues; and supply chain partners have reasons such 

as stock balancing returns and obsolete / season products (Rogers & Tibben-Lembke, 

2001; Ramirez, 2012). Karakayal et al. (2013) refer to product recovery as two 

distinct return activities. One type of return requires insignificant or no processing, 

which is directly put back in the inventory (ibid). The second type refers to products 

that require processing and storing it separately as a processed batch before putting it 

back into the inventory (ibid). A general and standard framework for the RL is 

presented in Figure 3.2. It covers the input (waste, used products and returned 

products), the configuration and processes (collection, selection, reprocessing, 

shredding and grinding and redistribution), and outputs (recycled, resalable and 

remanufacturable material) (Meade et al., 2007; Nikolaou et al., 2013).  

 
Figure 3.2: Reverse logistics framework (Nikolaou et al., 2013, p.176). 
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3.1.1. Commercial products returns 

Commercial product returns are the ones that occur during the period defined in the 

return policies (Guide et al., 2006; Stock et al., 2002). Most of these returns are not 

due to quality issues; in 68% of the cases they are the result of customer regret 

(Shaharudin et al., 2014). Product returns that are in as-good-as-new condition may 

go back into the forward distribution and satisfy future demand or they may be 

disposed due to excess of inventory (Karakayali et al., 2013), unless the 

manufacturer has a strict quality control and requires the retailer to ship the products 

for inspection (Ruiz-Benitez & Muriel, 2014). A fast and responsive RL design that 

reduces costly time delays is crucial, in order to contain the economically worthwhile 

reuse options when retrieving returned products; the slower it takes to deal with the 

return, the less financial values can be enhanced (Blackburn et al., 2004; Guide et al., 

2006). This is particularly important for products with short life cycles, which lose 

value rather quickly (Guide et al., 2006). It is also important to consider the timing 

and amount of products that will either be replenished or disposed; this way the total 

costs related to these activities, as well as the inventory holding is minimized 

(Blackburn et al., 2004; Guide et al., 2006). 

 

Blackburn et al. (2004) claim that commonly there are five key activities to deal with 

commercial product returns in supply chains, which are product acquisition, 

transportation, inspection, remanufacturing / refurbishing and marketing. These can 

be explained through a general representation of the flow for specifically commercial 

return products (see Figure 3.3). Product acquisition refers to receiving the return 

product from the consumer; the reseller accepts the product and it is being 

transported to the location for inspection, which is the return evaluation in Figure 3.3 

(ibid). At this stage, the returned product is decided upon the most beneficial action 

for reuse, which can take four directions (ibid). If the product is unused or new, it is 

put back to the forward distribution flow (ibid). If the product cannot be reused, it is 

sent for recycling (ibid). Products that are remanufactured / refurbished involves 

returning the product to the original conditions, which are then sold in secondary 
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markets for the marketing purposes of targeting consumers not willing or able to buy 

new products (ibid). Some returns are used as spare components when there are 

warranty claims, this way the cost of providing this service can be reduced (ibid). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.3: A Reverse Supply Chain for Product Returns (Blackburn et al., 2004, p.8) 

 

3.1.2. End of Life (EOL) products 

 

EOL products are the ones returned at the end of their functional life, or before, when 

the consumers replace them by a new product version (Parlikad & McFarlane, 2007). 

In this case, the role of RL is related to waste management and the disposal of these 

products in an environmentally friendly manner (Grant et al., 2013). The decisions 

about these products require a previous inspection to assess their market value 

(Parlikad & McFarlane, 2007). As shown in Figure 3.4, there is a hierarchy of the 

possible decisions; reduce, reuse, recycle, recovery, and disposal (ibid). Reduce 

denotes to the highest environmentally kind option, which is also referred to as 

“source reduction”; it means alterations in manufacturing technology and raw 

materials, in order to create cleaner production and reduce of dangerous materials 

and waste (ibid). Reuse refers to a “direct recovery option”; parts or the complete 

used products are repaired or remanufactured, reuse also suggests the option of 
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second hand sales (ibid). Recycle separates the waste into materials that can be used 

in producing new products; it is a recovery decision through reprocessing activity of 

transforming the physical properties of the material (ibid). Recovery is about using 

the organic materials in the used products to produce energy forms such as electricity 

or heat (ibid). Disposal / Landfill is the last option of the activities in terms of waste 

management and should be used lastly and less than the other activities as depicted in 

the hierarchy, because some materials contain toxic substances or are difficult to be 

degraded (ibid). 

 

Figure 3.4: Hierarchy of waste management (Grant et al., 2013, p.151) 

 

3.2. Triple Bottom Line (TBL)  

TBL challenges the firms to move beyond the single goal of profit maximization, 

addressing also environmental and social concerns (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Li et 

al., 2014). Therefore, the TBL strategies have to focus on the long-term and balance 

three dimensions, which are economic, environmental and social (Lamming & 

Hampson, 1996; Ching & Moreira, 2014; Li et al., 2014).  

3.2.1. Economic dimension 

 

The economic dimension is related to the performance of the firms towards their 

markets and their shareholders (Sridhar, 2011). This means that companies should be 

able to continuously serve the market (Ahmed & McQuaid, 2005), as well as to 

provide high returns to their shareholders (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Ahmed & 

McQuaid, 2005). Nowadays, the customer is in the center (Mota et al., 2014) and has 
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become increasingly demanding in terms of product quality and fast, flexible and 

reliable deliveries (Christopher, 2012). Therefore, firms have to balance these 

requirements with the costs, in order to satisfy the market and remain profitable 

(Mota et al., 2014). The economic dimension is also related to the financial stability 

and the economic performance of the companies (Labuschagne et al., 2005; Savitz & 

Weber, 2013). The first refers to aspects such as the cost-effectiveness of the 

operations (Mihalič et al., 2012; Cruz & Wakolbinger, 2008), profitability, solvency 

and liquidity (Labuschagne et al., 2005; Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Ahmed & 

McQuaid, 2005). The latter refers to the value of the company, the share profitability, 

the contribution to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and market share (Labuschagne et 

al., 2005; Savitz & Weber, 2013). Other aspects that influence the economic 

dimension are innovation, investments (Erol et al., 2011) and the risks and 

weaknesses of the trading networks in which the company operates (Labuschagne et 

al., 2005). 

3.2.2. Environmental dimension 

 

To operate in an environmental friendly manner, companies have to consider the 

impacts of their activities on three aspects, namely the availability of natural 

resources, the level of emissions to the atmosphere and the degradation of the 

ecosystem (Kleindorfer & Saad, 2005; Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). The use of natural 

resources that are scarce should be reduced to levels below their regeneration rate; or 

alternatively, these resources should be replaced by substitutes (ibid). This implies, 

for instance, the reduction of the waste of water (Zhu et al., 2012), energy-efficiency 

(Chien, 2014; Gunasekaran et al., 2015), and the use of renewable energy sources 

(Gunasekaran et al., 2015). In addition, the emissions that accumulate in the 

atmosphere should be reduced to a level that allows them to be processed by the 

natural system (Kleindorfer & Saad, 2005; Zhu et al., 2012). This requires, for 

example, the reduction of solid wastes (Gunasekaran et al., 2015; Chien, 2014), the 

prevention of pollution (Vachon & Klassen, 2006) and the decrease of consumption 

for hazardous materials (Zhu et al., 2012); (Chien, 2014). At last, the actions of the 
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firms should not harm the ecosystems (Kleindorfer & Saad, 2005; Dyllick & 

Hockerts, 2002) and environmental accidents should be prevented (Zhu et al., 2012; 

Chien, 2014). Typical corporate practices to improve the environmental dimension of 

TBL are the implementation of lean (King & Lenox, 2002), pollution prevention 

technologies (Klassen & Whybark, 1999; Vachon & Klassen, 2006; Sarkis & 

Cordeiro, 2001; King & Lenox, 2002; Kemp, 1993), supplier selection based on 

environmental criteria (Zhu et al., 2008; Vachon, 2007), the use of non-toxic 

materials, as well as the use of renewable energy sources and the application of 

techniques or technologies that save energy and materials (Gunasekaran et al., 2015). 

More recently, companies have started to incorporate practices such as life cycle 

management (Zhu et al., 2008) and RL (Vachon & Klassen, 2006; Zhu et al., 2008), 

more specifically remanufacturing (Vachon & Klassen, 2006; Gunasekaran et al., 

2015) and recycling (Vachon & Klassen, 2006).  

3.2.3. Social dimension 

 

Firms concerned with the social aspects promote actively the improvement of the 

quality of human life (Gimenez et al., 2012; Cho et al., 2014). This involves issues 

such as health and equity (Cho et al., 2014), human dignity (Littig & Griessler, 2005) 

and the development of skills (McKenzie, 2004). The scope of the social dimension 

is not limited to the employees; it includes the communities and other stakeholders 

(Gimenez et al., 2012; Cho et al., 2014). Likewise, it considers both the current and 

the future generations (McKenzie, 2004; Cho et al., 2014). The efforts of the firms 

regarding the social dimension of TBL have focused mainly on their workforce (Cho 

et al., 2014). Companies invest on aspects that enhance the health and safety of their 

employees, such as the improvement of working conditions, equity, education and 

training (Cho et al., 2014; Geibler et al., 2006). Practices concerning other 

stakeholders are commonly limited to donations to charitable institutions that work to 

support underprivileged populations or other social causes (Cho et al., 2014).  
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3.3. Impacts of TBL on fashion industry  
 

TBL requires the companies to perform their activities while taking the 

environmental and human rights issues into account (Smith & Sharicz, 2011). The 

pressure on firms to extend their economic perspective of business and encompass 

the environmental and social implications of their activities has increased (Smith & 

Sharicz, 2011; Ching & Moreira, 2014). However, for the companies it is a challenge 

to be sustainable and competitive at the same time (Mota, et al., 2014; Epstein & 

Buhovac, 2014). 

3.3.1. Economic dimension 

 

Fashion is one of the most important industries (Jia et al., 2015), contributing with 

7% of the total world exports (European Commission, 2013; United Nations 

Environment Programme, 2012). It is a fast moving industry (Lueg et al., 2013; 

d'Avolio et al., 2015), characterized by high competition (Christopher et al., 2004), 

demanding customers (Lueg et al., 2013; Barnes & Lea-Greenwood, 2006) and 

volatile and unpredictable demand (Şen, 2008). The market requires low prices 

(Lueg et al., 2013; Christopher et al., 2004), wide range of products (Şen, 2008), new 

products at a fast pace (Lueg et al., 2013; d'Avolio et al., 2015) and several times a 

year (Christopher et al., 2004; Jang et al., 2012). As a result, the firms face 

challenges such as short product life cycles (Lueg et al., 2013; Şen, 2008), short lead-

times, fast inventory turnovers and high order fulfillment rates (Barnes & Lea-

Greenwood, 2006). The industry requires efficiency, but mainly responsiveness 

(Turker & Altuntas, 2014). Hence, cooperation with the partners is crucial to achieve 

competitiveness (Jacobs, 2006; Christopher et al., 2004). Strategies such as just-in-

time sourcing (Bruce et al., 2004), quick response systems (Fernie & Azuma, 2004; 

MacCarthy & Jayarathne, 2010) and agile SCM (Bruce & Daly, 2006) have been 

implemented by fashion firms to deal with the challenges related to responsiveness 

(Turker & Altuntas, 2014). In addition, the fashion industry generates high volumes 

of returns (Guide et al., 2006). The main reasons for this are the impulsiveness of the 
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purchases and the generous return policies offered (Kang & Johnson, 2009). In fact, 

one of the major issues of the industry is that the customers take advantage of the 

return policies (Kang, 2004). Due to the short product life cycles, the fashion 

industry requires also responsiveness in the reverse flows, in order to recover as 

much value as possible from the product returns (Guide et al., 2006).  

3.3.2. Environmental dimension 

 

The business development in the fashion industry has been a threat to the 

environment (Jia et al., 2015; Aakko & Koskenurmi-Sivonen, 2013). The production 

of the main raw materials involves an intensive use of water, energy, chemicals and 

non-renewable resources (Myers & Stolton, 1999; Blackburn, 2009). Likewise, the 

manufacturing processes require the use of large amounts of chemicals and natural 

resources (Brito et al., 2008; Lakhal et al., 2008). In addition, the fashion supply 

chains are characterized by long distances between the partners, which result in high 

levels of pollution generated by the transportation (Caniato, 2012; Aakko & 

Koskenurmi-Sivonen, 2013; Turker & Altuntas, 2014). At last, the industry produces 

high amounts of waste (Blackburn, 2009; Aakko & Koskenurmi-Sivonen, 2013). 

This is a problem that has become more serious due to the "throw away culture", and 

the availability of products with low quality at low prices (Birtwistle & Moore, 2007; 

Hvass-Kant, 2014). The efforts of the fashion industry to become more 

environmental friendly have focused on the forward supply chain, through practices 

such as toxic free manufacturing processes and use of organic materials (Fletcher & 

Grose, 2012; Ho & Choi, 2012). Additionally, the literature recommends the firms to 

address the waste problem when designing the clothes (Dickson et al., 2009; Ho & 

Choi, 2012) and to take initiatives to raise the awareness of the consumers about the 

environmental consequences of the disposal of clothes (Hawley, 2009; Morgan & 

Birwistle, 2009). The potential of the RL to reduce the environmental footprint of the 

industry has only recently started to be explored (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Ho & 

Choi, 2012). Many fashion brands have voluntarily introduced take-back programs 

for EOL clothes, in order to decrease the amount of fashion waste; the products 
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collected are recycled, resold in second hand markets or donated (Hvass-Kant, 2014; 

Nieminen et al., 2007).  

3.3.3. Social dimension 

 

With the purpose of benefiting from lower costs, it has become common practice 

among fashion firms to procure the materials and manufacture the products in 

developing countries (Turker & Altuntas, 2014). Such practice has resulted in issues 

regarding the working conditions provided at the suppliers' factories (Alam et al., 

2011; Gardetti & Torres, 2013). Among the abuses that have been reported are low 

wages, long working hours, poor health and safety conditions, child labor, physical 

and verbal aggressions (Giesen, 2008; Gardetti & Torres, 2013). Furthermore, it has 

been reported that a large amount of forced labor are used in countries such as 

Bangladesh (Viederman, 2013). As a result, several well-known brands have been 

accused of not taking advantage of their bargaining power to control the actions of 

the suppliers (Pedersen & Gwozdz, 2014). In order to solve the issues regarding the 

poor working conditions in the fashion industry, many firms have carried out 

initiatives such as the development of training and education materials, the 

promotion of fair trade and the introduction of social guidelines for suppliers 

(DEFRA, 2010). Moreover, several companies conduct factory inspections and audit 

the activities of their suppliers operating in developing countries, to ensure the 

compliance with the code of conduct (Turker & Altuntas, 2014; Epstein & Buhovac, 

2014). 

3.4. Contribution of RL to TBL 
 
3.4.1. Economic dimension 

 
One of the goals of RL is to obtain cost savings by recovering value from the 

returned products (Grabara et al., 2014; Ramirez, 2012; Stock et al., 2002). Value 

can be recovered by exploring the reusable, repair, remanufacturing and recycling 

opportunities of products and materials before disposing them (Dowlatshahi, 2005; 
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Grabara et al., 2014). Another way to recover product value is to get the returned 

items back into the stores before the end of the selling season (Stock et al., 2002; 

Blackburn et al., 2004). This is particularly important when the products have short 

life cycles (Blackburn et al., 2004; Guide et al., 2006; Bernon et al., 2011). At last, 

RL is an opportunity for the companies to improve their relationships with the 

customers and partners (Mollenkopf et al., 2011; Stock et al., 2002; Hall et al., 2013). 

In this context, the literature refers to the increase of customer satisfaction (Hvass-

Kant, 2014), customer loyalty (Mollenkopf et al., 2007) and the improvement of 

corporate image (Carter & Ellram, 1998; Daugherty et al., 2001) as economic 

benefits obtained through RL; the latter has an indirect effect on the increase of sales 

(Gimenez et al., 2012). Three frameworks that measure the impact of RL in the 

economic dimension of TBL were found in the literature. The more detailed one is 

presented by Nikolaou et al. (2013); the indicators suggested are listed in Table 3.1 

and the abbreviations used in this table are included in Appendix D. The other 

frameworks are not so detailed; therefore, are presented in the Appendices A and E. 

Common economic indicators are customer satisfaction, cost of RL activities, return 

cycle times, sales of returned products, investments on RL, payments to investors, 

recover efficiency rate or scrap rate (Hall et al., 2013; Shaik & Abdul-Kader, 2012; 

Nikolaou et al., 2013).  

 
Table 3.1: Economic indicators for RL (adapted from Nikolaou et al., 2013, p.179) 

Collection Selection Reprocessing 
Shredding / 

Grinding 
Redistribution 

EC4, EC9, EC10, 

EC11, EC13 
EC13 EC3, EC5, EC13 EC6, EC12, EC13 

EC1, EC2, EC7, 

EC8, EC13 

 

3.4.2. Environmental dimension 

 

RL is one of the practices suggested in the literature to improve the environmental 

performance of the businesses (Ciliberti et al., 2008; Faccio et al., 2014). Through 

the reuse and recycling, RL extends the life cycles of products and materials (Meade 
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et al., 2007; Huang et al., 2010), contributing to reduce waste and to save natural 

resources (Wu & Dunn, 1995; Shaharudin et al., 2014). Nikolaou et al. (2013) 

suggests several indicators to measure the contribution of RL on the environmental 

dimension of TBL based on the guidelines of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI).   

These indicators are presented in Table 3.2 and the abbreviations used in this table 

are explained in Appendix C. They cover three main goals of RL, namely reduction 

of waste, emissions and impacts on biodiversity (ibid). The indicators are allocated to 

the activities that are part of the RL process, which are collection, selection, 

reprocessing, shredding / grinding and redistribution (ibid). The indicators for 

collection and selection cover similar aspects; for instance, energy and land use, 

waste and impacts on biodiversity (ibid). The indicators for the reprocessing 

activities refer mainly to pollution emissions and the use of resources, such as 

materials, water and energy (ibid). Shredding / grinding have only two indicators, 

which are energy use and water discharges. At last, the redistribution activities 

include indicators regarding energy use, pollution emissions and impacts on the 

ecosystems (ibid). The contribution of RL to the environmental dimension is also 

approached by Shaik and Abdul-Kader (2012), who developed a Balanced Scorecard 

for RL (see Appendix E). In the environmental perspective, the authors suggest 

measures such as compliance with environmental legislation, percentage of materials 

and spare parts recovered, energy consumption in the RL process and ecologic 

impacts of the non-reuse or non-recovered parts and products (ibid).  

 
Table 3.2: Environmental indicators for RL (adapted from Nikolaou et al., 2013, p.179) 

Collection Selection Reprocessing 
Shredding / 

Grinding 
Redistribution 

 

EN2, EN3, EN6, 

EN7, EN11, 

EN15, EN19, 

EN20, EN22, 

EN23, EN24, 

EN25, EN26, 

EN29 

EN3, EN6, EN7, 

EN11, EN16, 

EN19, EN22, 

EN26 

EN1, EN4, EN5, 

EN8, EN9, EN12, 

EN17, EN21 

EN3, EN12 

EN3, EN8, EN9, 

EN10, EN13, 

EN14, EN18, 

EN23, EN27, 

EN28, EN29 
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3.4.3. Social dimension 

 

Sarkis et al. (2010) suggest that RL can have important impacts on the social 

dimension, affecting not only the corporate workforce, but also people outside the 

firm, such as the communities.  However, many jobs created by the RL activities are 

temporary, due to the volatility in terms of the volume of work, as well as the 

uncertainty regarding the timing and flows of returns (ibid). Temporary employment 

is usually related to low salaries, lack of contractual linkage and limited training 

(Houseman, 2001; Sarkis et al., 2010). In addition, in some industries, the RL 

process involves issues concerning the health and safety of the workers; for instance, 

dangerous chemicals are released during the dismantling and recycling of batteries 

and I-phones (Sarkis et al., 2010). At last, it is important to note that the social 

implications of RL depend on factors such as culture, legislation and politics (ibid). 

The social impacts of RL are approached by Shaik & Abdul-Kader (2012), who 

developed a Balanced Scorecard for RL (see Appendix E). Some of the social 

aspects referred by these authors are employee satisfaction, long-term relationships 

with partners, safety and security (ibid). Nikolaou et al. (2013) developed also a 

performance measurement framework for the RL activities based on the concept of 

TBL. In this framework, the RL process is divided into five activities: collection, 

selection, reprocessing, shredding / grinding and redistribution (ibid). The social 

performance indicators suggested are listed in Table 3.3 and the abbreviations used 

in this table are explained in Appendix B. They are divided into four categories, 

namely labor, human resources, society and product responsibility issues (ibid). The 

first two categories refer to the employees and several of their indicators are 

applicable to all the RL activities (ibid). The first covers mainly the working 

conditions and the development of the skills of the workforce; while the second is 

concerned with the human rights (ibid). The two last categories of indicators refer to 

the relation of the firm with the customers and the community; they are only 

considered in the reprocessing and redistribution activities (ibid). 
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Table 3.3: Social indicators for RL (adapted from Nikolaou et al., 2013, p.179) 

Collection Selection Reprocessing 
Shredding / 

Grinding 
Redistribution 

LA1, LA5, LA7, 

LA8, LA9, LA11, 

LA12, LA13,  

LA14, LA15, 

LA16, LA17 

 

HR1, HR2, HR4, 

HR5 

LA1, LA5, LA9, 

LA12, LA14,  

LA16, LA17 

 

HR2, HR3, HR5, 

HR7, HR8, HR9, 

HR10, HR11, 

HR12 

LA1, LA4, LA5, 

LA9, LA10, LA12, 

LA14, LA16, LA17 

 

HR1, HR2, HR3, 

HR5, HR6, HR7, 

HR8, HR9, HR10 

 

SO1 

 

PR3, PR6, PR7 

 

LA1, LA5, LA6, 

LA9, LA12, LA14, 

LA15, LA16 

 

HR1, HR2, HR5, 

HR7, HR8, HR9, 

HR10 

LA1, LA2, LA3, 

LA5, LA9, LA12, 

LA14, LA16, LA17 

 

HR1, HR2, HR5, 

HR7, HR8, HR9, 

HR10, HR11, 

 

SO2, SO3 

 

PR8, PR9, PR10, 

PR11 

 

3.5. Balancing the TBL dimensions 
 

The three dimensions of TBL are not mutually exclusive; they supplement each other 

(Coffman & Umemoto, 2010). For instance, when reducing waste, firms are 

contributing both to improve their economic and environmental performance (Slaper 

& Hall, 2011; Shaharudin, et al., 2014). The environmental projects can also benefit 

the social dimension; for example, the use of processes that reduce pollution 

improves the working conditions of the staff and the quality of life of the community 

(Gimenez et al., 2012). Examples of win-win situations can also be found among 

initiatives to approach social issues (ibid). These initiatives benefit both the social 

and the economic dimensions, since they lead to a better corporate image, which has 

an indirect positive impact on the sales (ibid). However, situations in which trade-

offs have to be considered are rather common (Fiksel et al., 2014; Coffman & 

Umemoto, 2010), due to the existence of stakeholders with contradictory interests 

(Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). This challenge is recognized by the author of the TBL 

concept, Elkington (1997), who refers that the three dimensions of TBL often go 

against each other (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). Epstein and Buhovac (2014), 

refers to the challenge of being simultaneously sustainable and competitive. The 

same trade-off situation is reflected in the examples found in literature; to cite a few 
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examples, some social initiatives might increase the production costs (Gimenez et al., 

2012), as well as some environmental projects might require initial investments of 

funds (Fiksel et al., 2014). 

3.5.1. Tools and strategies 

To effectively manage the three dimensions of TBL, the goals for each dimension 

have to be reflected in the management control systems, namely in the performance 

measurement, reporting and rewarding systems (Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). The 

literature on TBL provides several measurement systems that attempt to capture all 

the three dimensions of TBL (Gross, 2015). Measurement systems such as Balanced 

Scorecard have been developed to translate and report the TBL aspects in the 

corporate strategies (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). The Appendix E includes a 

Balanced Scorecard specific for the RL activities that includes the three dimensions 

of TBL (Shaik & Abdul-Kader, 2012). Another example of such initiative in the 

context of RL is the framework suggested by Nikolaou (2013), which provides 

measures for each of the TBL dimensions (see appendices B, C and D). 

Nevertheless, the existing performance measurement models for TBL lack detail and 

sophistication to effectively support the management of the three dimensions (Slaper 

& Hall, 2011; Gross, 2015). Creating performance measurement systems for TBL is 

a complex task, due to the lack of widely accepted standards, rules and procedures to 

measure the environmental and social dimensions (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). 

Unlike the economic dimension, which is regulated by legislation and professional 

standards, the other dimensions have only recommended guidelines for performance 

measurement, such as GRI (ibid). In addition, finding a common unit of 

measurement for the three dimensions is a challenge; some of the solutions suggested 

in the literature are translating all the KPIs into monetary values (Epstein & 

Buhovac, 2014; Slaper & Hall, 2011) or using an index (Slaper & Hall, 2011). 

Different methods to translate environmental aspects into monetary terms have been 

developed and many researchers believe that the same procedure can be applied to 

the social dimension of TBL (Henriques & Richardson, 2013).  



 
  

 
 

45 

3.5.2. Reasons behind the trade-offs 

Although the TBL approach incorporates environmental and social aspects, in some 

way it prioritizes the economic dimension, in other words, the improvement of 

profitability and productivity (Hovorka et al., 2012). Typically, the costs are in the 

basis of most decisions whether they refer to economic, environmental or social 

initiatives (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). For instance, when analyzing 

environmental projects, the managers focus on assessing the impacts (Sarkis et al., 

2010) and identifying the potential cost savings with insurance, taxes and other 

charges (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). Furthermore, a common mistake is to try 

to balance the three dimensions from a short-term perspective (Gunasekaran et al., 

2015). This perspective opposes the idea of long-term thinking, which is the idea of 

the concept of TBL (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). Firms cannot ignore that, unlike the 

economic dimension, the environmental and social dimensions have a long-term 

nature (Gunasekaran et al., 2015; Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). The top managers 

remind their subordinates of the importance of TBL, however, put also pressure on 

them to improve short-term profitability and define their rewards entirely based on 

the profits (Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). This emphasis on the short-term results is due 

to their relevance in the stock markets (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). This situation 

makes it difficult to focus on the construction of bases to achieve success in the long-

run, since the short-term profits tend to be more valued than the future costs that 

result from environmental and social issues (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). Another 

important aspect in the decision-making concerning the trade-offs in TBL is revealed 

by the empirical study conducted by Epstein and Buhovac (2014), which involved 

about 100 firms operating in different industries and countries. Companies invest in 

the TBL aspects that receive more attention from the stakeholders, or that are likely 

to catch their attention in the future (ibid). Therefore, the managers try to understand 

which efforts the stakeholders recognize and where the pressure is most likely to 

come from (ibid). 
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3.6. Operationalization 
 

Since this study used the deductive approach, the data collection process was based 

on the theoretical concepts (Saunders et al., 2011). Table 3.4 presents the 

operationalization of the concepts in the research questions and was used as a basis 

for the interview guide. The questions mentioned in the operationalization are shown 

in the interview guide in Appendix F.   
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Table 3.4: Operationalization 

 

 

RL 
Customer 

Returns 
Questions RL and TBL TBL Dimensions Impacts of fashion Contribution of RL Questions 

 

 Collecting of 
products 

returned by the 
final customers 

(Amin & 

Zhang, 2013). 
 

 Recovery 
through re-

manufacturing, 

repair, 

dissembling for 

spare parts, re-

sale, recycling 
or landfill  

(Govindan et 

al., 2015). 

 

Commercial 

 

Result from the 

return policies 
(Guide et al., 

2006) 

 

1, 2 

 

 RL has  
potential to 

improve TBL 
(Morley et 

al., 2014). 

 

 RL is part of 

the concept 
of SSCM  

(Nuss et al., 

2014). 

 

 

 TBL includes three 

dimensions: 
economic, 

environmental and 

social (Elkington, 
1997).  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Economic 

 Serve market continuously 

 Yield high returns for stakeholders 
 (Ahmed & McQuaid, 2005) 

 

 Pressure on prices (Lueg et 
al., 2013) 

 New products at a fast pace 
(d'Avolio et al., 2015)  

 Short product life-cycles 
(Lueg et al., 2013) 

 Short lead-times (Barnes & 
Lea-Greenwood, 2006) 

 

 Cost savings  
 (Grabara et al., 2014) 

 Relationships with 
customers (Hall et 

al., 2013) 

 Corporate 

image(Daugherty et 

al., 2001) 

8 

 

EOL 

 

 End of 

functional 
life 

 Replaced by 
a new 

version 

 
(Parlikad & 

McFarlane, 

2007) 

 

3, 4 

 

Environmental 

 Availability of natural resources 

 Emissions  

 Degradation of the ecosystem  

(Kleindorfer & Saad, 2005) 

 

 Chemicals and natural 

resources (Brito et al., 2008) 

 Pollution from long distance 
transportation (Turker & 

Altuntas, 2014) 

 Waste (Aakko & 
Koskenurmi-Sivonen, 2013) 

due to "throw away culture” 
and low quality (Hvass-

Kant, 2014) 

 

 Extend product life 

cycle (Huang et al., 

2010) 

 Reduce waste and 
save natural 

resources 
(Shaharudin et al., 

2014) 

 

 

 

9 

 

Social 

Quality of human life of employees, 

communities and other stakeholders 

(Cho et al., 2014) 

 

 Low wages 

 Overtime 

 Health and safety issues 

 Human right issues 
 (Gardetti & Torres, 2013) 

 

 Labor condition 

 Employees’skill 

 Impacts on society 

 Customers’ health 
(Nikolaou et al., 2013) 

 

 
10,11,12 

 

 TBL requires trade-

offs among the 
three dimensions 

(Coffman & 

Umemoto, 2010). 
 

 It is a challenge to 

be sustainable and 
competitive at the 

same time (Epstein 

& Buhovac, 2014). 
 

 
 

 

Tools and strategies 

 Performance measurement, reporting 
and rewarding systems  

(Epstein & Buhovac, 2014) 

 Lack of standards and rules for 
environmental and social 

performance (Henriques & 

Richardson, 2013) 

 
N/A 

 
Nikolau (2013) 

suggests a framework 

to apply TBL in RL. 

 
 

7 

 

Reasons behind decisions 

 Prioritizes the economic dimension 
(Hovorka et al., 2012) 

 Cost-based decisions (Henriques & 
Richardson, 2013) 

 Emphasis on short-term results 
(Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). 

 Efforts recognized and sources of 

pressure (Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). 

 

N/A 

 

N/A 

 

 

5, 6 



 
 

 48 

4. Empirical 
 

This chapter summarizes both the primary data collected through interviews and the 

secondary data collected from the corporate reports and websites of the participants. 

It is structured by topic and inside each topic it is organized by case study. Within 

each case study, the information is organized based on the questions in the interview 

guide. Background information about the companies is not provided due to 

confidentiality. For the same reasons the information obtained was also rephrased or 

adjusted.  

4.1. RL 

4.1.1. Company A 

When questioned about the destination of the non-defective commercial product 

returns, the respondent answered that “If the product looks okay, they put up on a 

shelf again as it becomes available in the shop, or it may need to be fixed with 

packaging matters.”. Further in the interview the respondent confirmed this 

information by saying that “… if it is that you have regretted, then it will enter the 

sales flow again.”. Information about the return policies for non-defective products 

was obtained in the corporate website. It states that in case of no defect, customers 

have the right the return it within 14 days, as long as the product is not used and is 

still in the original package. In what concerns the procedure for defective products, 

the representative said that “… it will be added to the side so we will decide what we 

do with those.”. However, the interviewee pointed out that “… we have quite a small 

percentage of complaints, no giant volumes, rather few.”. According to the 

respondent “We have a policy that no garments should be thrown away…”. and the 

possible uses for these products are “… giving them away to the homeless and other 

in need. We can also see if it can be recycled textiles.”. 
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Regarding the collection of EOL products returned by the customers, the respondent 

revealed that “... started with it this last spring, to test it. We found that we received 

very little products, unfortunately.”. The interviewee explained that the customer can 

leave any kind of clothes or shoes. In terms of the use of these products, the 

respondent said that “… we want to really do something about this phase of 

increasing the product life cycle which encourages people to reuse or recycle old 

stuff.“. However, mentioned the following obstacle “We have quite odd categories, 

so it is difficult to reuse it, it is not easy. Then one can also consider a bit of textile 

recycling, for example, and it is not all that easy either.”. 

4.1.2. Company B 

When questioned about the destination of the non-defective commercial product 

returns, the respondent answered that “If it is a new garment with the label on them, 

then of course it goes back to the shelf.”. However, the respondent refers to situations 

in which this products were already used, explaining that “…if it is a used one, then 

we try to give it away to charity.”. Information about the return policies for non-

defective products was obtained in the corporate website. It states that in case of no 

defect, customers have the right the return it within 14 days, as long as the product is 

not used and is still in the original package. In what concerns the procedure for 

defective products, the respondent explained that "... in all orders, there are three 

controls, one before they start the production, one in the middle and one final 

inspection." and concluded by saying that "It is not very often that we get 

problems...". The representative added that these products are also given away, 

explaining that “The freight is really expensive; it is not economical for either us or 

the supplier to send out goods that contain problems.”. But this is not possible in 

some situations, as explained by the interviewee, referring that "If it is in case of 

mold, the best way is to burn the products." and that "Also if it contains high 

chemicals, we also burn in that case.". 
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Regarding the collection of EOL products returned by the customers, the respondent 

informed that “In January, we started to collect garments from our customers in our 

shops.” and explained that the customer can leave any kind of clothes or shoes. 

According to the interviewee "It has been extremely successful.". The representative 

added that “We collect at our head office, but here we do not offer discount on our 

products when you leave garments, we do that in the shops.”. When answering to 

questions 3 and 4, the respondent did not mention the main reason to engage in this 

take-back initiative. The corporate website refers to the environmental aspect as 

being the reason, mentioning waste reduction and recycling. However, further in the 

interview, while answering to question 10, the respondent was asked about the 

purpose of the collection of EOL products and answered that "... charity will have 

their part first, and then it will go to making more fiber, even a pair of broken 

trousers can make new fiber.". In terms of the use of these products, the respondent 

said that they are sent to I:Collect. According to the representative, this entity follows 

a hierarchy when taking care of these products. The respondent explained that “… the 

best one goes to second hand shops in that country, the next one might be a second 

hand shop in Africa, it might also be given away or used as isolation in cars, the 

really broken items will be burnt and get energy from that.”. The website of I:Collect 

was checked to confirm this and following information was found: “It is already 

possible to recycle 30 % of the old items collected – and that figure is rising. Textiles 

are used, for example, as insulation material for the construction industry, for 

cushioning and filling material, for stuffed toys, insoles or bags; shoes are turned 

into floorings, key rings, protective packaging, pellets or hard casing.”. This 

confirms only part of what was said by the respondent. 

4.1.3. Company C 

When questioned about the destination of the non-defective commercial product 

returns, the respondent answered, that “…if the product has not been used and it is 

returned as it was sold, then we repack it and sell it once again.”. However, the 

respondent referred that “Sometimes happens; people have used the clothes and 
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returned it anyway. In these cases we are not selling it again directly to 

customers…”. Information about the return policies for non-defective products was 

obtained in the corporate website. It states that in case of no defect, customers have 

the right the return it within 14 days, as long as the product is not used and is still in 

the original package. Nevertheless, this company has a very generous attitude 

towards these situations; the interviewee explained that “…sometimes it can be quite 

difficult to deal with it, because if the product is not missing any buttons or do not 

have any stains, but we can see and smell that it has been used, we cannot do 

anything about it.”. In what concerns the procedure for defective and used products, 

the possible use referred by the respondent was “…donating it to a company that is 

taking care of it and selling it in other countries as used clothes.”. The respondent 

explained that they worked with a local company, but now it is I:Collect. At last, the 

representative said, referring to commercial product returns with defects, that "... if 

we measure it in percent, the percentage will be very very low.". 

 

Regarding the collection of EOL products returned by the customers, the respondent 

revealed that “Yes, we have it in some brands.”. The interviewee explained that 

“…we have an overall sustainability strategy that refers to all of the sellers. But 

overall our brands are quite independent and self-managed.”. The respondent 

explained that the customer can leave any kind of clothes or shoes from any brand at 

the shops that are collecting EOL products. The company's reports state that the take-

back initiative has been very successful. When answering to questions 3 and 4, the 

respondent did not mention the main reason to engage in this initiative. However, the 

reports in the corporate website refer that the purposes are to give the old garments an 

eco-friendly solution and to recycle. In terms of the use of these products, the 

representative said that “The products that are collected in the shops, they are 

collected by I:Collect and then transported to their sorting plant.”. Further in 

question, the interviewee was asked about the destination given by I:Collect to these 

EOL products and answered that "... they recycle a lot! They are the ones that are 

recycling the far most of the clothes...". The website of I:Collect was checked to 
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confirm this and following information was found: “It is already possible to recycle 

30% of the old items collected – and that figure is rising. Textiles are used, for 

example, as insulation material for the construction industry, for cushioning and 

filling material, for stuffed toys, insoles or bags; shoes are turned into floorings, key 

rings, protective packaging, pellets or hard casing.”. This confirms what was said by 

the respondent. 

4.1.4. Company D 

When asked about commercial product returns, the respondent replied for non-

defective products: “All products that are returned during the return period and have 

no problems or defects are induced to the system and sold to new customers.”. 

Information about the return policies for non-defective products was obtained in the 

corporate website. It states that in case of no defect, customers have the right the 

return it within 14 days, as long as the product is not used and is still in the original 

package. However, for defective products returned as a complaint, the respondent 

answered that these are being “sorted in our shops in two fractions, one for reuse and 

one for burning.”. The company has a partner that collects the items sorted to reuse. 

The respondent mentioned their partner’s website for further details. According to 

this website this organization collects the products both to recycle and to reuse. 

 

When asked about their initiative to collect EOL products from the customers, the 

representative of the company replied: “No, today we are not doing that. We see this 

as a future step in continue collaboration with our existing partner. When we will 

start this in the shops is something I do not have an answer on today.”. 

4.1.5. Company E 

When questioned about the destination of the non-defective commercial product 

returns, the respondent answered that these products “... will go back in stock to be 

resold in normal flow.”. However, the respondent refers to situations in which these 

products were already used, explaining that “We normally clean if necessary and use 
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in our own sample rooms or sell on to staff”. And added that "... in case it was not 

used but rather had a problem like smelling badly, we sell through outlets.". 

Information about the return policies for non-defective products was obtained in the 

corporate website. It states that in case of no defect, customers have the right the 

return it within 14 days, as long as the product is not used and is still in the original 

package. In what concerns the procedure for defective products, the respondent said, 

referring to the year of 2014, that “…about 2,3% of items sold through the warehouse 

were returned” and that "96,75% of these were repaired and reused again and the 

remaining 3,25% were destroyed...". 

 

Regarding the collection of EOL products returned by the customers, the respondent 

informed that “We have not got a take-back program to collect used and old items; 

however, it is something that we are working on.". Additionally, the interviewee 

revealed that "... it will probably be in the form of cooperation with some 

organization. We have had some conversations with I:Collect to see how it would 

turn out.". Concerning the destination for the products to be collected, it might be 

recycling, since the respondent explained that "We have some test projects with some 

different companies, some who are working to develop new cotton fibers out of 

recycled cotton, and then also some that recycles polyester.". However, the 

interviewee said that "We are investigating different opportunities, there is some 

development but nothing that we landed on yet.". 

4.1.6. Company F 

The company was asked about what they do with commercial product returns that 

had no defect, the respondent explained that “Returned products that are not used 

are put back on the shelves.”. However, if the product have been used, the procedure 

is to “…donate to someone else that can benefit from the product.”. The respondent 

explained that these situations happen because “…the company has a generous return 

policy.” and added that “Fashion companies have become more generous with 

returns like these.”. Nevertheless, the respondent pointed out “We have mostly 
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returns where there is a defect in the product.”. Information about the return policies 

for non-defective products was obtained in the corporate website. It states that in case 

of no defect, customers have the right the return it within 14 days, as long as the 

product is not used and is still in the original package. Regarding returns with defects, 

the representative replied that “…most things go to our partner organization…”. 

According to the respondent, the use given by this organization depends on the 

condition of the products, “… if it is not in a useable condition, it goes to recycling.”. 

The partner organization’s website was checked and this information was confirmed.  

 

The company deals with EOL collections. The website stated that the type of product 

collected is dependent on the season and campaign. According to the respondent “We 

have had several campaigns in our shops, and everything we get goes to the partner 

organization.”. In some cases the company offers a discount in exchange that the 

customer brings something old in. Further in the interview, while answering to the 

next question, the respondent revealed that "Our customers have been engaged in this 

initiative and last year’s collection exceeded all our expectations.". When asked 

about what happens with the EOL products that they collect the representative 

expressed that “We hope that this initiative will contribute to a better and more 

environmental sustainability, as well as it can keep people in need to stay warm.” 

and added that their collaboration with the partner organization has “…helped us to 

reach out to the countries in need all over the world.”. What the partner organization 

does is “…work with project contributions through delivering material aid, which 

means to distribute the resources that already exist, to around 30 countries.”. This 

information was also confirmed through the partner organization’s website. The 

respondent explained that the point is to “…take care of the resources that exist and 

through recycling give more people the opportunity to stay warm during the winter.”.  

The corporate website was checked and the information found confirms the 

cooperation with this partner, and the purpose and scope of its work. 
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4.2. TBL 

4.2.1. Company A 

The interviewee mentioned first responsibility as a reason to include TBL in the 

corporate strategy: “Our starting point is that we have a responsibility for those 

negative effects and risks our organization may cause. It always starts with a 

responsibility for our business.”. When asked for clarification about this aspect, the 

representative explained that “… legal is where it always starts, there is an obvious 

level that must be reached.”. Additionally, the respondent mentioned customer value 

as a reason: “Moreover, it is something that we think is creating value for our 

consumers. We know that our customers think it is important and weigh it in a 

purchase decision.”. 

 

When asked about trade-offs and win-win situations between the TBL dimensions, 

the interviewee said that “Usually it is of course between the economy and the other 

aspects that it will be a crash.”. When asked about examples of these situations in the 

context of RL, the interviewee answered that “… we do not see it as something 

contradictory.”. and explained that “We are striving to, as mentioned, that all 

products should go to a sane-minded cause – the primary is to get the product sold, 

but in other cases we channel the products to elsewhere…”. Concerning the choices 

and priorities in TBL, the respondent said that “It is obvious that we want to make 

money, we want to create value for our shareholders.”. However, the interviewee 

explained that “One must make the judgment in individual cases.” and that “… I will 

not say that sustainability will always be the last choice … it's not always that the 

plan is to earn more money.”.  

 

When questioned about treating the TBL dimensions equally, the respondent did not 

provide a direct answer. Instead, explained that “Those years we set a goal on 

durability applies just as much as when we set up to increase sales, they must surely 

also be achieved.”. The interviewee mentioned also that “… of course there are 

conflicts among the aspects, but those goals must surely also be achieved, otherwise 
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we are failing to be sustainable.”. In terms of the use of performance measurements 

to balance the TBL dimensions, the only thing the interviewee referred to was a 

numerical rating used to measure the social aspects in the manufacturers’ factories. 

When questioned if they had the same requirements for the external 3PL company 

(Third-Party Logistics) that deals with the returned products, the respondent said that 

“No, just this applies to our garment factories. Then when it comes to logistics 

partner we deal with it in some other way.”. And explained that “When we buy the 

service, we look at their environmental performance and how they work with the 

environment…”. Further in the interview, more detailed information was provided. 

The interviewee added that “They have to follow our processes, among these are the 

procedures for the products that come back in return, they cannot just throw them 

away …” and that “We put requirements on our logistics partners on Service Level 

Agreement on delivery precision, turnaround times and similar…”. However, the 

respondent explained that they do not have requirements for the social aspects such as 

working conditions, explaining that “…our logistics partner operates in Sweden we 

do not find the company in the risk site.”. The latest reports of this company mention 

the KPIs for working conditions referred by the interviewee. In addition, they refer 

that sales, gross margin and operating profit are considered the KPIs for the economic 

dimension and include KPIs for the climate impacts, namely the level of CO2 

emissions.  

4.2.2. Company B 

The interviewee mentioned first the customer as a reason to include TBL in the 

corporate strategy: “One reason is of course we want to share the opinion that our 

customers have. If they think it is important with chemicals, of course we want to 

have a good knowledge of chemicals so we can offer a good product to our 

customer.”. Additionally, the respondent mentioned environmental reasons related to 

resources such as fiber and water: “… if we take for example sustainable fiber, which 

is because we think if we do not do it, we will not for example have cotton growing in 

a conventional way in 25 years. So we have to take care of the cotton. And the same 
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with water…”. At last, the interviewee referred the responsibility as another reason, 

explaining that “… it is not sort of ‘we do it because of the good sake’; it is also 

because we need to do it, we need to take our responsibility.”. 

 

When asked about trade-offs and win-win situations between the TBL dimensions, 

the representative started explaining how the perspective of the company about this 

has changed: “When we started with for example our social code, to demand this and 

that from the supplier, everyone was scared that all the prices should go up and that 

we had to increase the price of our goods. But I think, these days everyone knows that 

it haven’t been increased because the social standard has risen.”. General examples 

of win-win situations where given, not only regarding the social dimension, but also 

the environmental dimension. According to the respondent, the company does not see 

any trade-offs between the social and environmental parts with the economic part. 

When asked about examples of these situations in the context of RL, the respondent 

explained that “Customer complaints and returned items from the customers are of 

course negative for us and it induces a loss for us. That we collect and leave the 

products to someone else is a better solution than throwing these items away.”. 

 

When questioned about treating the TBL dimensions equally and the tools and 

strategies used to do it, the first thing the respondent did was to point out the 

difficulties in comparing the three dimensions, explaining that “They are not 

comparable; it is like comparing apples and pears. So it is difficult to see if you are 

investing more in social than in environmental.”. Further in the interview, while still 

answering to this question, the respondent revealed that “We do not invest in it 

equally. Some questions are bigger, so then we have to invest more.”. Regarding the 

priorities in TBL, the respondent explained that the importance given to each 

dimension of TBL is not the same in every department. However, the interviewee 

explained the general reason behind the priorities, by saying that “… when you have 

a sustainable work to do then you invest where you think you can have the best 

results.” and adding that “… you have to make a risk analysis where you see where 
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you can reach the best goal if you put in money, so you don’t waste money so to 

say.”. Since the company does not try to balance the TBL dimensions, the 

interviewee did not refer to tools and strategies used to do it. Nevertheless, the KPIs 

reported by the firm were reviewed. The company monitors and measures 29 aspects, 

which are based on GRI standards. The report includes three for the economic 

dimension, 10 for the environmental dimension and 16 for the social dimension. The 

KPIs for the social dimension are divided into the four categories suggested by the 

GRI. The company reports four KPIs for labor conditions, five for human resources, 

one for the organization role in society and six for product responsibility.  

4.2.3. Company C 

When asked about the reasons to incorporate TBL in the strategy, the interviewee 

mentioned first that “The reason is that we want to behave good as a company. It is 

our way of working.”. When asked for clarification about this aspect, the respondent 

explained that “…it is not about reputation as such.” and added that “… you cannot 

say that you are working with sustainability due to legal reasons, of course there are 

some rules and regulations that you have to follow, but 90% of sustainability work is 

based on something voluntarily.”. The respondent concluded the answer by saying 

that “…our CEO wants the company to behave good…”. 

 

When asked about trade-offs and win-win situations between the TBL dimensions, 

first the interviewee did not provide a clear answer, saying “Yes and No. It is not 

something that we are facing every day.”. Then explained that “But of course, we do 

not have all the resources in the world to just do it like we do. When you run a 

business, you need that business to earn some money, but you can earn the money in 

a sustainable way…”. When asked about examples of these situations in the context 

of RL, the respondent was not able to answer and suggested to look for this 

information in the sustainability report. This report was reviewed and no examples 

were found. Concerning the choices and priorities concerning TBL, the respondent 

said that “We are working in the sustainability department; we are working with 
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social and environmental issues. We are not dealing with the overall turnover of the 

company…”. However, the interviewee explained that “…we have the resources that 

are needed and the company is earning money…”. In order to obtain a deeper 

understanding, the interviewee was asked if the company had a budget for the 

sustainability department. The respondent explained that “We do not have a budget 

as such, but of course we are also going to behave responsible and not use too much 

money on our actions.”.  

 

When questioned about treating the TBL dimensions equally, the respondent 

answered that “Yes, we try to balance the environmental and the social, but I think 

within the textile industry you will have more focus on the social issues, because we 

are getting our products produced in countries that are quite underdeveloped. But of 

course, we need to have focus on the environment too.”. The information on the latest 

report confirms this information provided by the interviewee. Among the aspects 

monitored by the company, there are 4 that can be directly allocated to environmental 

dimension and 8 to the social dimension. When answering to the question regarding 

the use of KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions, the respondent added that “… you 

also need to consider which department you are sitting in. If I was the overall 

director of the company, I would of course consider all three legs… But I am now 

sitting in one or two of these legs and this is my work and what I want to improve.”. 

In terms of the use of performance measurements to balance the TBL dimensions, the 

respondent answered “…we have a strategy, a measuring system with points that is 

more or less concrete and these are our KPIs.”. The latest report was reviewed and 

the information on it confirmed the aspects mentioned by the respondent. The 

company monitors and measures 20 aspects regarding the environmental and social 

performance of their suppliers, covering the following issues: ethics, human rights, 

safety, health, equity, salaries and welfare, education and training, poverty, range of 

sustainable products, use of sustainable sources, information to the customer, use of 

chemicals, water and energy consumption, use of clean production technologies, 

disposal of waste, reduction of waste and CO2 emissions. Among these aspects, there 
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are 12 that can be directly allocated to TBL dimensions; 4 to the environmental and 8 

to the social. Regarding the economic dimension of TBL, it was not possible to find 

information about the KPIs used by this company. 

4.2.4. Company D 

When asked why the company considers the TBL in its corporate strategies, the 

respondent replied by saying that the company has had a code of conduct since many 

years back, even before the regulations existed. Furthermore, “People on this earth 

carry a responsibility for their actions they cause and so do we as a company. We 

work towards long-term improvements for all our stakeholders though improving 

social responsibility, ethics and environment, develop processes and 

collaborations.”. 

 

The representative of the company expressed that trade-offs among the dimensions of 

TBL exist, but added: “…we also see interplay between the three dimensions of 

sustainability work. We see that an increased presence and focus in social 

responsibility also yields better quality in the products.”. When asked if the company 

could see any trade-offs of the three dimensions in the case of RL, the representative 

simply replied no.  

 

Furthermore, the representative was questioned the company attempted to treat 

equally the three TBL dimensions, the reply was: “Because the three dimensions are 

situated in different departments we work with each dimension parallel. None of the 

dimensions are more important than the other.”. The respondent was not able to 

answer to the question regarding the use of KPIs or any other tools or strategies used 

to balance the three dimensions of TBL. However, the most recent report available 

was reviewed and it included KPIs for the three dimensions, which are based on GRI 

standards. The report includes a total of 39 KPIs; six for the economic dimension, 

eight for the environmental dimension and 25 for the social dimension. The KPIs for 

the social dimension are divided into the four categories suggested by the GRI. The 
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company reports 12 KPIs for labor conditions, six for human resources, three for the 

organization role in society and four for product responsibility. 

4.2.5. Company E 

When asked about the reasons to incorporate TBL in the strategy, the interviewee 

first mentioned the core values of the company, which are "... produce durable, 

functional and timeless products...". And added that these core values also "... inspire 

a certain lifestyle and to do all of the mentioned in a responsible way.". An then 

concluded by explaining that "... sustainability has always been within our core 

values, such as sustainable products and timelessness.". When asked for 

clarifications, the respondent provided more specific reasons to incorporate TBL in 

the strategy, explaining that "Partly it is about awareness of the consumer. But also 

partly because of the raw materials and resources that we use in our production; we 

must be able to hold on to it in a sustainable way so you have to take into account 

this stuff. It is a lot about our understanding of the need to be resource efficient and 

smart.". 

 

When asked about trade-offs and win-win situations between the TBL dimensions, 

the interviewee started by saying that "There is always some conflict between them.". 

However, added that "... in many ways I would say that there is a synergy in all of 

them.". The interviewee referred that the trade-offs tend to happen when choosing the 

materials, explaining that "There is a constant tug of war between the prices of raw 

materials and the price of the final product and environmental considerations.". 

When asked about examples of these situations in the context of RL, the respondent 

mentioned that "To set up a return system is an investment in itself.", but added that 

"To collect items, it consists of the mass of resources that can be valuable. We can 

take advantage of what we have already spent on resources so it will be a beneficial 

gain.". Regarding the priorities in situations of trade-off between the TBL 

dimensions, the respondent answered that depends on the case, explaining with the 

following example: "... it may be that it is beneficial for the environment but that the 
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selling price will be so high that it will not even be able to sell ... So then it is clear 

that you have to put it on a level that it becomes financially possible.". However, the 

interviewee added that "... the top management of our company values sustainability, 

so some things will sacrifice the economic profitability.". At last, the interviewee 

explained that "Some things can serve to be economical in the short-term, but long 

sight, it is not sustainable, then it is better to think about what can be done now to 

ensure the long term sustainability". 

 

When questioned about treating the TBL dimensions equally, the respondent 

explained that "We consider sustainability to include all the three aspects; all of them 

we should keep in mind in every decision we take.". Regarding the tools and strategies 

to balance the TBL dimensions, the interviewee referred that "Everything we do is 

weighing the pros and cons towards each other. For me it is all about having as 

much information as possible on the table so you can make decisions based on it.". 

The respondent did not mention the use of performance measurements to balance the 

TBL dimensions. Nevertheless, information about the KPIs used by the firm was 

collected from their latest reports. Most of the KPIs used by the company are based 

on GRI standards. The report includes a total of 92 KPIs; 11 for the economic 

dimension, 34 for the environmental dimension and 47 for the social dimension. The 

KPIs for the social dimension are divided into the four categories suggested by the 

GRI. The company reports 15 KPIs for labor conditions, 12 for human resources, 11 

for the organization role in society and nine for product responsibility. 

4.2.6. Company F 

When asked about the firm’s reasons to consider TBL in the strategy, the answer was 

“It is about the future and about the responsibility of all big companies to decrease 

environmental impacts etc.”. Later the respondent added that “Our priority is to be a 

trustworthy company and do good things, make fair production.”. The respondent 

added that more details could be found in their vision stated on their website. The 

first aspect mentioned on the website is responsibility, regarding the manufacturing 
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working conditions and the materials used. It is referred that the company wants to 

follow the rules and work in a fair manner. The second aspect highlighted in the 

website is product quality, mentioned as the priority number one. The company wants 

to ensure quality in terms of characteristics, functions, safety and durability. 

 

The representative of the company expressed, regarding the trade-offs of the three 

TBL aspects, “It is a challenge for everyone but it has to be dealt with to build a 

sustainable future.” and explained that “The challenge is still that the customer is 

price dependent and not willing to pay for a more sustainable product.”. The 

respondent did mention any example of trade-offs in the context of RL. When 

answering this question, the respondent did not refer to the priorities of the company 

concerning TBL.  

 

When questioned about treating the TBL dimensions equally, the respondent pointed 

out that the company has “…different departments working with the questions 

regarding sustainability.”. However, the respondent said that “The company has its 

general sustainability plan of what goals should be met, but then purchasing and 

logistics, for example, have their own plans, and then the plans merge together.”. 

Regarding the tools and strategies to balance the TBL dimensions, the representative 

explained that “In the fashion industry, companies have come very far in different 

areas of sustainability, but how to compare and measure, have not been established 

by so many companies.”. Then revealed that “Even if we would have a plan, we 

might have to throw that plan out. If it goes fast one year, we might take a different 

direction and invest in something else.”. 

4.3. RL contribution to TBL 

4.3.1. Company A 

When asked about the contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL, the 

respondent said that it is a way to avoid unnecessary costs regarding the returns. As 

the representative explained, “It is more about being as quick as possible to get it 
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into saleable condition again so it can come in to the store and back out to a new 

customer…” and added that “… we obviously want to sell our products in the season, 

as those products are sometimes in seasonal collections too.”. For environmental 

dimension of TBL, the interviewee referred that the contribution is not to throw away 

useful things.  

 

Regarding the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL, the respondent 

referred that “… we donate a lot to charity and the needy in England.”. The 

interviewee explained that “… garments that for various reasons are rejected by our 

consumers or that are not sold in a season, are following the line of being social 

responsible, and there is something social in it.”. When asked to compare the 

contribution of RL to this dimension with other business activities, the respondent 

said that “… I would not say that reverse logistics is as important as for example the 

supplier control on working conditions in the factories.”. In terms of the use of 

specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to this dimension of TBL, the 

interviewee answered that the company does not have any. The latest report available 

confirms this, since it does not include KPIs that are related to both RL and the social 

dimension of TBL. 

4.3.2. Company B 

When asked about the contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL, the 

representative started answering by saying that “We have a responsibility that all our 

product we put on the market are safe, if something is wrong with the garment, that 

will bring costs.”. And concluded by revealing that “This I:Collect partnership that 

we are a member of, they give us a small amount per kilo.”. For environmental 

dimension of TBL, the interviewee referred that the contribution is related to the 

availability of fiber in the long-run, explaining that “If we could make new fiber, we 

don’t need to use cotton and grow cotton. To grow cotton will be hard because we 

will need all the land in the future to grow food on.”. The respondent concluded by 

saying that “… it’s a way to make sure that you have fiber in the future.”. However, 
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the respondent mentioned some uncertainty about the collection of products in the 

stores: “… there will be a new rule in Europe about collecting goods. It could be that 

Sweden decides that we are not able to collect goods in our shops, that it should go to 

the communal to collect goods. It is up to the Swedish parliament right now to decide 

if we will be able to continue to collect goods.”. 

 

Regarding the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL, the respondent 

referred that it is not so significant. The interviewee revealed that “The money we get 

from I:Collect is given away to charity.”, but said that “I do not think that this will 

become so much money...”. The respondent also mentioned that "... is also very 

difficult because now they have been discussing that the charity shops should also 

pay the VAT of 25 %, so maybe they will not be able to survive...". When asked to 

compare the contribution of RL to this dimension with other business activities, the 

respondent had difficulties to answer and made more connection with the 

environmental dimension. After some consideration the interviewee explained that 

“Reverse logistics is perhaps a more long-term goal…” and added that “…there are 

still research going on to see how the clothes can be recycled to create new fibers.”. 

The respondent concluded by comparing RL with the manufacturing activities, saying 

that “Our investments in production activities are maybe more direct and short-

term.”. In terms of the use of specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to this 

dimension of TBL, the representative answered that “We report the most essential 

measures according to GRI. It is included in the sustainability report.”. However, the 

latest report does not include any KPI that is related to both RL and the social 

dimension of TBL. 

4.3.3. Company C 

When asked about the contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL, the 

respondent said that “It is not something we earn money on. It is a service that we 

want to give to our customers.”. And continue the answer referring only to the 

contribution of EOL products, by saying that “It is also a way to ensure the future 
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resources, because we are more and more people on the earth and cotton and oil is 

resources that are getting less and less.”. The representative was questioned about 

the specific contribution of the commercial product returns, in order to obtain more 

details about this aspect. The respondent explained that “We get the benefit that the 

customer thinks that they are getting a good service from us. I think that any web 

shop, they have a very open return policy because that is how it is.”. When 

answering to the contribution of RL to the environmental dimension, the interviewee 

added some more information about the contribution to the economic dimension, 

revealing that “The collection thing is not adding to our earnings. Other companies 

are getting some money for these used clothes, but we are donating it to charity.”. 

The only contribution to the environmental dimension referred by the representative 

was recycling. The interviewee explained that “We leave it up to I:Collect, they 

recycle a lot! They are the ones that are recycling the far most of the clothes, a lot of 

others they take whatever can be sold directly, and they throw away the rest.”. After 

asking if the firm was doing more than only these activities the interviewee answered 

that “Of course we do a lot of other things on the environment side, but if we are only 

talking about returns and recycled clothes, this is only what we do.”. 

 

Regarding the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL, the respondent said 

that “I do not think the fashion industry as such improve the social issues, of course if 

you are collecting a lot of clothes and donating the earnings it is improving 

something somewhere in the world.”. After asking to whom the company donates the 

money, the interviewee answered that “We donate to different charity organizations. 

We leave it up to our brands to decide whom they want to donate to.”. After asking if 

RL has the same potential as other business activities to contribute to the social 

dimension of TBL the representative answered that “It is a question that is difficult to 

answer since it is very different activities with very different in- and out-put. It is not 

directly comparable – like comparing apples an elephants. But a quick answer will 

be that the returns have less impact on the social sustainability over all compared to 

the other activities you mentioned.”. In terms of the use of specific KPIs to measure 
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the contribution of RL to this dimension of TBL, the interviewee answered that the 

company did not have any. When reviewing the latest report published by this 

company, no KPIs relating both RL and the social dimension of TBL were found. 

4.3.4. Company D 

The representative expressed, to the question regarding the contribution of RL to the 

economic dimension of TBL: “We hope that the collaboration with XXXX continues 

and expands; this will imply increase economic sustainability in many levels. We will 

have less garbage to deal with and our partner company will gain something through 

selling the items further.". For the RL contribution to the environmental dimension, 

the respondent expressed “If recycling of products become bigger, then less will be 

disposed, this reduces the environment pressure.”. 

 

When asked about the RL contribution to social issues in the fashion industry, the 

respondent replied: “This depends on the customers and their attitude to returns and 

buying new things.”. When looking into the website of the partner company that 

collects the items of the case company, the organization emphasizes the environment 

and creating jobs. The respondent did not know what to answer on the question about 

the potential that RL has compared to other business activities. At last, the company 

does not use any KPIs to measure the contribution RL has to the social dimension of 

TBL. The information in the most recent report available confirms the respondent’s 

reply. It does not include any KPI that is related to both RL and the social dimension 

of TBL. 

4.3.5. Company E 

When asked about the contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL, the 

respondent said that "It is more beneficial to use a resource more times than use it 

once and then throw it away.". But explained that "... we must be able to do 

something sensible with the products, there is no meaning if we collect the products 

and it still just goes to a different waste category, which is what we try to avoid. We 
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have to collect it for us to be able to use it in some way. Otherwise it will only be a lot 

of logistics efforts of collecting it.". While answering to this question, the interviewee 

pointed out that "... it is less economically efficient that all companies are doing this 

through their own solutions, rather than to work together to take a common approach 

on how returns can be handled.". Regarding the environmental dimension of TBL, 

the interviewee mentioned the following contributions: "Much of the material 

collected can be used in new products or other products, or burned.". 

 

Regarding the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL, the representative 

referred that the company does not see a significant contribution. And added, 

referring to the take-back initiatives that "It depends on what you do with it, if you 

give it away, for example it is contributing. However, it is the economic and 

environmental aspect, which is the principal.". When asked to compare the 

contribution of RL to this dimension with other business activities, the respondent 

that all the business activities are equally important. However, explained that "... this 

is more a resource aspect that goes on the environment and economic terms.". In 

terms of the use of specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to this dimension 

of TBL, the interviewee simply answered that "We report KPIs for sustainability 

according to the GRI. You can find them in our sustainability report.". The 

information in the most recent sustainability report available indicates that the 

company had no KPI related to both RL and the social dimension of TBL. 

4.3.6. Company F 

When asked about the contribution that RL could have on the economic dimension of 

TBL, the respondent expressed “A trustworthy and responsible company will gain 

loyal customers.”. As for the contribution to the environment, the representative 

replied “By taking care of what we already have, it would save a lot of the earth’s 

resources and it would also extend the life cycle of already produced items.”. The 

respondent added, referring to EOL products, that “We are also hoping that the 

initiative of collection will contribute to better and sustainable environment 
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development.”. The interviewee added that the contribution of RL to this dimension 

is also related to the transportation, explaining that “We have our own warehouse but 

collaborates with a transportation partner. We have clear requirements on 

transportation and emission.”. 

 

When the respondent was asked about how RL can contribute to social dimensions of 

TBL, the answer followed “We know that a lot of clothes might be laying in the back 

of the closet or even thrown out. Therefore, we want to take the responsibility to 

ensure that these items are distributed to someone in need instead.”. The respondent 

also added “We also believe that our customers gain more awareness of their 

products and gain better understanding of the production process. This way, in the 

long term, we will get the customer willing to pay for more to get a sustainable 

product, thus, we will be able to introduce a wider assortment of sustainable 

products.”. When asked about the potential of RL compared to other business 

activities, the respondent replied “Very hard to say today. However, we know that 

our customers are appreciating our collaboration with the partner organization and 

they see an opportunity to help.”. At last, when questioned about the use of KPIs to 

measure the RL’s contribution to this TBL dimension, the respondent answered no. 

This information could not be confirmed with secondary sources, since it was not 

possible to get access to the sustainability report of the company. 
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5. Analysis 
 

This chapter is structured in two major sections according to the research questions. 

All the analyses are first conducted individually for each case and then in a cross-

case approach. 

5.1. Contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL 
 

The analysis of the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL was first 

performed separately for commercial product returns and EOL products, since the 

nature of the returns might influence their contribution. For commercial product 

returns, the analysis consisted of comparing the procedures and issues described in 

section 3.1.1, as well as the contribution suggested in section 3.4.3, with the answers 

to the interview question 1 and 2. For EOL products, the analysis consisted of 

comparing the purposes mentioned in section 3.1.2, the initiatives of the industry 

described in section 3.3.2 and the contributions suggested in section 3.4.3, with the 

answers to the interview question 3 and 4. After these analyses, the overall 

contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL was analyzed by comparing the 

empirical data collected through the questions 10 to 12 of the interview guide 

(Appendix F) with the KPIs and other contributions suggested in the literature 

presented in sections 3.2.3 and 3.4.3.  

5.1.1. Commercial product returns 

Regarding commercial product returns the following three statements from the theory 

chapter were tested.  

- Statement 1: Commercial product returns that are in as-good-as-new condition 

usually go back into the forward flow (Karakayali et al., 2013).  

- Statement 2: Most of the commercial products returns are not due to defects 

but to customer regret (Shaharudin et al., 2014).  
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- Statement 3: RL can contribute to improve several aspects in the social 

dimension of TBL, such as the quality of life of the corporate workforce and 

the communities (Sarkis et al., 2010). 

Company A 

The interviewee confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves after fixing the packages (if needed). The respondent confirmed 

also statement 2, mentioning that only a small percentage of the returns is due to 

defects. Regarding statement 3, the only contribution to the social dimension that was 

referred by this company was the donation of defective products to homeless or other 

people in need. However, some of the defective products might be recycled, instead 

of being donated, since the defects might make it impossible to use by other people.  

Company B 

The interviewee confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves. The respondent confirmed also statement 2, mentioning that it is 

not often that the returns are due to defects, since the factories perform several quality 

controls for every order. Regarding statement 3, the only contribution to the social 

dimension that was referred by this company was the donation of defective or used 

products to charity. However, some of the defective products might be burned, 

instead of being donated; for example when the problem is related to mold or 

chemicals.  

Company C 

The interviewee confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves after fixing the packages (if needed). The respondent confirmed 

also statement 2, mentioning that only a small percentage of the returns is due to 

defects. Regarding statement 3, the only contribution to the social dimension that was 

referred by this company was the donation of defective and used products to a 

company that sells them in second hand stores in other countries. 
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Company D 

The respondent confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves. The respondent did not provide information to test statement 2. 

Regarding statement 3, the only contribution to the social dimension that was referred 

by this company was giving the defective products that are in condition to be reused 

to an organization that takes care of their reuse. However, some of the defective 

products are burned, instead of being donated, since the defects make it impossible to 

use by other people.  

Company E 

The interviewee confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves. The respondent confirmed also statement 2, mentioning that only 

a small percentage of the returns is due to defects. This company did not confirm 

statement 3, since no contribution to the social dimension was mentioned by the 

interviewee when asked about commercial product returns.  

Company F 

The respondent confirmed statement 1, saying that these products are normally put 

back in the shelves. The information provided by the respondent does not support the 

statement 2; the representative said that most of their returns are due to defects. 

Regarding statement 3, the only contribution to the social dimension that was referred 

by this company was the donation the defective products to their partner organization. 

However, the contribution to the social dimension depends on the condition of the 

defective products returned. Some of the defective products might be recycled, 

instead of being donated, since the defects make it impossible to use by other people.  

Cross-case 

Table 5.1 summarizes the analysis regarding the contribution of the RL for 

commercial product returns to the social dimension of TBL. All the case studies 

confirmed statement 1, which states that the non-defective products go back to the 
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shelves. In some situations, the products might need some cleaning or repackaging 

work before that.  

 

Statement 2 was only tested for five companies; Company D did not provide 

information about this aspect. There is only one out of five cases that rejects this 

statement, which is Company F. The return policies of all the companies were 

reviewed, in order to look for differences that could explain this. However, the return 

policies of the companies studied are similar. The reason might be related to the 

quality controls performed by the companies. Company B related the small amount of 

complaints due to defects with the constant quality controls at their factories, 

explaining that "... in all orders, there are three controls, one before they start the 

production, one in the middle and one final inspection.".  

 

Regarding statement 3, five out of the six companies studied have a contribution to 

the social dimension through the RL activities; this contribution consists of donations 

of clothes and shoes that are returned during the period referred in the return policies. 

However, this contribution covers only one aspect of the social dimension 

(communities), rejecting the statement tested. Furthermore, the contribution is not 

significant, since it is limited to the product returns that are not worth putting in 

condition to be sold again (defective and used products). Company B explained that 

the defective products are given to charity because “The freight is really expensive; it 

is not economical for either us or the supplier to send out goods that contain 

problems.”. Moreover, the amount of the contribution is limited by the condition of 

the returns; some of the defective products might be recycled, instead of being 

donated, since the defects might make it impossible to use by other people. Company 

E did not refer to any contribution to the social dimension; the company repairs most 

of the defective products returned, as the interviewee explained by saying that 

"96,75% of these were repaired and reused again and the remaining 3,25% were 

destroyed...". 
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Table 5.1: Case comparison for commercial product returns 

 

 

Literature Empirical Data 

Statements tested Section 
Interview 
Questions 

Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

1 
Non-defective products go back 
to the forward flow 

3.1.1 1 Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed 

2 
Most returns are not due to 
defects 

3.1.1 2 Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Not applicable Confirmed Rejected 

3 
RL contributes to several aspects 
of the social dimension of TBL 

3.4.3 1, 2 

Rejected 
 
Donations to 
communities: 
 - defective products 
 - useable condition 

Rejected 
 
Donations to 
communities: 
 - defective products 
 - used products 
 - useable condition 

Rejected 
 
Donations to 
communities: 
 - defective products 
 - used products 
 - in condition to sell in 
second hand 

Rejected 
 
Donations to 
communities: 
 - defective products 
 - useable condition 

Rejected 
 
Repairs defective 
products 

Rejected 
 
Donations to 
communities: 
 - defective 
products 
 - useable 
condition 
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5.1.2. EOL products 

Regarding EOL product returns the following three statements from the theory 

chapter were tested. 

- Statement 4: The role of RL in terms of EOL products is related to waste 

management and environmental-friendly disposal (Grant et al., 2013). This 

idea is supported by the literature on the fashion industry presented in section 

3.3.2, which states that the take-back programs aim to reduce the amounts of 

waste generated by this industry (Hvass-Kant, 2014; Nieminen et al., 2007).  

- Statement 5:  Fashion firms are introducing take-back programs (Hvass-Kant, 

2014; Nieminen et al., 2007).  

- Statement 6: RL can contribute to improve several aspects in the social 

dimension of TBL, such as the quality of life of the corporate workforce and 

the communities (Sarkis et al., 2010). 

Company A 

The interviewee confirmed statement 4, since the purpose mentioned was to increase 

the product life cycle, which reduces the waste production. Statement 5 was 

confirmed; this company has recently started to collect EOL clothes and shoes. 

Regarding statement 6, the management has been considering the reuse of the EOL 

products collected. However, it might not be possible to reuse, since the categories 

are quite odd; in that case the possible destination is recycling the textiles. 

Furthermore, the amounts collected have not been significant, although the company 

collects products of any brand; therefore, the contribution to the social dimension has 

not so much potential. 

Company B 

Statement 4 was confirmed by the website of this company, which refers to the 

environmental aspect as the reason to have engaged in this take-back initiative. 

However, the respondent revealed that charity will take the first part and only the rest 

is for recycling. Statement 5 was confirmed, since the respondent said that the 
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company has recently started to collect EOL products at their stores. Regarding 

statement 6, the products collected are sent to I:Collect, which sells them in second 

hand, among other uses. According to the respondent, I:Collect decides the 

destination of the product based on the condition. The best ones go to second hand 

shops in the country or Africa; the others are used as isolation in cars or are burnt to 

produce energy. This program has been very successful. The customers can leave 

products of any brand and receive discount on the company’s products when 

participating in this initiative. Therefore, the contribution to the social dimension of 

this company has potential to be relevant. 

Company C 

The interviewee confirmed statement 4, since the purpose mentioned in the 

company’s website is eco-friendly reuse and recycling. Statement 5 was confirmed; 

this company collects EOL clothes and shoes. Regarding statement 6, the products 

collected are given away to I:Collect. This organization decides on the destination of 

the products, usually some sort of recycling, according to the respondent. The 

corporate website states that the customer can leave any kind of clothes or shoes from 

any brand. It also mentions that it has been very successful. Since the destination 

given to the products is recycling, there is no contribution to the social dimension and 

the statement tested can be rejected.  

Company D 

Statement 4 could not be tested in this company, since it does not have any take-back 

program for EOL products. Statement 5 can be confirmed in this case; although the 

company is not currently collecting EOL products, the management sees it as a future 

step. Statement 3 cannot be tested for the same reason as statement 6. 

Company E 

The interviewee confirmed statement 4, since the purpose being considered by the 

management is recycling, which contributes to reduce waste. Statement 5 is 

confirmed in this case; although the company is not currently collecting EOL 
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products, the management is planning to do it in the future. Statement 6 can be 

rejected in this case; the destination the company is considering for the EOL products 

to be collected in the future is related to the environmental dimension.  

Company F 

Statement 4 is confirmed by this case, since one of the purposes mentioned on the 

corporate website is to contribute to environmental dimension. However, according 

to the partner’s website the main purpose is to help people in need through material 

aid. This is also visible when considering that the products collected depend on the 

season and campaign. Statement 5 was confirmed; this company collects EOL clothes 

and shoes. Regarding statement 6, the products collected are given away to an 

organization that provides material aid in about 30 countries, with the purpose of 

giving more people the opportunity to stay warm during the winter. The type of 

products collected is dependent on the season and campaign. The respondent 

mentioned that, in some cases, the company offers discount to the customers that 

bring in old clothes. According to the corporate website this take-back initiative 

exceeded all the expectations last year. Therefore, the contribution to the social 

dimension of this company has potential to be relevant. 

Cross-case 

Table 5.2 summarizes the analysis regarding the contribution of the RL for EOL 

product returns to the social dimension of TBL. Statement 4 could only be tested in 

five of the six case studies performed. Company D is not currently collecting EOL 

products and has not decided what to do with the products to be collected through 

their future take-back program. Three out of the five companies used to test this 

statement referred only to purposes that are in line with waste reduction and 

environmental-friendly disposal. Company A aims to increase the product life cycle; 

companies C and E referred that the purpose was recycling; Company C also 

mentioned eco-friendly solution. Two companies referred to both environmental and 

social contributions connected to the collection of EOL products. The representatives 
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of these companies explained that the social contribution was the priority. Company 

B is giving away the products in good condition to be sold in second hand stores; the 

rest of the products are recycled with the purpose of reducing waste. Most of the 

products collected by Company F are meant to be used by an organization to provide 

material aid to people in need. As a result, this statement is confirmed in all of the 

cases tested. 

 

Statement 5 is confirmed by all companies. Four out of six have already introduced 

these take-back programs for EOL clothes; the other two are planning to do it in the 

future.  

 

Statement 6 could only be tested in five of the six case studies performed. Company 

D is not currently collecting EOL products and has not decided what to do with the 

products to be collected through their future take-back program. Only one out of the 

five companies studied (Company E) did not refer to a social contribution through the 

collection of EOL products. This company referred only to an environmental 

contribution (recycling), rejecting the statement tested. In the other four cases 

(companies A, B, C and F) the respondents mentioned a social contribution, namely 

donations of money to charity or donations of clothes and shoes to institutions that 

reuse or resell them. However, the contribution mentioned cover only one aspect of 

the social dimension (communities); as a result, the statement tested can also be 

rejected in these cases. Moreover, though the companies perceive potential in the RL 

activities concerned to EOL products to contribute to the communities, it does not 

mean that the contribution is relevant. The contribution depends a lot on the amounts 

collected, as well as on the condition of the products obtained. In three of these cases 

(companies B, C and F) the representatives referred that the take-back initiatives have 

been very successful; only in one case (Company A) the initiative has not collected 

significant amounts. This might be related to the incentives given to the customers to 

return EOL products; two of the companies that have been successful with this, offer 

discount to the customers that participate. Nevertheless, even when the companies 
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collect a large amount of products, it does not mean that the contribution to the social 

dimension is relevant; not all of the products collected are in condition to be reused or 

resold. Moreover, it is important to mention that the destination given to the products 

that are handled by I:Collect is not clear. For example, Company C works with them 

and their representative mentioned that I:Collect recycles the products collected. 

However, according to Company B, which also works with them for EOL products, 

the first option of I:Collect is to sell the products in second hand stores; only the ones 

that are not in good condition are recycled. The information in I:Collect’s website 

refers only to recycling. Despite these issues, it can be concluded that companies that 

offer discount in exchange for EOL products might have potential to have a relevant 

contribution to the social dimension through this kind of RL activities. The larger the 

amounts collected, the higher is the probability of obtaining significant amounts of 

products in condition to be reused or resold by charity organizations.  
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Table 5.2: Case comparison for EOL product returns 

 

Literature Empirical Data 

Statements tested Section 
Interview 
Questions 

Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

4 
Purposes of collecting EOL products are waste 
reduction and environmental-friendly disposal 

3.1.2 
3.3.2 

4 

Confirmed 
 

(increase 
product life 

cycle) 

Confirmed 
 

 1: Charity / Second 
hand stores 

2: Waste reduction / 
Recycling 

 Confirmed 
 

- Eco-friendly 
solutions  

- Recycling 

N/A 
Confirmed 

 
Recycling 

Confirmed 
 

1: Material aid to 
people in need 
2: Sustainable 
environment 

5 
Fashion companies are introducing take-back 
programs 

3.3.2 3 Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed 
Confirmed 

(plan for the 
future) 

Confirmed 
(plan for the 

future) 
Confirmed 

6 
RL contributes to several aspects of the social 
dimension of TBL 

3.4.3 3, 4 

Rejected 
 
- Donations of 
useable 
products to 
communities 
 - Products with 
low potential 
for reuse 
 - Amounts are 
not significant 

Rejected 
 
 - Donations of 
money to 
communities 
 - First destination 
given by I:Collect is 
reuse / resell 
 - Some products 
cannot be reused / 
resold 
 - Discounts offered  
 - Successful take-
back initiative 

Rejected 
 
 - Donations of 
money to 
communities 
 - Common 
destination given 
by I:Collect is 
recycling 

N/A 
Rejected 

 
Recycling 

Rejected 
  
- Donations of 
useable products to 
communities 
 - Products depend 
on the season / 
campaign 
 - Discounts offered  
 - Successful take-
back initiative 
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5.1.3. Overall contribution 

Regarding the overall contribution of the product returns to the social dimension of 

TBL, the following three statements from the theory chapter were tested.  

- Statement 7: RL can have important impacts on the social dimension, 

affecting not only the corporate workforce, but also people outside the firm, 

such as the communities (Sarkis et al., 2010).  

- Statement 8: The efforts of the firms regarding the social dimension of TBL 

have focused mainly on the labor conditions of their employees (Cho et al., 

2014). This focus is also visible in the frameworks developed specifically for 

the RL activity; most of the KPIs suggested by Shaik & Abdul-Kader (2012) 

and Nikolaou et al. (2013) refer to the employees.  

- Statement 9: The practices concerning other stakeholders than the workforce 

are commonly limited to donations to charitable institutions (Cho et al., 

2014). 

Company A 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities (donations to charity). Statement 8 

is also rejected by this company; the interviewee did not mention any contribution of 

RL to the labor conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is confirmed by this 

company, since the only contribution of RL related to external stakeholders referred 

by the interviewee was donations to charity. It was not possible to test the theories 

based on the KPIs related to the contribution of RL, since the company does not 

measure this, as explained by the interviewee in question 12 of the interview guide 

(Appendix F). At last, when asked to compare the social contribution of RL with the 

contribution of other business activities (manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), the 

interviewee said that the contribution of RL is not as important as controlling the 

working conditions in the factories.  
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Company B 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities. The respondent mentioned that the 

money paid by I:Collect for the products collected is given away to charity and that 

I:Collect sells the products in good condition in second hand stores. Statement 8 is 

also rejected by this company; the interviewee did not mention any contribution of 

RL to the labor conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is confirmed by this 

company, since the only contribution of RL related to external stakeholders referred 

by the interviewee were donations of money to charity and selling products in second 

hand stores. It was not possible to test the theories based on the KPIs related to the 

contribution of RL, since the company does not measure this, as explained by the 

interviewee in question 12 of the interview guide (Appendix F). At last, when asked 

to compare the social contribution of RL with the contribution of other business 

activities (manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), the interviewee just mentioned that the 

contribution of the manufacturing activities is more direct and short-term, while the 

contribution of RL is more visible in the long-term.  

Company C 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities.  The respondent mentioned that the 

money paid by I:Collect for the products collected is given away to charity. 

Statement 8 is also rejected by this company; the interviewee did not mention any 

contribution of RL to the labor conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is confirmed 

by this company, since the only contribution of RL related to external stakeholders 

referred by the interviewee was donations of money to charity. It was not possible to 

test the theories based on the KPIs related to the contribution of RL, since the 

company does not use KPIs for this business activity, as explained by the interviewee 

in question 12 of the interview guide (Appendix F). At last, when asked to compare 

the social contribution of RL with the contribution of other business activities 
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(manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), the interviewee said that the contribution of RL is 

not as important as manufacturing and purchasing. 

Company D 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities (donations to charity). Statement 8 

is also rejected by this company; the respondent did not mention any contribution of 

RL to the labor conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is confirmed by this 

company, since the only contribution of RL related to external stakeholders referred 

by the interviewee was donations to charity. It was not possible to test the theories 

based on the KPIs related to the contribution of RL, since the company does not 

measure this, as explained by the interviewee in question 12 of the interview guide 

(Appendix F). At last, when asked to compare the social contribution of RL with the 

contribution of other business activities (manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), the 

representative could not answer the question. 

Company E 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities (donations to charity). Statement 8 

is also rejected by this company; the interviewee did not mention any contribution of 

RL to the labor conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is confirmed by this 

company, since the only contribution of RL related to external stakeholders referred 

by the interviewee was donations to charity. It was not possible to test the theories 

based on the KPIs related to the contribution of RL, since the company does not 

measure this, as explained by the interviewee in question 12 of the interview guide 

(Appendix F). At last, when asked to compare the social contribution of RL with the 

contribution of other business activities (manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), the 

interviewee explained that the contribution of RL is more related to environment and 

economic aspects.  
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Company F 

Statement 7 is rejected by this company, since the respondent only mentioned 

contributions of RL that refer to the communities (donations to charity) and to 

customers (awareness of the issues in the processes). Statement 8 is also rejected by 

this company; the interviewee did not mention any contribution of RL to the labor 

conditions of the employees. Statement 9 is rejected by this company, since the 

respondent mentioned not only donations to charity, but also increase of customer 

awareness about the TBL issues in the fashion industry as contributions of RL related 

to external stakeholders. It was not possible to test the theories based on the KPIs 

related to the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL, since the company 

does not measure this, as explained by the interviewee in question 12 of the interview 

guide (Appendix F). At last, when asked to compare the social contribution of RL 

with the contribution of other business activities (manufacturing, purchasing, etc.), 

the interviewee could not answer the question. 

Cross-case 

Table 5.3 summarizes the analysis regarding the overall contribution of the RL to the 

social dimension of TBL. Statement 7 was rejected by all the companies studied; the 

empirical data shows that in the fashion industry the contribution of RL is limited to 

the external stakeholders, in particular the communities. One of the companies 

(Company F) mentioned that, besides the donations to charity, the contribution of RL 

to the social dimension is also an increase of customer awareness about the TBL 

issues in the fashion industry. According to this company, this is a step towards 

willingness to pay more to get sustainable products. Furthermore, one of the 

companies (Company D) has an additional contribution to the community, namely 

job creation, confirming the information in the article of Sarkis et al. (2010). One of 

the purposes of the partner that collects the items that are sorted to be reused is to 

create jobs in the communities where it is inserted.  
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Statement 8 was rejected by all companies studied; none of them referred to 

improvements in the working conditions that resulted from the introduction of RL 

activities. In order to understand the reasons behind this, the companies that 

outsource the RL activities (only Company A) were asked if they controlled the 

social performance of the 3PLs. The respondent explained that the company only has 

that kind of controls for manufacturers; it is not applied to the 3PL because it is not 

operating in a country with risks in terms of working conditions, human rights, etc. 

The last aspect is confirmed by Company B, which said that the RL activities are 

limited to Sweden, since it is not economical to ship the products with problems back 

to the suppliers in the developing countries.  

 

Statement 9 was confirmed by five out of the six companies studied; these companies 

mentioned only donations of money or clothes / shoes to charity as a contribution of 

RL to the social dimension of TBL. Company F was the only one rejecting this 

statement, with the argument that the RL campaigns are also a way to increase 

customer awareness about the TBL issues in the fashion industry. At last, it is 

important to refer that companies have an indirect contribution to the social 

dimension of TBL through the partners they work with in the collection of clothes / 

shoes. These partners sell the products in good condition in second hand stores or 

give them away to people in need. 
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Table 5.3: Case comparison for the overall contribution 

 

Literature Empirical Data 

Statements tested Section 
Interview 
Questions 

Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

7 
The social contribution of RL is not limited to the 
workforce, it includes other stakeholders such as 
the communities. 

3.4.3  10, 12 
Rejected 

 (only 
communities) 

Rejected 
 (only 

communities) 

Rejected 
 (only 

communities) 

Rejected 
 (only 

communities) 

Rejected 
 (only 

communities) 

 Rejected 
(only 

communities 
and customers) 

8 
Corporate efforts in the social dimension focus on 
the workforce. 

3.2.3 
3.4.3 

10, 12 Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected 

9 
Practices regarding external stakeholders are 
limited to donations to charity. 

3.2.3 10, 12 Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed Confirmed 

Rejected 
 

(RL contributes 
also to 

customer 
awareness 

about the TBL 
issues in the 

fashion 
industry) 
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Overall, the fashion companies studied do not see a significant contribution of RL to 

the social dimension of TBL. This conclusion can be made based on the following 

aspects observed in the interview answers. First, when asked to compare the social 

contribution of RL with the contribution of other business activities, two of the four 

companies that could answer to the question said that it is lower (companies A and 

C). In addition, Company B mentioned that the RL contribution is not as visible as 

the contribution of the manufacturing activities, which is more direct and in the short-

term. Furthermore, the representative in Company E does not see a significant 

contribution of RL to the social dimension, explaining that this activity has its main 

contribution in the environmental and economic dimensions. Second, none of the 

companies use KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension of 

TBL, which shows also the small contribution perceived. Third, companies B and C 

referred that for the contribution to be relevant, large amount of clothes have to be 

collected, which is not the case today. This depends largely on the customers’ attitude 

towards returns and the purchase of new clothes, as mentioned by representative of 

Company D. At last, the representative of Company B referred to some uncertainty 

regarding the future contribution of RL to the social dimension; the charity shops for 

second hand clothes in Sweden might not be able to survive if a VAT of 25% is 

introduced, as it has been discussed by the government. 

5.2. Trade-offs in TBL 
 

The process used in the analysis of this research question is illustrated in Figure 5.1 

and includes two steps. The first step aimed to obtain an understanding about two 

aspects; the TBL dimensions and the trade-offs in TBL, in particular in the context of 

RL. The inputs used for the first aspect were the literature presented in the sections 

3.2, 3.3, 3.4; the answers to the questions 8, 9 and 10 of the interview guide 

(Appendix F); as well as information in the analysis of research question 1. The 

inputs used for the second aspect were the literature presented in the introduction of 

section 3.5 and the answer to question 6 of the interview guide (Appendix F).  
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The second step includes two distinct parts; one refers to the first question (tools and 

strategies) and the other to the second question (priorities and reasons behind them). 

The background information used for the part referring to tools and strategies was the 

two aspects in step 1. The analysis was done by comparing the literature presented in 

section 3.5.1 with the answers to questions 7 of the interview guide (Appendix F). 

The background information used in the part referring to priorities and reasons 

behind them was only the second aspect in step 1 (trade-offs). The analysis was 

performed by comparing the literature in section 3.5.2 with the answers to the 

question 5 and 6 of the interview guide (Appendix F). 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Model for analysis of research question 2 

 

5.2.1. Step 1: Background 

Company A 

The contributions of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this company 

were the sale of returned products and the consequent value recovery. By putting the 

products back at the stores quickly, they have more chances to be sold during their 

season and at the initially defined price. For the environmental dimension, the 

interviewee mentioned waste reduction and extension of product life. For the social 
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dimension, the respondent mentioned only the donations to charity of defective or 

EOL products that are useable, as well as products that were not sold in their season. 

The contributions mentioned are not new to the literature. At last, the respondent 

recognizes the existence of both trade-off and win-win situations in TBL. According 

to this company, the trade-offs are usually between the economic and the other two 

dimensions. However, in the context of RL, the interviewee could not identify any 

examples of trade-offs. 

Company B 

The contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this company 

was the sale of returned products; I:Collect pays a small amount of money per kilo of 

products collected. For the environmental dimension, the interviewee mentioned 

recycling and availability of fiber in the long-run. For the social dimension, the 

respondent mentioned only the donations to charity of the amounts received from 

I:Collect. The contributions mentioned are not new to the literature. At last, the 

respondent recognizes only the existence of win-win situations in TBL, in general 

and in the specific context of RL.  

Company C 

One of the contributions of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this 

company was providing a good service level to the customer in terms of return 

policies, in order to be able to compete with other stores and web shops. Another was 

to ensure the availability of resources to operate in the future. In addition, the 

company referred also the sale of returned products, since it receives a small amount 

of money from I:Collect for the products collected. For the environmental dimension, 

the interviewee mentioned recycling. For the social dimension, the respondent 

mentioned only the donations to charity of the amounts received from I:Collect. The 

contributions mentioned are not new to the literature. At last, the respondent 

recognizes the existence of both trade-off and win-win situations in TBL. As a 

general example of trade-offs, the company referred the limitations imposed by 
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limited financial resources; however, mentioned that it is possible to earn money in a 

sustainable manner. In the context of RL, the interviewee could not identify any 

example of trade-offs. 

Company D 

The contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this company 

was cost savings, obtained by having less garbage to deal with. The respondent added 

the sale of returned products, which is a gain for their partner, who sells the items in 

second hand. For the environmental dimension, the respondent mentioned recycling 

and waste reduction. For the social dimension, the respondent mentioned only the 

donations to charity of defective products that are useable. The contributions 

mentioned are not new to the literature. At last, the respondent recognizes the 

existence of both trade-off and win-win situations in TBL. However, the respondent 

could neither provide a general example of trade-offs nor one related to RL.  

Company E 

The contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this company 

was the reuse of resources. For the environmental dimension, the interviewee 

mentioned recycling and reuse, as well as burning to produce energy. For the social 

dimension, the respondent mentioned only the donations to charity of EOL products. 

The contributions mentioned are not new to the literature. At last, the respondent 

recognizes the existence of both trade-off and win-win situations in TBL. The 

example of trade-offs given was between the economic and the environmental 

dimensions. In the context of RL, the interviewee mention a trade-off between the 

economic and the other dimensions, which is the investment needed to set up a RL 

system to improve the environmental and social dimensions. 

Company F 

The contribution of RL to the economic dimension of TBL referred by this company 

was gaining loyal customers through a trustworthy and responsible behavior. For the 

environmental dimension, the interviewee mentioned saving natural resources and 
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extending product life cycle. For the social dimension, the respondent mentioned the 

donations to charity of defective products and EOL products that are useable, as well 

as the increase of customer awareness of the production processes in fashion, which 

will lead to customers that are willing to pay more for sustainable products. The only 

contribution referred that is not mentioned in literature is the last one. At last, the 

respondent recognizes the existence of both trade-off and win-win situations in TBL. 

According to this company, the trade-offs are usually between the economic and the 

other two dimensions. In the context of RL, the interviewee could not identify any 

example of trade-offs. 

Cross-case 

Table 5.4 summarizes the analysis regarding the background information needed for 

the analysis. There are different perceptions in the fashion industry about the 

economic and environmental contributions, but this is not the case for social 

contribution. Furthermore, the economic and environmental contributions referred by 

the companies cover all the aspects mentioned in literature. However, the same does 

not happen for the social dimension; none of the companies studied referred to 

contributions concerning the working conditions of the workforce, as already 

explained in the analysis of the research question 1. Therefore, all the KPIs regarding 

the working conditions suggested by Nikolaou et al. (2013) can be removed to adapt 

the framework to the reality of the RL in the Swedish fashion industry. This 

adjustment just applies to Sweden because, as Sarkis et al. (2010) noted, the social 

implications of RL depend on factors such as culture, legislation and politics. 

Moreover, Company F referred a social contribution that is new for literature, which 

is the increase of customer awareness for TBL issue that will make them willing to 

pay more for sustainable products. At last, it is also important to note two aspects 

mentioned by Company B that might affect the economic contribution through the 

sale of returned products: introduction of VAT of 25% in second hand stores and 

collection of EOL products by the communities.  
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Most of the companies recognize both trade-offs and win-win situations between the 

TBL dimensions, supporting the position defended in literature. Company B and F 

are exceptions; Company B identifies only win-win situations and Company F only 

trade-offs. The reason behind the answer of Company B might be related to its TBL 

strategy; the company invests in the projects that can have the best return, in order to 

avoid wasting money. In terms of trade-offs, which is the focus of this research 

question, the empirical data revealed that they are often between the economic and 

the other dimensions, which is consistent with the examples mentioned in literature. 

Only four out of the six companies interviewed provided general examples of trade-

offs and only one mentioned an example in the context of RL. The difficulty in 

providing examples might be related to an aspect noted by companies C and D; the 

TBL dimensions are usually spread in different departments. The only example for 

RL was provided by Company E, which mentioned that the financial investments 

needed to set up a RL system are significant, but allow the recovery of valuable 

resources from the products. The literature refers also to this trade-off, by mentioning 

that some environmental projects might require initial investments of funds. 

Nevertheless, this trade-off is somehow contradicted by the fact that most companies 

have partnerships with organizations that collect, recycle and redistribute the returned 

products with no charges; some of them even pay a small amount for the items. This 

might also be a reason why most of the companies could not recognize any trade-off 

situations between the TBL dimensions in the context of RL. At last, the analysis of 

the economic dimension reveals a trade-off between the economic and the social 

dimensions. Companies B and C mentioned that the money obtained for the products 

collected is given away to charity, contributing to the social dimension instead of to 

the economic.  
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Table 5.4: Case comparison for background information 

 

Aspects considered Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

Economic dimension 
 - Sale of returned 
products  
- Value recovery 

Sale of returned 
product 

Good service level 
 - Cost savings  
- Sale of returned 
products 

 Reuse of resources Loyal customers 

Environmental dimension 
 - Waste reduction  
- Extension of 
product life cycle 

 - Recycling  
- Availability of fiber 
in the long-run 

 Availability of 
resources in the 
future 

 - Recycling  
- Waste reduction 

 - Recycling and reuse  
- Burning for energy 

 - Saving natural 
resources  
- Extension of 
product life cycle 

Social dimension Donations to charity Donations to charity Donations to charity Donations to charity Donations to charity 

 - Donations to 
charity - Customer 
awareness for TBL 
issues 

Additions to literature No No No No No 
Customer awareness 
for TBL issues 

Trade-offs / Win-win Both Win-win Both Both Both Trade-offs 

General examples of conflicts Economic vs. others No Economic vs. others No Economic vs. others Economic vs. others 

Examples of conflicts in RL No  No  No  No  Economic vs. others No  
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5.2.2. Step 2 (part 1): Tools and strategies 

This part tests the following statement from the theory chapter: Companies use 

management controls systems such as the performance measurements to balance the 

TBL dimensions (Epstein & Buhovac, 2014). 

Company A 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs between the TBL dimensions. 

However, the company does not use any tools or strategies to balance them, rejecting 

the statement; instead, the balance is made case by case when trade-offs are 

experienced. A possible explanation is that the company’s strategy aims to only to 

include all the TBL dimensions, not to treat them equally. Furthermore, the aspects 

considered for the RL activities, which are stated in the service level agreement with 

the 3PL, are limited to the selection of the 3PL provider and the economic and 

environmental dimensions. However, for the manufacturing activities the company 

uses KPIs that cover all the three dimensions and the control is not limited to the 

selection of the supplier, but it is extended to all the duration of the relationship. The 

differences might be related to two aspects. First, the risks perceived for the RL and 

manufacturing activities are different. The RL operations are performed by a Swedish 

company and, therefore, associated to a low risk in terms of TBL issues; while the 

manufacturing activities are located in developing countries, were the concept of 

TBL is in the lower stages of development. Second, the interviewee could not find 

any examples of trade-offs specific of RL; when the company does not perceive 

trade-offs, there is no need to have KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions.  

Company B 

In general the company does not see trade-offs between the TBL dimensions, and 

sees win-win situations instead. Furthermore, the respondent admitted that the 

company does not invest in the dimensions equally. Thus, this company does not 

need any tools or strategies to balance the TBL dimensions, rejecting the statement. 

The decisions regarding TBL are made through a risk analysis where the company 
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sees which aspects or projects should receive the available funds. Moreover, the 

company does not see the balancing of the TBL as something that is possible; the 

dimensions are not comparable, according to the interviewee. In the context of RL, 

the company only mentioned a win-win situation. Moreover, the KPIs reported do not 

cover this business activity; they are limited to the production activities. Therefore, 

the same conclusion can be made regarding the RL; since the company does not 

perceive trade-offs, there is no need to have KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions.  

Company C 

In general, Company C experiences trade-offs. According to the interviewee, whose 

work is limited to social and environmental dimensions, the company attempts to 

balance these dimensions. The tool used to do it is a set of KPIs, which confirms the 

statement tested. However, the analysis of this tool reveals a focus on the social 

dimension; the company measures eight social aspects and only four environmental 

aspects. According to the respondent, this focus on the social dimension is related to 

the industry; the production of fashion products is located in developing countries. 

Furthermore, the KPIs used refer only to the manufacturing and product design 

activities. This can be related to the fact that the company does not perceive any 

trade-offs regarding the RL activities; when the company does not perceive trade-

offs, there is no need to have KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions. 

Company D 

In general this company experience trade-offs among the dimensions of TBL. 

Furthermore, according to the respondent, no dimension is more important than the 

other. However, the respondent was not able to answer to the interview question 7 

(Appendix F). The KPIs reported refer mostly to social dimension, which has 25 

KPIs, compared to economic with six and environmental with eight. Therefore, the 

statement tested is rejected. At last, the KPIs used refer only to the manufacturing 

activities. This can be related to the fact that the company does not perceive any 
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trade-offs in RL; when the company does not perceive trade-offs, there is no need to 

have KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions. 

Company E 

This company recognizes trade-offs in all business activities, including RL. 

Moreover, this interviewee referred that they consider all TBL dimensions in all 

decisions that the company takes. However, the use of KPIs to balance the TBL 

dimensions was not mentioned, rejecting the statement tested. Instead the company 

obtains all information that is possible and judges the TBL trade-offs on a case-by-

case basis. The KPIs reported refer mostly to social dimension, which has 47 KPIs, 

comparing to economic with 11 and environmental with 34. The reduced focus on the 

economic dimension might be related to the type of report reviewed (sustainability 

report). No explanation was given to have more focus on social than on the 

environmental dimension. At last, the KPIs used refer only to the manufacturing 

activities. This can be related to the fact that the company has not yet begun a 

collection of EOL products and returns with defects are low, which perhaps has not 

brought their attention to create measurements to measure the RL contribution to the 

dimensions.  

Company F 

The respondent of Company F recognizes trade-offs in general, but not in RL. In 

addition, the TBL dimensions are divided into different departments with their own 

TBL plans that merge together in a corporate TBL plan. However, the respondent did 

not mention the intention of the company to treat the TBL dimensions equally. 

Moreover, the respondent referred that measurements and comparisons for TBL have 

not been established in many fashion companies, despite the efforts of the industry 

towards TBL. Based on this, the statement can be rejected. The company does not 

have any strategy to balance the efforts in the TBL dimensions, since the business is 

rather dynamic and the plans are likely to be changed. 
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Cross-case 

Table 5.5 summarizes the analysis regarding the tools and strategies used to balance 

the TBL dimensions. All the companies except Company B studied experience trade-

offs in TBL. However, only three out of the five companies that experience trade-offs 

attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally. A possible explanation, mentioned by 

most of the companies (B, C, D and F), is that the TBL dimensions are spread in 

different corporate departments. Moreover, Company C mentions that each 

department has a different perspective of the TBL dimensions. Another possible 

explanation, which was referred by Company B, is that the TBL dimensions are not 

comparable.  

 

Among the three companies that attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally, only 

one uses KPIs to balance the TBL dimensions (Company C). The statement tested 

was, therefore, confirmed only in one of the three cases applicable. This might be 

because, according to the literature, it is complicated to create performance 

measurement systems for TBL, due to lack of standards, rules and procedures to 

measure the environmental and social dimensions (Henriques & Richardson, 2013). 

This difficulty was also mentioned by Company B. 

 

Five out of the six companies studied report several KPIs, however, most of them do 

not use them to balance the TBL dimensions. An important aspect about the KPIs 

reported is that they do not refer to the RL activity; to a great extent, they are limited 

to the manufacturing activities. This might be related to two factors. One, mentioned 

by Company A, is that the RL activities of these are located in Sweden, since it is too 

expensive to ship the products back to the production countries, as noted by 

Company B. Therefore, Company A does not perceive risks concerning TBL in the 

RL. The other factor might be that companies do not perceive trade-offs in the 

context of RL; as result, there is no need to have tools or strategies to balance the 

dimensions. The reason behind this might be the use of outsourced companies or 

partner organizations to take care of the RL activities.  
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At last, it is important to refer that the KPIs reported by the fashion firms studied are 

focused on the social dimension. Three out of the five companies that report KPIs 

have a lot more measures for the social dimension, than for the others. Furthermore, 

one of these companies have a lot more KPIs for social and environmental than for 

economic. A possible explanation for this is the GRI standards, used by many of 

these companies. The GRI instructions suggest 48 KPIs for the social dimension of 

TBL, nine KPIs for the economic and for the 34 environmental. The focus on the 

social and environmental dimensions might also be explained by the use of the 

sustainability reports to obtain this information. The focus on the social dimension 

might also be related to the location of the suppliers and manufacturers of the fashion 

industry; these companies are located in developing countries where the standards for 

working conditions are very low. 
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Table 5.5: Comparison for tools and strategies to balance the TBL dimensions 

 

Aspects considered Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

Trade-offs (General) yes no yes yes yes yes 

Attempt to treat equally no no 
environmental and 

social 
yes yes no 

KPIs to Balance N/A N/A yes no answer no no 

Statement tested Rejected Rejected Confirmed Rejected Rejected Rejected 

Focus of KPIs N/A N/A social social social N/A 

Other tools / Strategies N/A N/A no no 
information to do case-

by-case decisions 
N/A 

Trade-offs (RL) no no no no yes no 

RL covered by KPIs no no no no no N/A 
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5.2.3. Step 2 (part 2): Reasons behind priorities in TBL 

This part tests the following statement from the theory chapter: Companies tend to 

prioritize the economic dimension in TBL (Hovorka et al., 2012). 

Company A 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs in TBL, which are often between the 

economic and the other dimensions. When facing trade-offs the choices depend on 

the case. The interviewee explained that the firm needs to make money and create 

value to the stakeholders, but referred that the environmental and social dimensions 

are not always the last choice and that the plan is not always to earn money. 

Furthermore, the reasons mentioned by the company to incorporate TBL in the 

corporate strategy do not reveal the existence of an economic priority. As a result, the 

statement tested can be rejected. In the specific context of RL, the company does not 

see any trade-offs between the TBL dimensions, meaning that there is no need for 

choices and priorities.  

Company B 

The company only recognizes win-win situations in TBL, even in the specific case of 

RL. Moreover, the reasons mentioned by the company to incorporate TBL in the 

corporate strategy do not reveal the existence of an economic priority. Based on these 

factors, the statement tested is rejected. 

Company C 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs in TBL, which are often between the 

economic and the other dimensions. When asked about the choices and priorities, the 

respondent assumed the perspective of the sustainability department, which is in 

charge of the social and environmental dimensions. From this perspective, the 

respondent recognized that the company has limited resources and the need to make 

money; however, explained that the sustainability department does not have a budget 

and has all the resources needed for its activities. Furthermore, the interviewee said 

that it has been possible for the firm to make money in a sustainable manner. In 
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addition, the reason mentioned by the company to incorporate TBL in the corporate 

strategy (being a good citizen) does not reveal the existence of an economic priority. 

Based on these aspects, it is not possible to confirm the statement. In the specific 

context of RL, the company does not see any trade-offs between the TBL dimensions, 

meaning that there is no need for choices and priorities. 

Company D 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs in TBL, but according to the 

respondent, all the dimensions have equal importance to the firm, which rejects the 

statement tested. The reason mentioned by the company to incorporate TBL in the 

corporate strategy (responsibility for the stakeholders) supports also the rejection of 

the statement, since it does not reveal the existence of an economic priority. In the 

specific context of RL, the company could not identify any trade-off, meaning that 

there is no need for choices and priorities. 

Company E 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs in TBL, which are often between the 

economic and the environmental dimension. When facing trade-offs the choices 

depend on the case. Sometimes the economic dimension is prioritized, in order to 

offer a price that is accepted by the customers; but there also situations in which the 

other dimensions are prioritized and the economic profitability is sacrificed. 

Furthermore, the reasons mentioned by the company to incorporate TBL in the 

corporate strategy do not reveal the existence of an economic priority. As a result, the 

statement tested can be rejected. In the specific context of RL, the company 

mentioned a trade-off (investment needed to set up a RL system). Regarding this 

trade-off, there is not enough information available to understand the priorities of the 

firm. Until now, the firm has only implemented a RL system for commercial product 

returns, which deals only with a small amount of defective products; the decisions 

about the EOL product returns have not been made yet. 



 
 

 102 

Company F 

In general, the company recognizes trade-offs in TBL, which are often between the 

economic and the other dimensions. The respondent did not refer to the priorities of 

the company when experiencing trade-offs. However, when explaining the reasons to 

incorporate TBL in the strategy the respondent mentioned that the priorities are to be 

a trustworthy company, do good things and make fair production. Therefore, the 

statement can be rejected. In the specific context of RL, the company could not 

identify any trade-off, meaning that there is no need for choices and priorities. 

Cross-case 

Table 5.6 summarizes the analysis regarding the priorities in TBL and the reasons 

behind them. Company B does not experience trade-offs in TBL; therefore, this 

company does not need to make choices and prioritize the TBL dimensions, rejecting 

the statement tested. The other five companies studied experience trade-offs in TBL 

and, thus, need to make choices and prioritize. However, the analysis of the reasons 

to incorporate TBL in the corporate strategy and the priorities of these companies did 

not reveal a focus on the economic dimension, rejecting the statement. Companies C, 

D and F mentioned an aspect that might explain the rejection of the statement. The 

companies have a specific department for sustainability, which focus on the social 

and environmental dimensions. At last, in the context of RL, there was only one 

company that mentioned a trade-off between the TBL dimensions. However, this 

trade-off is contradicted by other empirical information obtained, as explained in step 

1 (Background). The reason why fashion companies do not perceive trade-offs in RL 

might be related to the use of outsourced companies or partner organizations to take 

care of the RL activities. Furthermore, the fact that companies do not perceive trade-

offs in this activity, means that the companies do not need to make choices and 

prioritize the TBL dimensions. 
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Table 5.6: Case comparison for priorities in TBL and their reasons 

 

Aspects considered Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E Company F 

Trade-offs (General) economic vs. others no economic vs. others yes 
economic vs. 
environment 

economic vs. others 

Reasons for TBL in strategy 
 - Many reasons 
 - Do not reveal 
economic priorities 

 - Many reasons 
 - Do not reveal 
economic priorities 

Being a good citizen 
Responsibility for 

stakeholders 

 - Related to the core 
values 
 - Do not reveal 
economic priorities 

Priority is to be a 
trustworthy and fair 

company 

Treatment of TBL dimensions 
Priorities depend on 

the case 
N/A 

 - Environmental and 
social treated equally 
 - Economic in different 
department 

Equal importance 
Priorities depend on 

the case 
Did not mention 

Statement tested Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected Rejected 

Trade-offs (RL) no no no no yes no 
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6. Conclusions 
 

This chapter is structured in two major sections according to the research questions. 

It presents the main conclusions for each of the research questions.  

6.1. Contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL 
 

In the context of RL and the Swedish fashion industry, the efforts of the firms to 

improve the social dimension are not focused on the workforce, as suggested in 

theory. Based on the empirical data collected, the reason might be that the RL 

activities are conducted by organizations operating in Sweden, where the managers 

do not perceive risks concerning the working conditions. The contribution of RL in 

the Swedish fashion industry consists of donations of money or clothes / shoes to 

charity organizations.  

 

The relevance of the contribution depends largely on the amounts and condition of 

the products returned. The products in useable condition can be reused or resold by 

charity organizations. Additionally, organizations such as I:Collect pay a small 

amount per kilo, which the companies studied give to charity. This applies also to 

products that cannot be reused, which means that this contribution is not limited to 

useable products. Furthermore, the collection returned products has led to the 

expansion and / or creation of organizations to handle them, which has an indirect 

contribution to the social dimension by creating jobs in the communities where they 

are inserted.  

 

The contribution of the commercial product returns is less relevant than the 

contribution of EOL products, since it is limited to the returns that are not worth 

putting back in selling condition, which are very small, according to the companies 

and the literature. At last, the social contribution of companies that offer discounts in 

exchange for EOL products can be more relevant; the amounts collected tend to be 
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larger, increasing the probability of obtaining products in condition to be reused or 

resold by charity organizations. 

6.2. Trade-offs in TBL 
 

The need to balance the TBL dimensions is connected to the existence of trade-offs 

between the dimensions. Likewise, companies only need to make choices and 

prioritize the TBL dimensions when facing trade-offs. Five out of the six companies 

studied states that trade-offs are experienced in TBL. However, only one of these five 

companies recognized trade-offs in the context of RL. The reason why fashion 

companies do not perceive trade-offs in RL might be related to the use of outsourced 

companies or partner organizations to take care of these activities.  

 

Literature suggests that companies use management control systems, such as 

performance measurements, to balance the TBL dimensions. However, the empirical 

data about fashion companies does not support this idea. Based on the empirical data, 

the reason is that companies do not attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally. This 

might be related to aspects such as having the TBL dimensions spread in different 

corporate departments and difficulties in comparing the achievements in the three 

dimensions.  

 

Companies report performance measurements, but not with the purpose of balancing 

the TBL dimensions. The reports reveal that the KPIs used are focused on the 

manufacturing activities and do not cover the RL. This might be related to the low 

risks perceived by the companies concerning the RL activities. While the 

manufacturing activities are located in developing countries with TBL issues, the RL 

operations are limited to Sweden, which is a country with low risks regarding TBL.  

 

The KPIs included in the performance measurement frameworks for RL suggested in 

the literature, namely the one developed by Nikolaou et al. (2013), do not reflect the 

perceptions of the fashion industry. Most of the KPIs included refer to the workforce; 
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however, the fashion companies studied did not refer any contribution of RL 

concerning these stakeholders. 

 

When facing trade-offs the companies studied do not tend to prioritize the economic 

dimension, as argued in literature. A possible explanation suggested by the empirical 

data is that most of the companies have a specific department for the social and 

environmental dimensions of TBL (sustainability department).  

6.3. Reflections 
 

This study was challenging in many ways. First, it was limited to medium and large 

size firms, which are rather difficult to reach due to their popularity among the 

students writing similar studies. Second, motivating the companies to participate was 

also difficult, due to the theoretical nature of the study; companies are usually more 

interested in studies that cover practical aspects. Third, the topics investigated were 

not widely recognized or experienced by the companies; therefore, the questions were 

not always crystal clear for the respondent.  

 

Despite its limitations, the outcome of the study can be useful not only for companies 

operating in the fashion industry, but also to other businesses that deal directly with a 

final consumer that values the TBL aspects. It can also be applicable to businesses 

that, like the fashion industry, are related to a “throw away culture”; for example, the 

electronic industry which works also with trend and short life cycle products. At last, 

the outcomes can also be useful to other industries that deal with low value products 

manufactured by suppliers located in a long distance, in which it is not worth to send 

the returned products back.  

 

The authors of this paper believe that the companies might value the economic 

dimension more than they recognized in the interviews. However, since all the 

companies pointed in the same direction, it indicates that they are probably telling the 

truth. The results of the study could be different if the empirical research had been 

conducted through observations instead of interviews, or if the interviewees were not 
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from the sustainability department, which has a specific focus on the social and 

environmental dimensions. 

 

At last, we would like to make some comments on the literature reviewed to carry out 

this study, in particular the framework of Nikolaou et al. (2013). This framework was 

developed based on the GRI standards, which have a strong focus on the social 

dimension of TBL and, therefore, might not be the best tool for companies to balance 

the TBL dimensions. In addition, this framework includes a large number of KPIs. 

The performance measurement systems shall be limited to a small number of relevant 

KPIs, to be possible to manage in the business context. 

6.4. Suggestions for future research 
 

An interesting research development would be replicating this study in the context of 

a developing country, where the concept of TBL is significantly less developed than 

in Sweden, or in a different industry, in particular in industries with high value 

products. Another idea for future research is developing the framework of Nikolaou 

et al. (2013) to a specific industry. The development should include a selection of the 

KPIs that are relevant for the industry, as well as specific metrics and units of 

measurement. This would provide the companies in that industry with specific and 

extensive guidelines to measure the performance of their RL activities.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Goals and metrics inbound RL (Hall et al., 2013, p.774) 
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Appendix B: Abbreviations used in Table 3.3 
 

 
Labor 

LA1: Breakdown of workforce 

LA2: Net employment creation 

LA3: Percentage of employees represented by independent trade union organizations 

LA4: Procedures involving information with employees 

LA5: Compliance with International Labour Organization (ILO) Code 

LA6: Health and safety committees 

LA7: Standard injury and lost days 

LA8: Policies on Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) 

LA9: Average hours of training 

LA10: Equal opportunity policies 

LA11: Composition of senior management and corporate governance 

LA12: Employee benefits beyond those legally mandated 

LA13: Provision for formal worker representation in management 

LA14: Compliance with the ILO Guidelines for Occupational Health Management Systems 

LA15: Formal agreements with trade unions 

LA16: Programs to support the continued employability of employees 

LA17: Programs for skills management or for life long learning 

Human Resources 

HR1: Policies to deal with all aspects of human rights 

HR2: Policies to evaluate human rights performance within the supply chain 

HR3: Global policy preventing all forms of discrimination in operations 

HR4: Freedom of association policy 

HR5: Policy excluding child labor 

HR6: Policy to prevent forced and compulsory labor 

HR7: Employee training on practices concerning human rights 

HR8: Practical human rights issues 

HR9: Confidential non-retaliation policy for the employee 

HR10: Human rights training for security personnel 

HR11: Policies to address the needs of indigenous people 
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HR12: Jointly managed community grievance mechanisms 

Society 

SO1: Policies to manage impacts on communities in areas affected by activities 

SO2: Awards received relevant to social, ethical, and environmental performance  

SO3: The policy for preserving customer health and safety 

Product Responsibility Issues 

PR1: Policies for preserving customer health and safety during use of products 

PR2: Management systems related to product information and labeling 

PR3: Procedures for consumer privacy 

PR4: Type of instances of non-compliance with regulations concerning customer health and 

safety 

PR5: Number of complaints upheld by regulatory or similar official bodies 

PR6: Voluntary code compliance, product labels or awards with respect to social and 

environmental responsibility 

PR7: Type of instances of non-compliance with regulations concerning product information 

PR8: Policies related to customer satisfaction 

PR9: Procedures for adherence to standards related to advertising 

PR10: Types of breaches of advertising and marketing regulations 
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Appendix C: List of abbreviations used in Table 3.2 
 
EN1: total materials use 

EN2: percentage of waste materials 

EN3: direct energy use 

EN4: indirect energy use 

EN5: total water use 

EN6: location and size of land owned 

EN7: major impacts on biodiversity 

EN8: green house gas emissions 

EN9: emissions of ozone-depleting substances 

EN10: air emissions 

EN11: total amount of waste 

EN12: significant discharges to water 

EN13: significant spills of chemicals 

EN14: significant environmental impacts of products and services 

EN15: percentage of the weight of products sold at the end of the products’ useful life 

EN16: incidents of and fines for non-compliance 

EN17: use of renewable energy sources 

EN18: energy consumption footprint 

EN19: other indirect energy use 

EN20: water sources and related ecosystems impacts 

EN21: total recycling and reuse of water 

EN22: impacts of activities and operations on protected and sensitive areas 

EN23: changes to natural habitats 

EN24: objectives and targets for protecting native ecosystems 

EN25: number of IUCN Red List species with habitats in areas affected by operations 

EN26: business units currently operating around protected or sensitive areas 

EN27: other relevant in direct green house gas emissions 

EN28: all production and transport of any hazardous wastes 

EN29: environmental performance of suppliers 

EN30: significant environmental impacts of transportation used for logistical purposes 
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Appendix D: List of abbreviations used in Table 3.1 
 
EC1: net sales of reuse, resalable, and recyclable 

EC2: geographic breakdown of markets 

EC3: costs of used and returned materials 

EC4: percentage of contracts that were paid in accordance with agreed terms 

EC5: total payroll and benefits for staff in reverse logistics procedures 

EC6: distributions to providers of capital broken down by interest on debt and borrowings 

EC7: increase / decrease in retained earnings at end of period 

EC8: taxes paid broken down by country associated with reverse logistics procedures 

EC9: subsidies associated with reverse logistics 

EC10: donations to community, civil society, and other groups associated with reverse 

logistics  

EC11: supplier breakdown by organization and country 

EC12: total spent on non-core business infrastructure development associated with reverse 

logistics systems   

EC13: indirect economic impacts regarding reverse logistics systems. 
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Appendix E: Balanced Scorecard for RL performance (Shaik & Abdul-

Kader, 2012, p.39) 
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Appendix F: Interview guide 
 

RL 

1 
What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

2  

What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

Examples of topics to be approached: percentage of returns due to defects 

3 Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers?  

4 
What do you do with these EOL products? 

 

TBL 

5 Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

6 

Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of TBL 

(economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do you prioritize? 

Why? 

 

Examples of topics to be approached: prioritize economic dimension, sources of pressure, examples 

of RL. 

 

7 

Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools do you use? 

 

Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

8 

Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure continuity of 

operations and increase profits)? 

 

Examples of topics to be approached: costs savings, impacts on price, corporate image. 

 

9 

Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL (save natural 

resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)? 

 

Examples of topics to be approached: waste reduction, limited natural resources, environmental 

performance of partners such as 3PL. 

 

10-12 

How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry (quality of life of 

employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

Examples of topics to be approached: working conditions in warehouses or outsourced 3PL’s. 

 

Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, manufacturing, 

and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension of TBL? 
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Appendix G: Transcript Company A 
 
RL 

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

V: If the product looks okay, they put up on a shelf again as it becomes available in the shop, 

or it may need to be fixed with packaging matters, making them into the condition to be able 

to put it into the flow again. So it is those demands we put pressure on our logistics partner to 

go fast and be done the right way. But exactly how they do it is their internal process. 

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

V: It is treated as different flows, if there is a defect product; it is of course put to the side to 

inspect it. But if it is that you have regretted, then it will enter the sales flow again, but if it is 

defective it will be added to the side so we will decide what we do with those. But it really is 

an exception in that case. But we have quite a small percentage of complaints, no giant 

volumes, rather few. It will be a more legal thing that you get to see what comes back from 

the client as a complaint. Does the customer have the right to complain about the product, is 

it really something wrong with it, and then determine if the customer can get back his money. 

 

T: If we say that you have a complaint to the physical store, is it the one standing in the 

checkout, which makes the decision or does this person send the product somewhere for 

inspection? 

 

V: No, usually it is pretty easy to see what is wrong, the customer comes in and shows the 

goods, most of the time, it is clear whether the customer receives compensation or not. 

T: Which destination do you give to these defective products returned? 

 

We have a policy that no garments should be thrown away; we should do something else 

with it. Either send it to our partner, which can be Stadsmissionen or a partner in England 

who covers our brand of the products and then we are giving them away to the homeless and 

other in need. We also see if it can be recycled textiles. Our policy is that nothing should be 
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thrown out, maybe it happens, but it should not. I should go to enter our process where we 

will capture the value of the products. There must be a point in taking it further, if there is 

any product that is very ruined in the wash then maybe you throw it.  

 

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

V: We started with it this last spring, to test it. We found that we received very little products, 

unfortunately. 

 

T: Could you leave anything or only your company’s products? 

 

V: You could leave anything. But it was probably partly that not everyone knew about it, if 

compared with other companies it is beginning to be so circumscribed and well known then 

maybe you know you could leave your old and unwanted things with them. We may not have 

invested much in spreading the information and done marketing for this. So now, we are 

considering whether we should continue with this or do something else. But we want to 

really do something about this phase of increasing the product life cycle which encourages 

people to reuse or recycle old stuff.  

 

T: What do you do with these EOL products? 

V: We have quite odd categories, so it is difficult to reuse it, it is not easy. Then one can also 

consider a bit of textile recycling, for example, and it is not all that easy either. We will look 

into it further, but this is something we definitely want to do. But we do not think we will 

continue with this particular clothing collection, but it will probably be something else 

perhaps. 

  

TBL 

 

T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

 

V: There are several reasons. Our starting point is that we have a responsibility for those 

negative effects and risks our organization may cause. It always starts with a responsibility 
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for our business. Moreover, it is something that we think is creating value for our consumers. 

We know that our customers think it is important and weigh it in a purchase decision. They 

want to buy clothes and other products from companies that take sustainability seriously and 

that the products should be sustainable. So it is both for the brand name, attracting customers 

and taking responsibility. 

 

T: Are there legal reasons as well? 

 

V: Yes, of course! It is sort of a basis; one must obviously obtain legal requirements. It could 

be chemicals, for example, product safety or the like. So legal is where it always starts, there 

is an obvious level that must be reached. 

 

T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 

 

V: Usually it is of course between the economy and the other aspects that it will be a crash. 

But if one is to take a crash between economics and social as it can happen when for 

instance, for various reasons, we have to, in the short time required, produce a lot of products 

to meet a large order from a customer, or for other reasons have a to hurry an order, then we 

must say to our factory to produce this many products in a very short time. This could lead to 

the workers working overtime, that you have to bring in extra workers who are younger. This 

type of purchase behavior can lead to various trade-offs. Even when we try to lower the price, 

if we say that this is too expensive, you have to go down in price, there is a consequence to 

them in turn which probably means that they must cut back on salaries or find ways to save 

money that affects the workers. These kinds of reflections must be done as a buyer. 

 

T: Can you give examples of trade-offs in the context of RL? 

 

In terms of reverse logistics we do not see it as something contradictory. We are striving to, 

as mentioned, that all products should go to a sane-minded cause – the primary is to get the 

product sold, but in other cases we channel the products to elsewhere (for example the 

relabeling-program). 
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T: Is there any of the three aspects, economic, environmental and social, that feels more 

relevant for the company? 

 

V: It is obvious that we want to make money, we want to create value for our shareholders. 

But we think we can make it through a retaining durability as well. So we do not see it as 

something to be somewhat contradictory, one can get together an equation there somehow.  

 

T: So it is the economic coming in the first place. 

V: Yes, it may well arise concrete conflicts between economics and sustainability. It may be, 

for example, that we have a very important client who needs a supply and there is a delay, so 

it can stand between taking a product on the boat or fly in products to meet customer needs, 

then there will be one in which the conflict. One must make the judgment in individual cases. 

Because we have a target on our logistics, how much carbon dioxide emissions that may 

result, then we aim at customer level, how we want satisfied customers, how many sales we 

will achieve. Then you consider case to case. But I will not say that sustainability will always 

be the last choice, for example, we look at making use of organic cotton in our garments, and 

it is more expensive than conventional cotton, but we'll do it anyway, it's not always that the 

plan is to earn more money. 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use? Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 

V: The strategy is that we integrate sustainability into our approach; in this way it is included, 

sustainability is not just something on the side. Those years we set a goal on durability 

applies just as much as when we set up to increase sales, they must surely also be achieved. 

So I think, in that we have sustainability in our business plan and strategic objectives, then 

we are including it. But of course there are conflicts among the aspects, but those goals must 

surely also be achieved, otherwise we are failing to be sustainable. 

 

T: Do you have performance measurements on sustainability strategies? 
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V: Yes, there we have worked in a quite concrete way. A concrete way to measure is a 

Business Social Compliance Initiative Audit, if we are talking about some social aspects. 

Audits are made at our factories, where they check how well they follow up on the Code of 

conduct. We have a numeric scale to rate them. So that's one way to measure, so we check 

our entire supplier portfolio, to see their performance so we can conclude that in 2013, it was 

90% at level 1. 

 

T: Is it only for those who work with production that you measure, or will you measure also 

third-party Logistics Company? 

 

V: No, just this applies to our garment factories. Then when it comes to logistics partner we 

deal with it in some other way. When we buy the service, we look at their environmental 

performance and how they work with the environment, it is a different process, so to speak. 

But if we say carbon dioxide emissions in 2013, so we measured, within our group, so we 

looked at business travel, energy consumption, and our logistics, when we buy products from 

China to Europe, for example. We look at this and see what it leads to the carbon dioxide 

emissions. But these measures are quite new, it is really only this year that we have just made 

2014 figures, and it is not until now that we will know what it was in 2014 compared against 

2013. But the thought of it is that we should set goals for how we should reduce our carbon 

emissions, and then follow up, compare and measure the progress over time, which is another 

measurable thing. A third measurement is that we want to increase the number of sustainable 

materials in the end, is not necessarily organic cotton, it can of course also be something else. 

But overtime, we will ensure that we achieve these objectives we had set goals on. So that's 

some examples how to be more concrete. We have also talked about having less number of 

air transport compared to sea transport, because it's very big difference. We have a number of 

keys and metrics that we follow up on. There, I think we will be even more specific in future. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  
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V: Yes, the economy is that we want to handle it in an optimal way. So it does not cost more 

money than necessary. Defective goods are impossible to sell. But products returned to the 

web shop, can be sold again. It is more about being as quick as possible to get it into saleable 

condition again so it can come in to the store and back out to a new customer. So this is an 

economic matter of course, we obviously want to sell our products in the season, as those 

products are sometimes in seasonal collections too. We work with an external logistics 

partner who is skilled with this, they have processes to manage it in a sensible way. Then we 

put requirements in the contract, then, they will manage it in certain service levels and with a 

certain turnover rate and such. 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)?  

 

V: Hard to say in quantity terms, it is part of the whole picture and our incentives are to not 

throw anything useful away. Our operations impacts on the environment in different ways 

and what we can do to reduce and manage it, we concern for the environmental pressures in 

different ways. We concern for the internal operations. But also on the whole; from the 

cotton field where the cotton is picked for the production of textile, dyeing, production of the 

garment, transportation, how we sell it and then how the consumer uses it and how it can be 

discarded, the entire life cycle, we want to look at and see what environmental pressures are 

and what we can do for those different elements and such. 

 

T: How do you check third-party logistics in the environment sustainability context? 

V: They have to follow our processes, among these are the procedures for the products that 

come back in return, they cannot just throw them away, but they should be handled and 

collected on our behalf, then we decide what we do with them. For example, we have 

previously sent to our partner in England, a large batch from our warehouse with discarded 

products and maybe defective but still perfectly fine products. So they are supposed to follow 

the process. Overall, we view them as a supplier; we check their environmental performance 

as consideration when we engage with them at the first stage. 
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T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

V: It depends really on how you define the social aspect, in our management we donate a lot 

to charity and the needy in England. Our garments that for various reasons are rejected by our 

consumers or that are not sold in a season, are following the line of being social responsible, 

and there is something social in it. Especially our items are demanded among the homeless, 

so they are very grateful to get them, because there is an incredible lack of it, so this is a 

version of return management contributing to the social aspect. 

 

T: Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

V: RL potential: It should belong to the overall picture, but I would not say that reverse 

logistics is as important as for example the supplier control on working conditions in the 

factories.  

 

T: Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension 

of TBL? 

 

V: No.  

 

T: Since you work with a logistics company, do you have any influence on their staffs’ 

working condition? 

 

Logistics partner working conditions: We put requirements on our logistics partners on 

Service Level Agreement on delivery precision, turnaround times and similar, but if we 

would make requirements on their working conditions, they would comply to it. Since our 

logistics partner operates in Sweden we do not find the company in the risk site. 
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Appendix H: Transcript Company B 
 
RL 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

E: If it is a new garment with the label on them, then of course it goes back to the shelf. But 

if it is a used one, then we try to give it away to charity.  

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

E: If we bring goods that are faulty into our shops, it is very expensive. So of course that is 

nothing we would like to have. The offices we have in the production country, they work 

very hard to make sure that the garments that are sent out are in good condition. So in all 

orders, there are three controls, one before they start the production, one in the middle and 

one final inspection. The freight is really expensive; it is not economical for either us or the 

supplier to send out goods that contain problems. Plus we need our goods in the store to sell. 

All the goods come into our central warehouse and the things that could have a problem with 

it, for example mold, when the products were packed when they were wet. It is not very often 

that we get problems, but let’s say it’s a mold, then we have to discuss with the supplier to 

find out where the product has become wet and where the mold started. We often have this 

problem when it is rainy seasons in Asia. It is damp all over the place and it is difficult for 

them to cover the wet air. In product mold cases, the supplier would not want to have the 

products sent back to them; this will only be extra transportation cost. We send them a small 

piece of proof. If it is in case of mold, the best way is to burn the products. But if we take for 

example a pair of trousers that are 10 cm short on one side, then we try to give that away. 

Also if it contains high chemicals, we also burn in that case. If we have complains of one 

garment, if our customer comes back with one garment that they have bought with us, then 

we try to give that away to charity. In the long-run we try not to get rid of garments that can 

be used by someone else. 

 

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

E: In January, we started to collect garments from our customers in our shops.  
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T: Could you leave anything or only the company’s products? 

 

E: Yes you can leave any clothes or shoes. 

 

T: How much have you actually received in these collection stations? 

 

E: It has been extremely successful. I don’t think we will receive any money until this 

autumn, so I don’t know how much it will be. We collect at our head office, but here we do 

not offer discount on our products when you leave garments, we do that in the shops. But 

both have been extremely successful.  

 

T: So you do a lot of marketing for this? 

 

E: We have gained a lot of marketing with it without doing so much.  

 

T: So you feel that in some way you increase sales due to this? 

 

E: It is very difficult to measure I think. But of course in the future we can see how many of 

these vouchers that have been use. 

 

T: What do you do with these EOL products? 

 

It will make it possible to give it away to I:Collect that collects our goods and they have a 

hierarchy in return goods, the best one goes to second hand shops in that country, the next 

one might be a second hand shop in Africa, it might also be given away or used as isolation 

in cars, the really broken items will be burnt and get energy from that.  

 

T: So it is this I:Collect that makes the decision of what happens with the products? 

 

E: Exactly, they have a map of the hierarchy of second hand garments. 
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TBL 

 

T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

 

E: We have worked with sustainability, or environmental and social issues, which were what 

it was first called when we started, for many many years. So I think the first one was in 93 or 

something, when we started with sustainability, so that has been with us for many years, so it 

has sort of natural for us to be a sustainable company. Of course sustainability has changed a 

lot during the years and I think it is still changing, and you work with different items 

depending what is fashion in sustainability today. It is a part of our strategy to also have a 

sustainable part.  

 

T: Do you do it for your customers, legal reasons or image? 

 

E: I think you do social work or sustainable work for different reasons. One reason is of 

course we want to share the opinion that our customers have. If they think it is important with 

chemicals, of course we want to have a good knowledge of chemicals so we can offer a good 

product to our customer. But at the same time there are also reasons why we are working 

with sustainability, if we take for example sustainable fiber, which is because we think if we 

do not do it, we will not for example have cotton growing in a conventional way in 25 years. 

So we have to take care of the cotton. And the same with water, if we do not drive our 

supplier to take care of their factories and use of less water as possible, there will not be any 

water for the textile industry, in for example, Bangladesh, India or China. So there are 

different reasons why you do sustainable work, it is not sort of “we do it because of the good 

sake”; it is also because we need to do it, we need to take our responsibility. We have a big 

responsibility; we are buying a lot of our goods from the third part Asia. The situation is that 

we have to be responsible both for the environmental and for the social, so we have a big 

responsibility. 

 

T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 
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E: When we started with for example our social code, to demand this and that from the 

supplier, everyone was scared that all the prices should go up and that we had to increase the 

price of our goods. But I think, these days everyone knows that it haven’t been increased 

because the social standard has risen. You can earn so much more when you get a better 

social work in a factory. You have more people that are happy, that produce quicker and 

better garments. They do not resign so frequently and you do not get new staff that you 

should train every month. So I think some of that we have overcome, and I feel that that is 

the thing when we are demanding our supplier to start working with the environment. You 

can actually save quite a lot depending on how you produce; you can use less water, use less 

energy and chemicals. You could also invest in better technology. That is the same with 

producing cotton. If you do not use so much chemicals and synthesis, you can save money 

and give out better salaries which can ensure children to be able to go to school. It is not 

always that it has to cost, but of course there are some things that costs more. New 

technology costs more; if you invent something, you want to have a little bit more money for 

the invention. That is the same with the social things. If you come to a factory today, it looks 

very nice and neat, but the things that cost are the things that you do not see. For example 

when we are checking the salary slips, if they have paid 100% extra for over-time, have been 

paid for maternity leave and so on. These could be extra costs, which is sort of the things you 

struggle with today that there is a cost.  

 

T: So you do not see any conflicts between the social and environmental parts with the 

economic part? 

 

E: No, we do not see any conflicts. I just finished a project in India with X factories, they 

totally saved millions of litres of water together, and they saved a lot of chemicals and 

energy, so in the end they saved money instead of paying anything. You can do a lot of 

things without it costing a lot of money. 

 

T: And what about the RL activities, which trade-offs and win-win situations do you 

experience? 
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Customer complaints and returned items from the customers are of course negative for us and 

it induces a loss for us. That we collect and leave the products to someone else is a better 

solution than throwing these items away. 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use?  

 

E: I think that is a very difficult question. They are not comparable; it is like comparing 

apples and pears. So it is difficult to see if you are investing more in social than in 

environmental. 

 

T: So do you have one of the aspects of sustainability that is more relevant for the company? 

 

It depends on who you are talking to in a company. I’m responsible for the product and the 

production, so I feel that that is very important. My colleague that is in charge of the 

transport, she thinks that is very important. So of course there are different issues. But at the 

same time you can see in a life cycle analysis, we can see where we have most responsibility 

to take care of. 

Phone call… 

We were talking about economic regarding environment things. 

Of course different things cost, for example we have been discussing a lot with our suppliers 

that we think they should start with solar panel on their roof, especially in for example India 

where they have a lot of sunny days. When we started this, they said it would take 8 years for 

the return of investment. But when they had started this project they saw that they could also 

earn some money in to being more sustainable, a lot of them thought now when the project 

was over after two years that “oh I will start with solar panel”. So return of investment is of 

course important for everyone that works with environment, to be able to see when do we get 

paid for the investment.  

 

T: Do you try to measure the earnings you make with these investments? 
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E: Yes, on this project we did. But just on this project. It is very difficult since we work with 

so many different things.  

 

T: So you do not have a specific strategy to treat all the aspect equally?  

E: We do not invest in it equally. Some questions are bigger, so then we have to invest more. 

So I think when you have a sustainable work to do then you invest where you think you can 

have the best results. If we find that we have a best result by working with our supplier in 

Bangladesh to make the factory safer, then we decide that we are going to be involved in that 

project that cost a lot for us, but if we do not, the risk is big. Of course we invest differently 

in different projects. So you have to make a risk analysis where you see where you can reach 

the best goal if you put in money, so you don’t waste money so to say.  

 

T: So it is more according to the pressures you have and the risks that you perceive that you 

choose the investments you make in terms of sustainability? 

 

E: We perceive the risk and see where we can get the best benefits, and what is the outcome. 

We invest our money in a good way. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  

 

E: We do not save or gain any money when we get goods back, we want all goods to be first-

class goods that we sell. We have a responsibility that all our product we put on the market 

are safe, if something is wrong with the garment, that will bring costs.  

 

T:  But I mean, if you find strategic ways to deal with these returns, don’t you save money in 

a way? If you can sell them in a second hand store for example? 

 

E: This I:Collect partnership that we are a member of, they give us a small amount per kilo. 
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T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)? 

 

E: I think in the future, the reasons to collect is to be able to get more new fiber, so if we have 

garments that are 100 % cotton, it should be recycled as cotton in the future. Our target is to 

be able to use new technology to get new fiber through collecting a lot of garments. At the 

same time, there will be a new rule in Europe about collecting goods. It could be that Sweden 

decides that we are not able to collect goods in our shops, that it should go to the communal 

to collect goods. It is up to the Swedish parliament right now to decide if we will be able to 

continue to collect goods. I:Collect wants us to be able to continue to collect so to save up the 

quantity for that loop. So I think that the main reason why we are doing, to see how much we 

can collect, and if it is possible for them to make new fiber of it. If we could make new fiber, 

we don’t need to use cotton and grow cotton. To grow cotton will be hard because we will 

need all the land in the future to grow food on.  

 

T: So it is more environmental and also economic to make sure that you will have resources 

in the future, and you do not have to pay a high price for them? 

 

E: Not so much economic, because it will be more expensive. But it’s a way to make sure 

that you have fiber in the future. 

 

T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

E: Maybe not so much to the social aspect. The money we get from I:Collect is given away to 

charity. If our customer gives us their old garments, the money we get will go to charity. This 

year the charity will go to a training center for poor women with no education. They will 

always need support, extra money and new sewing machines. If we get more money we can 

help more women to get a job.  

 

T: So in some way it is connected to your manufacturing part? You use this money from 

I:Collect to improve the social conditions in Bangladesh? 
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E: I do not think that this will become so much money, so for the moment, it will goes to 

charity and our training center. We do not support our supplier to get better. It is on their 

behalf, it is important to convince them that they own the problems and have to take care of it 

we are just there to help them. 

 

T: The main purpose of this collection of clothes is not to give to charity and help poor 

people in other countries? 

 

E: When we first started with this, we discussed that we will not stop give to charity, because 

we think that this is a good part. So charity will have their part first, and then it will go to 

making more fiber, even a pair of broken trousers can make new fiber.  

That is also very difficult because now they have been discussing that the charity shops 

should also pay the VAT of 25 %, so maybe they will not be able to survive, everything is 

changing. 

 

T: Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

E: It is very hard to say, each activity is important. Reverse logistics is perhaps a more long-

term goal, where we recently started to collect clothes, and there is no determined regulation 

who has the rights to collect used clothes in society. But as I said the collection is a test to see 

how much we can get in and there are still research going on to see how the clothes can be 

recycled to create new fibers. Our investments in production activities are maybe more direct 

and short-term. 

 

T: Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension 

of TBL? 

 

E: We report the most essential measures according to GRI. It is included in the sustainability 

report. 
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Appendix I: Transcript Company C 
 

RL 

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

K: It depends, if the product has not been used and it is returned as it was sold, then we 

repack it and sell it once again.  

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

K: If the product has been used, which we must say sometimes happens; people have used 

the clothes and returned it anyway. In these cases we are not selling it again directly to 

customers, but we are donating it to a company that is taking care of it and selling it in other 

countries as used clothes. 

 

T: Is this the I:Collect organization? 

 

K: Yes, soon it is going to be I:Collect, but until now it has been a local company. 

 

T: I see, but you are in general quite generous if a customer brings a product back and it is 

used, you would still take it back? 

 

K: Yes, sometimes it can be quite difficult to deal with it, because if the product is not 

missing any buttons or do not have any stains, but we can see and smell that it has been used, 

we cannot do anything about it. And I know a lot of shops have quite a big problem with 

people buying a dress and wearing it Saturday evening and then bring it back on Monday.  

T: Is it common that you receive products that have been used or have some sort of defect in 

it? 

 

K: I think that if we measure it in percent, the percentage will be very very low. But it is 

around 100000 pieces of clothes per year. This includes clothes that have some problems. It 
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has been used and you realize that the t-shirt for example is losing color or something is 

wrong with it. It is included in this. 

 

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

K: Yes, we have it in some brands. In one of these brands they stopped the collection because 

they needed to redefine the project and design a new way to do it, so I think, they will start 

again sometime this year, but I do not know when. 

 

T: All these brands that you own, do they all work under the same sustainability strategies? 

 

K: Yes, we have an overall sustainability strategy that refers to all of the sellers. But overall 

our brands are quite independent and self-managed, so they can also start up their own 

projects, but of course it has to be aligned with the overall strategy. 

 

T: Could you leave anything or only the company’s products? 

 

K: You can bring clothes and shoes of any brand.  

 

T: What do you do with these EOL products? 

 

K: The products that are collected in the shops, they are collected by I:Collect and then 

transported to their sorting plant.   

T: Do you receive anything from doing this? 

 

K: Yes, we receive some money, and I think the amount is growing. The customers need to 

learn to remember to bring back their used clothes when they go shopping. It takes time to 

make the customers change their habits. It takes time and communication, but we are not 

alone in this, Other companies are also collecting in their shops, so that helps the overall 

collection. You can see this happening in more and more places. 

 

TBL 
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T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

 

K: The reason is that we want to behave good as a company. It is our way of working.  

 

T: Do you do it for your corporate image, because the customer demands it or legal reasons? 

 

K: No, it is not about reputation as such. Of course a lot of our sustainability works are due to 

minimizing risks of dealing with suppliers that are not acting according to what we want 

them to. For example, that they have excessive working hours, child labor or such things. But 

I think it is getting more and more licensed to operate. So it is not legal reasons, you cannot 

say that you are working with sustainability due to legal reasons, of course there are some 

rules and regulations that you have to follow, but 90% of sustainability work is based on 

something voluntarily.  

 

T: So we can say that it is related to the managers of the company, it is an option that they 

make? 

K: Yes, of course it is the owners name and reputation that is at stake somehow. So our CEO 

wants the company to behave good, not to be the frontrunner in anyway, but to behave well 

and that is towards the worked in our factories, towards our suppliers, towards the 

communities where we are getting a lot of things produced. Regarding sustainable products 

we need to align with a lot of other companies so we are sure that we are not lacking behind. 

 

T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 

 

K: Yes and No. It is not something that we are facing every day. But of course, we do not 

have all the resources in the world to just do it like we do. When you run a business, you 

need that business to earn some money, but you can earn the money in a sustainable way, and 

I think that our strategy cover 2 of the sustainability legs; both environmental and social. 

 



 
  

 
 

147 

T: Can you give examples of trade-offs related to the RL activities? 

 

K: I cannot answer to this question. You have to look into our sustainability report and figure 

out that. 

 

T: So would you say that the economic is prioritized? 

 

K: We are working in the sustainability department; we are working with social and 

environmental issues. We are not dealing with the overall turnover of the company, but we 

have the resources that are needed and the company is earning money. I do not know how I 

can answer it more specifically than that.  

 

T: So it is based on the budget you receive for sustainability that you make your choices of 

actions? 

 

K: We do not have a budget as such, but of course we are also going to behave responsible 

and not use too much money on our actions. When you make a strategy, you choose what to 

work with and you also choose what you are not working with. 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use? Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 

K: Yes, we try to balance the environmental and the social, but I think within the textile 

industry you will have more focus on the social issues, because we are getting our products 

produced in countries that are quite underdeveloped. But of course, we need to have focus on 

the environment too.  

 

T: Do you have performance measurements to balance the efforts in all the three aspects of 

sustainability? 

 

K: I must say again that the economic aspect is something that you consider if you look at the 

overall company. I am looking at the sustainability work. I am not in the finance department, 
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so I am not looking at how much we earn and how much does this specific department use 

compared to another department. I am of course trying to push the company towards more 

and more sustainability, because that is my job. I think when you are talking about 

sustainability with the three legs, it is very right to say that it is these three things, but you 

also need to consider which department you are sitting in. If I was the overall director of the 

company, I would of course consider all three legs; “are we balancing?” But I am now sitting 

in one or two of these legs and this is my work and what I want to improve.  

 

T: So in these two legs, what do you think of KPIs, do you have KPIs to in some way measure 

your efforts? 

 

K: Yes, we have a strategy, a measuring system with points that is more or less concrete and 

these are our KPIs. Of course some of them are, are we on track (yes or no?) and some of 

them are more like blabla. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  

 

K: It is not something we earn money on. It is a service that we want to give to our 

customers. It is also a way to ensure the future resources, because we are more and more 

people on the earth and cotton and oil is resources that are getting less and less. We need to 

do something in order to make sure that there are resources in the future. You can do that in 

many ways, one way is to instruct the consumers not to throw away their clothes, but that 

they donate it to reuse and if it is not reusable directly, then the fibers can be reused.  

 

I: What about those returns that the customers make during the return policy period, do you 

have economic benefits with that? Do you do it because other stores do it? 

 

K: We get the benefit that the customer thinks that they are getting a good service from us. I 

think that any web shop, they have a very open return policy because that is how it is. Of 
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course we want the customer to keep the clothes and pay for it, so actually we lose money 

when people are returning used clothes, but again it is very hard to find out why it is 

returned, we cannot do much about it. 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)?  

 

K: The collection thing is not adding to our earnings. Other companies are getting some 

money for these used clothes, but we are donating it to charity. There is also a balance that 

you need to find out, because normally we have some organizations that are earning money 

on these types of clothes such as the Red Cross, and in a way we are taking some business 

from them. In our shops consumer can also bring back clothes and shoes that are totally worn 

out, but we do not want to do this so as a way of earning money from it, so whatever we get 

we donate. 

 

T: Are you deeply involved in what happens to these worn out clothes, are they being 

recycled or do you leave it up to I:Collect? 

 

K: We leave it up to I:Collect, they recycle a lot! They are the ones that are recycling the far 

most of the clothes, a lot of others they take whatever can be sold directly, and they throw 

away the rest.  

 

T: So in terms of environment, directly you do not do anything, you just collect the clothes 

and give to I:Collect? What they do can be to improve the environment by recycling or giving 

to charity.  

 

K: Yes, of course we do a lot of other things on the environment side, but if we are only 

talking about returns and recycled clothes, this is only what we do. 

 

I: These processes of collecting clothes, does it involve a logistics partner that makes the 

collection of the clothes from the store and delivers to a warehouse? 
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K: Yes, of course there is a logistics partner doing that because the clothes cannot fly out of 

the shop and down to I:Collect. 

 

T: Yes, but do you outsource this process or do you do that internally? 

K: No, we do not do it internally because we have shops all over, so we have a truck that is 

collecting the boxes with used clothes. They are assembling it in a warehouse, and when 

there are clothes enough for a large truck it is transported to Germany. 

 

T: When you chose this logistics partner did you consider their environmental and social 

performance.  

 

K: No, it is the I:Collect who is dealing with the logistics partners, it is a part of their 

package. 

 

T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

K: I do not think the fashion industry as such improve the social issues, of course if you are 

collecting a lot of clothes and donating the earnings it is improving something somewhere in 

the world. But I think that what we do in the production countries, at our suppliers’ sites and 

the communities have much larger impact than this initiative.  

 

T: The money that you donate, what kind of projects does it go to? 

 

K: We donate to different charity organizations.  

 

T: Is it a specific social issue? 

 

K: We leave it up to our brands to decide whom they want to donate to. Right now we are 

donating to an organization that is taking care of children and from next year it will be the 

hospital clowns. You know the volunteer organization that is going to hospitals to entertain 

and cheering up the children. But of course, this is not something we earn a lot of money on, 
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so it is not a lot of money that they get. And we also need to consider that it is organizations 

that can be found in most European countries, so that it is not all going to hospital clowns, 

but also to other countries. Soon we are having a very big charity event, and then we are 

donating a lot of money to mainly save the children in UNICEF. But half of the money in 

each European country will be donated to a local partner. So everything that the customer is 

spending on that day, every crown, all over the world, in web shop or shop, will be donated 

to charity. That is a huge amount. 

 

Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

K: It is a question that is difficult to answer since it is very different activities with very 

different in- and out-put. It is not directly comparable – like comparing apples an elephants. 

But a quick answer will be that the returns have less impact on the social sustainability over 

all compared to the other activities you mentioned. 

 

Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension of 

TBL? 

 

K: No. 
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Appendix J: Transcript Company D 
 
RL 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

J: All products that are returned during the return period and have no problems or defects are 

induced to the system and sold to new customers. 

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

J: Products that are returned due to defects and complaints are sorted in our shops in two 

fractions, one for reuse and one for burning. The products that are sorted to reuse are 

collected by our partners XXXX. 

 

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

J: No, today we are not doing that. We see this as a future step in continue collaboration with 

our existing partner. When we will start this in the shops is something I do not have an 

answer on today. 

 

T: What do you do with these EOL products? 

 

Not applicable 

 

TBL 

 

T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

J: The company has had a code of conduct and we publish a sustainability report. 

Sustainability is perceived as a long-term work for the company. Since we worked with 

sustainability for a very long time, the work we do started before regulations existed. People 

on this earth carry a responsibility for their actions they cause and so do we as a company. 

We work towards long-term improvements for all our stakeholders though improving social 

responsibility, ethics and environment, develop processes and collaborations. 
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T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 

 

J: Of course there are conflicts, but we also see interplay between the three dimensions of 

sustainability work. We see that an increased presence and focus in social responsibility also 

yields better quality in the products. 

 

T: Can you give examples of trade-offs in the context of RL? 

 

J: Only regarding reverse logistics, no, not according to us. 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use? Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 

J: Because the three dimensions are situated in different departments we work with each 

dimension parallel. None of the dimensions are more important than the other. About tools 

and strategies, I cannot answer to that. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  

 

J: We hope that the collaboration with XXXX continues and expands; this will imply 

increase economic sustainability in many levels. We will have less garbage to deal with and 

our partner company will gain something through selling the items further. 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)?  
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J: If recycling of products become bigger, then less will be disposed, this reduces the 

environment pressure.  

 

T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

J: This depends on the customers and their attitude to returns and buying new things. 

 

T: Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

J: Cannot answer this. 

 

T: Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension 

of TBL? 

 

J: No 
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Appendix K: Transcript Company E 

 

RL 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

C: Product returns in which the product does not have any problems will go back in stock to 

be resold in normal flow. We normally clean if necessary and use in our own sample rooms 

or sell on to staff or, in case it was not used but rather had a problem like smelling badly, we 

sell through outlets. In 2014 our warehouse served both our B2B business and our E-

Commerce (B2C) business. About 16% of all e-commerce products were returned due to fit, 

double-order, and more. These goods were checked and restocked.  

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

C: Within our B2B business, about 2,3% of items sold through the warehouse were returned. 

96,75% of these were repaired and reused again and the remaining 3,25% were destroyed, 

leading to an error rate of 0,07% of all products. 

  

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

C: We have not got a take-back program to collect used and old items; however, it is 

something that we are working on. We have looked at some different options, whether we 

should start our own program, how it should look like, and then the challenge is also to figure 

out what to do with the collection so that it is handled properly. We are of course also doing 

simultaneous efforts when we design and develop products, it should be designed and 

produced so that it is easy to recover the material. 

 

T: Is it a similar partnership as the organization of I:Collect that you intend to work with 

then? 

 

C: Yes, it will probably be in the form of cooperation with some organization. We have had 

some conversations with I:Collect to see how it would turn out.  

 

T: What do you intend to do with those EOL products? 
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C: We have some test projects with some different companies, some who are working to 

develop new cotton fibers out of recycled cotton, and then also some that recycles polyester. 

We are investigating different opportunities, there is some development but nothing that we 

landed on yet. We have started a sort of repair service that you can get the products repaired. 

This we intend to introduce in all of our markets, but today it is in Sweden that we mainly 

have it. So it is a goal and also have take-back systems.  

 

TBL 

 

T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

 

C: We have three core values of the company, that is produce durable, functional and 

timeless products, but also to inspire a certain lifestyle and to do all of the mentioned in a 

responsible way. The basic importance of sustainability has been around for a long time and 

but the question regarding sustainability has been lifted up to a strategic level in the past five 

years, since we now want to take a holistic approach and steer in the right direction. So we 

have set our goals and guidelines for it. I would say that sustainability has always been within 

our core values, such as sustainable products and timelessness. The founder of the brand was 

not well aware of sustainability in the business context in that way at that time. 

 

T: So there is no special factors such as laws or the customer value that impact your choice 

to work with sustainability? 

 

C: I think it is a combination of all those stuff; I think there are many factors that come into 

play. Partly it is about awareness of the consumer. But also partly because of the raw 

materials and resources that we use in our production; we must be able to hold on to it in a 

sustainable way so you have to take into account this stuff. It is a lot about our understanding 

of the need to be resource efficient and smart. 
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T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 

 

C: There is always some conflict between them. At some dream scenario, there is the 

decision that is win-win for all sides. If you are resource efficient, it becomes economically 

beneficial and if you do it in a good way, it will also be a social contribution, so in many 

ways I would say that there is a synergy in all of them. But it is obvious that conflicts shows 

up, it tends to happen in our material strategy, for example, what material should we choose? 

There is a constant tug of war between the prices of raw materials and the price of the final 

product and environmental considerations.  

 

T: Can you give examples of trade-offs in the context of RL? 

 

C: To set up a return system is an investment in itself. To collect items, it consists of the mass 

of resources that can be valuable. We can take advantage of what we have already spent on 

resources so it will be a beneficial gain. I do not see anything negative with it. 

 

T: Do you have one aspect that is your motive to choose first whenever there would be a 

conflict?  

 

C: We do it on a case-by-case basis. In some cases, it may be that it is beneficial for the 

environment but that the selling price will be so high that it will not even be able to sell, 

which is not helping the environment for that matter even then. So then it is clear that you 

have to put it on a level that it becomes financially possible. Luckily the top management of 

our company values sustainability, so some things will sacrifice the economic profitability. 

There is a level of maturity to be able to see how the aspects merge with one another. Some 

things can serve to be economical in the short-term, but long sight, it is not sustainable, then 

it is better to think about what can be done now to ensure the long term sustainability. 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use? Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 



 
 

 158 

C: We consider sustainability to include all the three aspects; all of them we should keep in 

mind in every decision we take. All strategic decisions we take, we will take this into 

account. Everything we do is weighing the pros and cons towards each other. For me it is all 

about having as much information as possible on the table so you can make decisions based 

on it. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  

 

C: It is more beneficial to use a resource more times than use it once and then throw it away. 

However, if you think about the industry as a whole, it is less economically efficient that all 

companies are doing this through their own solutions, rather than to work together to take a 

common approach on how returns can be handled. Because everyone do efforts here and 

there is perhaps less economically beneficial. For us specifically, I would not say that it 

strikes us negatively in economic terms if we got into a collection program, but we must be 

able to do something sensible with the products, there is no meaning if we collect the 

products and it still just goes to a different waste category, which is what we try to avoid. We 

have to collect it for us to be able to use it in some way. Otherwise it will only be a lot of 

logistics efforts of collecting it. We must collect it because we think we can use it better than 

anyone else can. In the current situation, we encourage all our clients to submit to second 

hand or something similar. 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)?  

 

C: Now we have no collection, but we see many companies do it, and that's where people see 

the biggest challenge. Much of the material collected can be used in new products or other 

products, or burned. 
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T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

C: I would say that the social aspect is the less relevant. 

 

T: So there is less contribution to the social? 

 

C: It depends on what you do with it, if you give it away, for example it is contributing. 

However, it is the economic and environmental aspect, which is the principal. 

 

T: Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

C: All activities are equally important, but just that this is more a resource aspect that goes on 

the environment and economic terms. 

 

T: Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension 

of TBL? 

 

C: We report KPIs for sustainability according to the GRI. You can find them in our 

sustainability report. 
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Appendix L: Transcript Company F 
 
RL 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they do not have defects? 

 

C: Returned products that are not used are put back on the shelves. The product might as well 

be returned in a used condition, and then we do not put them back into the sales flow. This 

often the case, since the company has a generous return policy. It might be that young men 

bought football shoes that they used and returned within the period because there are newer 

models of shoes in the market. What we do with the consumed returns is donate to someone 

else that can benefit from the product. Fashion companies have become more generous with 

returns like these. 

 

T: What do you do with commercial product returns when they have defects? 

 

C: We have mostly returns where there is a defect in the product. If it is a good that can be 

used by someone else, the good will go to our cooperating partner, which most products do 

today. We cannot give an answer on the amount of defect products that we receive, but most 

things go to our partner organization and if it is not in a useable condition, it goes to 

recycling. 

 

T: Do you collect EOL products returned by the customers? 

 

C: Yes we do, we have had several campaigns in our shops, and everything we get goes to 

the partner organization. In some cases we offer a discount in exchange that the customer 

brings something old in. 

 

T: What do you do with those EOL products? 

 

C: We hope that this initiative will contribute to a better and more environmental 

sustainability, as well as it can keep people in need to stay warm. The long and fulfilling 

collaboration with our partner organization has helped us to reach out to the countries in need 

all over the world. They work with project contributions through delivering material aid, 



 
  

 
 

161 

which means to distribute the resources that already exist, to around 30 countries. The 

ambition is to take care of the resources that exist and through recycling give more people the 

opportunity to stay warm during the winter. Our customers have been engaged in this 

initiative and last year’s collection exceeded all our expectations. 

 

TBL 

 

T: Why do you consider TBL in your corporate strategies? 

 

C: It is about the future and about the responsibility of all big companies to decrease 

environmental impacts etc. Our priority is to be a trustworthy company and do good things, 

make fair production. The strategy is similar to other companies. See our vision on our 

website. 

 

T: Do you experience win-win situations and trade-offs between the three dimensions of 

TBL (economic, environmental and social)? In case of trade-offs, which dimension do 

you prioritize? Why? 

 

C: It is a challenge for everyone but it has to be dealt with to build a sustainable future. The 

challenge is still that the customer is price dependent and not willing to pay for a more 

sustainable product. 

 

T: Can you give examples of trade-offs in the context of RL? 

 

C: No answer 

 

T: Do you attempt to treat the TBL dimensions equally? If so, which strategies or tools 

do you use? Examples of topics to be approached: performance measurements. 

 

C: We do not speak in those terms when you refer balancing the three dimensions. We are 

different departments working with the questions regarding sustainability. The company has 

its general sustainability plan of what goals should be met, but then purchasing and logistics, 
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for example, have their own plans, and then the plans merge together.  In the fashion 

industry, companies have come very far in different areas of sustainability, but how to 

compare and measure, have not been established by so many companies. We are not speaking 

of these terms yet; we set our strategies according to long term goals for a season. The take-

back initiative is uncertain and might grow, then we have to take care of it. The company is 

in a stage where we are expanding but we do not know where we will land. It could be that 

we will have an increased volume, then we have to take into consideration other things and 

we need to consider our strategies in the production aspect. Even if we would have a plan, we 

might have to throw that plan out. If it goes fast one year, we might take a different direction 

and invest in something else. 

 

RL Contribution to TBL 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the economic dimension of TBL (ensure 

continuity of operations and increase profits)?  

 

C: A trustworthy and responsible company will gain loyal customers. 

 

T: Which contribution do you think RL has on the environmental dimension of TBL 

(save natural resources reduce emission and impact on ecosystems)?  

 

C: The company extends the life cycle of a product. By taking care of what we already have, 

it would save a lot of the earth’s resources and it would also extend the life cycle of already 

produced items. We are also hoping that the initiative of collection will contribute to better 

and sustainable environment development. 

 

T: Do the company deal with own warehouses and transportation? How do you ensure the 

impact of the environmental sustainability in terms of emission for example? 

 

C: We have our own warehouse but collaborates with a transportation partner. We have clear 

requirements on transportation and emission. Furthermore, all transportation from factory is 

shipped by sea freight.  
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T: How do you think RL can contribute to solve social issues in the fashion industry 

(quality of life of employees, communities, etc.)?  

 

C: We see the collaboration and campaigns that we do as a given input. We know that a lot of 

clothes might be laying in the back of the closet or even thrown out. Therefore, we want to 

take the responsibility to ensure that these items are distributed to someone in need instead. 

In the western world we consume and throw out things that we no longer have any use for, 

even though the products might be in useful condition. While in the remaining parts of the 

world, they have nothing.  

 

We also believe that our customers gain more awareness of their products and gain better 

understanding of the production process. This way, in the long term, we will get the customer 

willing to pay for more to get a sustainable product, thus, we will be able to introduce a wider 

assortment of sustainable products. 

 

T: Do you think RL has the same potentials as the other business activities (purchasing, 

manufacturing, and product design) to contribute to the social dimension of TBL? 

 

C: Very hard to say today. However, we know that our customers are appreciating our 

collaboration with the partner organization and they see an opportunity to help. 

 

T: Do you have specific KPIs to measure the contribution of RL to the social dimension 

of TBL? 

 

C: No! 

 

 

 

 


