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Foreword

The many instances of human rights violations in the textile industry are
outrageous. But while there is broad consensus on the need to prevent
such instances, there is less agreement on how exactly to achieve this aim.
This book rests on the assumption that social standards in the textile indus-
try are a collective problem that requires a collective solution. That is, secur-
ing basic human rights for workers requires the joint effort of firms, the
state, and members of civil society. This book was written to further our
understanding of the factors driving the emergence, stability and effective-
ness of collective action initiatives.

The German Partnership for Sustainable Textiles is a fascinating exam-
ple of such initiatives. The Partnership was founded to improve social and
environmental standards in the textile industry, mostly in textile factories
in emerging economies. It involves various stakeholders, including firms,
state, and civil society organisations. The Partnership is an interesting en-
deavor as it unites members with partly converging, and partly diverging
interests. Although all members share the common goal of improving the
situation of millions of workers, opinions differ on how to best achieve
this goal, and how responsibilities should be shared amongst the parties in-
volved. Not surprisingly, the Partnership has had its ups and downs, in-
cluding moments in which some observers predicted its failure. But as of
2019, it seems the initiative is strong and active, including major German
textile brands, state ministries, and relevant organisations from civil soci-
ety. The specific history of the Partnership makes it a formidable case for
the author’s research purpose: to explore the conditions under which col-
lective action initiatives succeed—or fail.

Dr. Julia Grimm’s analysis of the problem in general, and the Partner-
ship in particular, is remarkable in several ways. She offers a thorough the-
oretical treatment of why collective action is an adequate response to hu-
man rights violations in the textile industry, and what it takes to get firms
engaged throughout the entire process. Her analysis is innovative and inte-
grative: In contrast to large parts of the prior literature, she refuses to opt
for either an economic or a sociological perspective on the matter, but ar-
gues that it takes both theoretical perspectives to gain an understanding of
initiatives such as the Partnership.
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The second major part of the book presents the result of the author’s
own empirical study. The goal of the study was to better understand the
rationale for joining or leaving the Partnership, and the mechanisms
through which the details of the Partnership were negotiated. To this aim,
the author conducted dozens of interviews with the parties involved and
worked her way through countless documents and archival records. The
result is a fascinating reconstruction of a long-lasting process in which vari-
ous actors with diverging interests soon came to the opinion that no agree-
ment would ever be possible; and in which finally the very same actors
managed to develop a shared conviction that an effective solution can be
realised.

Through her thorough analysis, the author offers some rare insights into
the inner mechanisms of a collective action initiative. With her interesting
and innovative results, she contributes to our understanding of how such
initiatives emerge and under what conditions they can be effective. It
hence deserves the attention of anyone interested in the functioning of col-
lective action initiatives. Eventually, this book nurtures the hope that some
of our most urging ethical problems in business can be alleviated – if we
learn how collective action initiatives need to be designed to ensure the
commitment of the firms involved.

 

Philipp Schreck Halle, June 2019

Foreword
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Preface

Whether it be child slavery, gender-based sexual violence or the toxifica-
tion of land, the business activities of globally active firms are time and
again embroiled in or are the cause of the ‘wicked problems’ of our time.
These social and ecological issues, which are highly complex and difficult
to address, transcend national borders and occur both inside and outside
of global supply chains. Given the transnational reach of these problems,
legally binding rules intended to establish an industry-wide level playing
field have proven to have a limited problem-solving capacity when im-
posed at national level; they can also endanger the competiveness of inter-
nationally operating firms.

Therefore, the focus has shifted more and more to those embroiled in
wicked problems: the firms whose business activities are associated with
human rights abuses and environmental destruction. Firms are increasing-
ly responding to the issues that their activities cause, not only in an at-
tempt to bestow their organisational legitimacy, but also because of the ac-
tual power corporate actors have to tame wicked problems. While corpo-
rate sustainability practices on an individual level are often interpreted as a
competitive disadvantage with regard to those who do not voluntarily en-
gage, collective activities of private governance – such as multi-stakeholder
initiatives – have become pivotal, given that the costs for cooperation can
be shared within or across industries.

To address wicked problems and better understand how private gover-
nance institutions can be used as an effective response to it, I have studied
the emergence of multi-stakeholder initiatives for collective action and the
reasons why firms are willing to engage with it. To examine the ‘how’ and
‘why’ of the establishment and persistence of this phenomenon, I drew on
the case of the German Partnership for Sustainable Textiles. Interestingly,
the case reveals that the role of framing is crucial in the establishment of
voluntary arrangements and shows that the conditions influencing partici-
pation can shift from incentive-based to norm-based over time.

These findings generate in-depth insight to add to existing contributions
on the formation and functionality of private governance institutions. Fur-
thermore, these findings can fertilise economics-based and – its partly op-
posing counterpart – sociology-based literature on institutions. This had
been my ambition ever since starting my PhD and realising that different
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research communities tend to talk about the same phenomena using a dif-
ferent vernacular and, as a consequence, miss out on the possibility to in-
form one another.

Preface
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