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Chapter 4: Substantive, Selective, Symbolic, and Deficient: CSR 

Implementation Strategies in Global Supply Chains15 

 

Abstract. MNEs often use global standards to govern CSR in their global supply chains. CSR 

standards are, however, opaque and ambiguous, and become increasingly demanding over 

time which makes it difficult for suppliers to comply. This constitutes a challenge to MNEs 

since suppliers may not fully implement CSR practices. In this paper, we develop an 

integrative framework that combines the breadth and depth of CSR implementation, 

resulting in a new typology with four CSR implementation strategies. Using a unique 

sample of 437 firms suppling multinationals located in North America and Europe, we 

show that each of the proposed CSR implementation strategies is determined by a unique 

combination of MNE support and supplier motivation. A high quality of CSR 

implementation is only sustained if suppliers are inherently motived to comply with CSR 

request and receive MNE support in the compliance process. These findings have important 

implications for MNEs’ governance relationships with their global supply chain partners.   

 

 

Keywords: Practice and Standard Implementation, CSR, Global Supply Chains, 

Multinational Enterprises, Strategic Organizational Responses 

  

                                                        
15 A previous version has been presented at the Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management in Atlanta 
(2017). We want to thank seminar participants at Ivey Business School and the University of Groningen for 
their valuable input. 
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4.1. Introduction 

With increased globalization and international division of production, multinational 

enterprises (MNEs), as customers, face complex coordination challenges of their global 

supplier operations (Kim & Davis, 2017). To ensure supply chain compliance16, MNEs 

commonly rely on (global) CSR standards such as the SA8000 or (supplier) codes of 

conducts (Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Jiang, 2009; King, Lenox, & Terlaak, 2005). CSR 

standards, however, only provide vague and ambiguous guidelines and performance 

requirements which leave room for interpretation (Behnam & MacLean, 2011; Fiss & Zajac, 

2006). At the same time, the scope of CSR standards is rapidly expanding, representing the 

interests of multiple and diverse stakeholder groups which makes supplier compliance to 

CSR standards ever more complex (Christmann & Taylor, 2002; United Nations ESCAP, 

2013). The nature of CSR standards—vague and ambiguous guidelines combined with 

extensive CSR requests—thus invites opportunities for suppliers to deviate from originally 

requested CSR practices and strategically implement CSR standards. This may constitute a 

challenge for MNEs since suppliers may not fully commit to CSR implementation and thus 

risk damaging MNE reputation (Van Tulder, Van Wijk, & Kolk, 2009).  

Strategic CSR responses have been widely discussed in the literature (e.g., Kennedy & 

Fiss, 2009; Pache & Santos, 2013; Weaver, Trevino, & Cochran, 1999; Wickert, Vaccaro, & 

Cornelissen, 2015) but only a few studies have considered CSR strategies of global supplier 

firms (with a few notable exceptions: Bartley & Egels-Zanden, 2015; Christmann & Taylor, 

2006; Egels-Zanden, 2007; Jamali, Lund-Thomsen, & Khara, 2015). This is surprising given 

that the ‘loosely coupled and self-organized nature’ of global supply chains represent an 

ideal breeding ground for strategic responses (Kim & Davis, 2017; Wijen, 2014). Most 

commonly, empirical work in this domain has paid attention to one particular response 

strategy, namely symbolic implementation, or decoupling—a response that provides the 

appearance of compliance without doing so in practice (e.g., Bartley & Egels-Zanden, 2015; 

Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Egels-Zanden, 2007). When confronted with conflicting logics, 

i.e., cost reduction and profit maximization vs. CSR investments, symbolic implementation 

can help organizations to ‘buffer’ internal routines and operations from external pressures 

                                                        
16 For the purpose of this paper, we use compliance and substantive implementation interchangeably.  
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(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991). Thus, to assess a firm’s decoupling behavior, it is 

important to understand whether external CSR requests match with a firm’s willingness 

and motivation to change firm-internal operations. So far, however, scholars have only 

considered external factors such as MNE expectations and characteristics of the buyer-

supplier relationship (e.g., Bartley & Egels-Zanden, 2015; Christmann & Taylor, 2006; 

Egels-Zanden, 2007), while having largely ignored supplier-internal factors to evaluate a 

supplier’s CSR response strategy. The omission of either external or internal factors may 

result in incomplete conclusions about a supplier’s decoupling behavior (Crilly, Zollo, & 

Hansen, 2012). This holds particularly true for the implementation of CSR standards in 

global supply chains since CSR practices are commonly implemented only upon MNE 

requests, and full, or substantive implementation often cannot be monitored externally 

(Wijen, 2014). Moreover, even if suppliers are inherently motivated to implement 

externally requested CSR standards, they may not have the resources or capabilities to 

comply with CSR standards which continuously increase in complexity and scope (Jiang, 

2009; Simpson, Power, & Klassen, 2012). Hence, without MNE support, suppliers may 

merely select and ‘cherry pick’ some CSR practices while continuing to violate others 

(Jamali et al., 2015). We aim at expanding this stream of research by investigating how the 

interplay between supplier motivation and MNE support influence its CSR implementation 

response. 

We develop an integrative framework which combines the breadth—the aggregated 

count of CSR practices implemented in the supplier firm—and the depth—the integration 

of CSR practices in daily routines and activities—of CSR implementation. Breadth and 

depth of CSR implementation together describe the highest quality of CSR implementation 

of a firm. These two dimensions result in a new typology with four CSR implementation 

strategies: (1) deficient, (2) symbolic, (3) selective, and (4) substantive. We theorize that 

each of these CSR implementation strategies is determined by a unique combination of 

MNE support and supplier motivation. To test our hypothesized two-by-two framework 

and the antecedents of the associated four CSR implementation strategies, we collected 

cross-national survey data of 437 apparel and footwear global suppliers, which are located 

in both developed and emerging countries, and supply to MNEs located in North America 

and Western Europe.  
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Our study makes three distinct contributions: first, we contribute to the standard and 

practice diffusion literature by extending the commonly discussed depth of CSR 

implementation with the breadth of CSR implementation. Previous studies have typically 

considered standard implementation as a ‘holistic’ challenge for firms, distinguishing 

between shallow (i.e., symbolic) and deep (i.e., substantive) implementation (e.g., 

Christmann & Taylor, 2006; King et al., 2005; Marano & Kostova, 2015). CSR standards are, 

however, increasingly demanding and complex, and compartmentalized along multiple 

(related) practices. Such underlying breadth of CSR implementation, ranging from narrow 

to wide, is pivotal to determine alternative organizational response strategies to 

symbolic/substantive implementation. By considering both breadth and depth of CSR 

implementation simultaneously, our typology reveals four distinct CSR implementation 

strategies.  

Second, we extend the literature on CSR practice implementation in global supply 

chains by investigating supplier-internal mechanisms for decoupling. Only a few studies 

have empirically investigated antecedents of decoupling in global supplier firms, commonly 

focusing on external factors such as MNE expectations or monitoring mechanisms (e.g., 

Christmann & Taylor, 2006). Given that suppliers respond to CSR pressures from external 

stakeholders (King et al., 2005), and monitoring mechanisms often do not suffice to detect 

decoupling behavior (Plambeck & Taylor, 2012), supplier-internal factors such as 

motivation and willingness for change are crucial elements in order to determine a 

supplier’s quality of CSR implementation. Hence, MNEs have to understand how motivated 

a supplier is to implement CSR practices.  

Third, we contribute to institutional theory (Kostova & Roth, 2002; Meyer & Rowan, 

1977; Oliver, 1991) by suggesting that the alignment between external and internal factors 

may, indeed, decrease symbolic implementation (i.e., decoupling), but does not suffice to 

guarantee substantive implementation. With ever increasingly complex and demanding 

standards, global suppliers, especially those located in emerging economies, require 

resources, capabilities, and understanding to implement a wide range of CSR practices 

(Simpson et al., 2012). Hence, next to supplier motivation, MNE support is necessary to 

implement CSR practices substantively.    
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4.2. Literature Review and Hypotheses 

4.2.1. Implementation of CSR Standards in Global Supply Chains 

Supply chains have developed into complex global networks of suppliers, customers, 

partners, and regulators (Kim & Davis, 2017). Although such inter-connected global 

distribution systems enable firms and countries to trade more effectively and efficiently, 

the involvement of more geographically dispersed parties also bears serious risks for 

violating global CSR practices (Hajmohammad & Vachon, 2016). In this paper, we define 

CSR as “context-specific organizational actions and policies that take into account 

stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and environmental 

performance” (Aguines, 2011: 855). We specifically focus on the social dimension of CSR, 

which we associate with the care for workers’ health and safety, as well as with their well-

being in the global supply chain (Zorzini, Hendry, Huq, & Stevenson, 2015). Since MNEs17 

are increasingly held responsible for labor practices of their global supplier firms 

(Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009; Kim & Davis, 2017), they often ‘force’ their suppliers to 

adopt CSR standards such as the SA8000 or the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) or 

(supplier) codes of conducts (Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Jiang, 2009). For the purpose of 

this paper, we assume that MNEs exert CSR pressures on their supplier firms.    

CSR standards formalize global (best) practices and provide standardized indicators for 

organizations to measure and report CSR performance. Formalization of standards is, 

however, often vague and ambiguous, and allows for different interpretations (Egels-

Zanden & Hyllman, 2007; Fiss & Zajac, 2006). For example, while GRI specifies several 

conditions for compliance, it does acknowledge that full implementation with standard 

requirements may take time and only happen incrementally (Behnam & MacLean, 2011). 

Such an open-ended, non-specific time-frame for compliance allows organizations to 

procrastinate the full implementation of GRI principles almost indefinitely while still being 

listed as a participant on the GRI website. This creates leeway for suppliers to only half-

heartedly integrate CSR standards in their day-to-day activities (Behnam & MacLean, 2011; 

Edelman, 1992). We refer to such variation in the integration of standards in daily routines 

and structures as the depth of CSR implementation, which can range from shallow to deep. 

                                                        
17 Throughout this paper, we refer to Western MNEs located in North America or Western Europe. This is 
because Western MNEs are exerting strong CSR pressures on their supplier firms (Jayasinghe, 2016).   
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We specifically distinguish between the implementation and integration of CSR practices. 

While implementation specifies the formal adoption of CSR practices or indicators, 

integration refers to the usage of the adopted CSR practices in daily routines.   

Moreover, CSR standards and guidelines are also becoming more complex and 

demanding over time which increases the compliance challenge for suppliers even further. 

For example, in the aftermath of the Rana Plaza building collapse, many suppliers are now 

requested to incorporate structural, electrical and fire-safety inspections in their corporate 

CSR policies. This represents a hurdle for many suppliers which often do not have the 

resources to consult or hire expert structural engineers or electricians (The Guardian, 

2016). Consequently, global suppliers may not be able to attain to all practices formulated 

in CSR standards, and may thus only partially implement CSR standards. We consider 

variation in the amount of CSR practice implemented by supplier firms as the breadth of 

CSR implementation, ranging from narrow to broad.  

 

4.2.2. A New Typology of CSR Implementation 

Considering a CSR standard’s ambiguity and opacity, as well as its increased complexity, we 

theorize that a firm’s CSR implementation can be evaluated with regards to the two 

dimensions—breadth and depth of CSR practices deployed. We argue that the two 

dimensions are conceptually orthogonal to each other, and together define the boundaries 

of CSR implementation strategies. Given that compliance with CSR standards is time-

consuming, resource intensive, costly, and benefits of CSR investments are often not 

immediately visible (e.g., Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Egels-Zanden 2007; Jamali et al., 

2015; Jiang, 2009), suppliers may respond strategically by deviating from originally 

requested CSR practices (Oliver, 1991). Such sub-optimal CSR implementation of supplier 

firms could potentially damage a MNE’s reputation (Van Tulder et al., 2009).  It is therefore 

important for buying firms to understand under which conditions suppliers fully 

implement CSR requests. In summary, we posit that a supplier’s overall CSR 

implementation strategy can be evaluated based on these two dimensions—breadth and 

depth—suggesting a simple typology as depicted in Figure 4.1 below.  
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Figure 4.1. Typology of CSR Implementation 

 

A Deficient CSR implementation strategy suggests that suppliers only implement a narrow 

array of CSR practices, and have done so in only a superficial manner. In contrast, firms that 

have a Selective CSR implementation strategy may still focus on only one or two CSR 

practices, but yet do so by fully integrating those CSR practices in daily routines. These 

organizations pick and choose to implement a subset of selected practices from the entire 

set of CSR requirements (e.g., Heese et al., 2017; Jamali et al., 2015; Pache & Santos, 2010, 

2013; Wickert et al., 2015). Firms that follow a Symbolic CSR implementation strategy are 

integrating a very limited amount of CSR practices in daily activities, although the total 

number of CSR issues addressed and formally implemented is large (Christmann & Taylor, 

2006; Egels-Zanden, 2007; Short & Toffel, 2010). In contrast, suppliers that are pursuing 

both a broad and a deep CSR implementation strategy, integrating numerous CSR practices 

in daily routines and structure, follow a Substantive CSR implementation strategy. As 

shown in Figure 4.1, substantive implementation attributes the highest quality of CSR 

implementation.  

In summary, we argue that both breadth and depth of CSR implementation generate 

different CSR implementation strategies. The above argument leads to our first hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 1. There are four different CSR implementation strategies (i.e., substantive, 

deficient, symbolic, and selective), which can be classified along a supplier’s breadth and 

depth of CSR implementation. 

 

4.2.3. Antecedents of Breadth and Depth of CSR Implementation 

Assuming that suppliers can and do vary with regards to the CSR implementation 

strategies they choose to pursue (deficient, selective, symbolic, and substantive), the 

question then turns to what stimulates variation in both breadth and depth of CSR 

implementation, and subsequently determines a supplier’s CSR response strategy. Below, 

we suggest two underlying mechanisms which drive breadth or depth of CSR 

implementation respectively, namely MNE support and supplier motivation.  

Breadth of CSR Implementation. Given that CSR standards are becoming increasingly 

more complex and demanding, requiring an abundance of resources and capacities for 

compliance, as well as a decent understanding of external CSR expectations, we argue that 

a supplier’s breadth of CSR implementation is largely determined by the practical support 

from its main Western customer. We define MNE support as the ability and capacity to 

influence an organization’s decision-making, e.g., through active participation, dialogue, 

and/or involvement (Greenwood, 2007; Jiang, 2009; Kassinis & Vafeas, 2006). MNE 

support is particularly important for suppliers located in emerging economies which are 

generally characterized by market failures, a weak institutional infrastructure, and low 

overall CSR awareness (Distelhorst, Locke, Pal, & Samel, 2015; Huq, Chowdhury, & Klassen, 

2016). Suppliers with a narrow CSR implementation strategy choose to implement only a 

few CSR practices instead of the full demanded set. Due to scarce resource and limited 

capacity, suppliers may choose to implement those practices, which present a greater sense 

of urgency from legitimate or powerful buyers (Heese et al., 2016; Pache & Santos, 2010, 

2013). For example, a supplier might choose to focus on its child labor policy, specifically 

investing in this narrow stakeholder goal so as to more effectively or efficiently achieve 

some measure of positive outcomes with this particular stakeholder group (Jamali et al., 

2015). The reason is that MNEs often emphasize CSR practices that improve their 

legitimacy vis-à-vis stakeholders (e.g., eliminating child labor) rather than those that shape 
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long-term conditions for improvement (e.g., freedom of association) (Bartley & Egels-

Zanden, 2015; Egels-Zanden & Hyllman, 2007). Others may choose to focus on those CSR 

practices, which are simply easier to implement than others. For example, audit results of 

the Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI), a business-driven initiative for firms 

committed to improving working conditions in their global supply chains, reveal that 

suppliers are more frequently non-compliant with some CSR practices such as working 

time or compensation, as opposed to others e.g., freedom of association or occupational 

health and safety (Hofstetter & Mueller, 2014).  

By contrast, suppliers will invest in a wide range of CSR practices if MNEs stimulate the 

implementation of a comprehensive and organization-wide CSR policy. That is, if they 

signal a genuine interest in a supplier’s compliance process which goes beyond mere risk 

mitigation concerns (e.g., reputation loss due to child labor incidents), then suppliers may 

be more open and capable to invest in a broad and diverse CSR policy. MNE support also 

facilitates MNE-supplier interaction, which raises a supplier’s CSR awareness, and 

increases a supplier’s resources and capabilities to implement a broad and comprehensive 

CSR policy (Pedersen, 2006). A supplier’s choice of a narrow versus broad CSR 

implementation strategy can therefore be viewed as a reflection of how engaged a 

supplier’s customer is in the compliance process, i.e., how much practical support the MNE 

grants in terms of resource availability, capacity building, and awareness raising. We thus 

hypothesize the following:  

 

Hypothesis 2. MNE support is associated with a wide breadth of CSR implementation, and 

will thus lead to either symbolic or substantive CSR implementation. 

 

Depth of CSR Implementation. Since the integration of CSR practices in daily routines and 

structures can hardly be observed externally, e.g., by the buying firms, we argue that a 

supplier’s depth of CSR implementation depends largely on its commitment to conform to 

CSR standards (Greenwood, Jennings, & Hinings, 2015; Naveh & Marcus, 2005; Oliver, 

1991). We define commitment as the willingness and motivation of organizations to use 

CSR practices as a ‘catalyst for change’ in both behavior and decision-making (Naveh & 

Marcus, 2005). In other words, it is the conscious and deliberate choice of the supplier to 
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improve the organization by implementing CSR practices in a deeper, more fundamental 

way. Supplier firms can, for example, use CSR practices to guide employee behavior, or 

attribute CSR investments to managerial decision-making. Such changes in organizational 

policies, however, are only maintained, if suppliers perceive that organizational benefits 

outweigh the costs in the long term (Kennedy & Fiss, 2009): suppliers with a shallow 

implementation strategy do not consider CSR practices as an integral part of their business 

strategy, and are resisting to embedding it in daily routines and activities (Egels-Zanden, 

2007). Those suppliers may consider CSR integration as a constraint to efficient business 

(e.g., more bureaucracy and costs, and lack of employee commitment) rather than an 

opportunity to increase corporate value (Kennedy & Fiss, 2009). In contrast, a supplier 

with a deep CSR implementation strategy often considers the integration of CSR practices 

as an opportunity to increase productivity (Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Kennedy & Fiss, 

2009), or to promote its organization’s mission and commitment (Wickert et al., 2015). 

These suppliers anticipate positive gains from integrating CSR practices beyond external 

impetus, and are willing to tie CSR initiatives to the firm’s organizational strategy (Muller & 

Kolk, 2010; Weaver et al., 1999). 

In summary, we argue that if suppliers are inherently motivated to implement CSR 

practices in their daily routines, then supplier motivation increases the depth of CSR 

implementation. Thus, we hypothesize the following: 

 

Hypothesis 3. Supplier motivation is associated with a high depth of CSR implementation, 

and will thus lead to either selective or substantive CSR implementation. 

 

4.2.4. CSR Implementation Strategies: the Interplay between MNE Support and 

Supplier Motivation 

While we have argued in hypothesis 2 that MNE support increases a supplier’s breadth of 

CSR implementation, it may not suffice to achieve the highest quality of CSR 

implementation, namely: substantive implementation. We posit that without being 

inherently motivated to integrate CSR practices in daily routines and practices, a supplier’s 

implementation would only be symbolic. This argument is in line with institutional theory 

which posits that firms wrestling with conflicting logics, i.e., maintaining legitimacy to core 
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stakeholder groups (e.g., MNEs) and, at the same time, preserving firm-internal (efficiency) 

goals and objectives, may decouple formal policies from actual routines (Christmann & 

Taylor, 2006; Kostova & Roth, 2002). This is to signal conformity towards stakeholder 

pressure (e.g., CSR pressure) while ‘buffering’ internal practices and routines (Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991). For substantive CSR implementation, it is thus important that 

external stakeholder influences match firm-internal objectives and goals. 

Previous studies have shown that MNE expectations and characteristics of the buyer-

supplier relationship can stimulate substantive CSR implementation in global supply chains 

(Christmann & Taylor, 2006; Frenkel & Scott, 2002; Jiang, 2009; Lim & Phillips, 2008; 

Locke, Qin, & Brause, 2007). For example, Jiang (2009) shows that buyer–supplier 

relationships that are characterized by open and two-way dialogues are positively related 

to a supplier’s compliance with codes of conduct. Lim and Phillips (2008) demonstrate, 

based on a study of Nike’s Chinese and Vietnamese suppliers, that codes of conduct could 

improve workers’ rights if buyer–supplier relationships were transformed from 

transactional to collaborative relationships. Christmann and Taylor (2006) find that 

Chinese suppliers are more likely to implement CSR standards substantively, if buying 

firms frequently monitor supplier compliance, and make relationship-specific investments 

in the supplier firms. While the above studies suggest that MNE support in the supplier’s 

compliance process leads to substantive CSR implementation, they do not consider 

whether a supplier’s CSR objectives align with the MNE’s CSR agenda.   

This is particular important for two reasons: first, the vague and ambiguous 

formulation of CSR standards allows for multiple interpretations which provides leeway for 

suppliers to symbolically implement CSR practices (Behnam & MacLean, 2011). Second, 

CSR standards are highly opaque which makes it very difficult for external stakeholders to 

observe the integration of CSR practices in daily routines (Wijen, 2014). Since MNEs cannot 

exert direct control on the supplier’s internal processes, they have to trust the supplier’s 

honesty and commitment for CSR. This yields opportunities for the supplier to deceive the 

MNEs by formally implementing CSR practices without integrating them in daily routines. 

For example, suppliers may have appointed a responsible person for compliance issues as 

requested by the MNE but would only give him/her authority to induce changes, if they 

truly believed in the (business) gains from practice implementation. Moreover, given that 
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MNEs show a genuine interest in the supplier by actively supporting its compliance 

process, the supplier may feel obliged to reciprocate the kind of treatment received from 

the MNE. The norm of reciprocity emphasizes the importance and propriety of returning 

favors, the feelings of obligations and expectancy of future value exchange, even when 

faced with uninvited favors (Blau, 2004). That is, one party provides some benefit of value 

to the other party and expects the other party to reciprocate in return (Griffith, Harvey, & 

Lusch, 2006; Narasimhan, Nair, Griffith, Arlbjørn, & Bendoly, 2009). Hence, even if 

suppliers are unwilling to integrate CSR practices in daily routines and business, they may 

formally implement a range of CSR practices to signal goodwill.  

In sum, we thus posit that MNE involvement is a necessary but not a sufficient condition 

to implement a substantive CSR strategy. Without considering a supplier’s motivation for 

CSR implementation, we cannot draw conclusions about whether or not CSR practices are 

implemented substantively. Based on the above theoretical arguments, we formulate the 

following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 4. The combination of both MNE support and supplier motivation will lead to a 

supplier’s substantive CSR implementation, as opposed to symbolic CSR implementation. 

 

While we have argued in hypothesis 3 that supplier motivation increases a supplier’s depth 

of CSR implementation, it may also not suffice to achieve substantive implementation. We 

argue that this is because modern CSR standards have increased in scope and complexity 

over time (e.g., factories have to include structural, electrical, and fire-safety inspections in 

internal audits as a response to the Rana Plaza building collapse in 2013), which requires 

active support from MNEs. This holds especially true for small and medium-sized suppliers 

(i.e., emerging market suppliers), which do not have the resources, capabilities, and do not 

know how to implement a comprehensive CSR policy. Since CSR standards are often 

formulated in an abstract and universalistic manner, suppliers lack experience with new 

standards, as well as the capacities to implement them independently. For example, despite 

the willingness of suppliers to implement a comprehensive CSR policy in the Jalandhar 

football manufacturing cluster, Jamali et al. (2015) report that suppliers were (financially) 

unable to implement a wide range of CSR practices, because global buyers were not 
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committed to helping them. While suppliers were able to eradicate, and selectively 

implemented some labor practices (i.e., child labor), they continued to practice other labor 

right abuses. Thus, MNEs have to give explanations and provide directions about CSR 

requirements but should also provide active support in terms of resource allocations and 

capability building at the supplier firms. Hence, even when external stakeholder requests 

(e.g., CSR pressure) and firm-internal objectives and goals (i.e., supplier motivation) are 

aligned, it does not necessarily mean that suppliers implement CSR practices substantively.  

Thus, we posit that supplier motivation is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to 

implement a substantive CSR strategy. We formulate the following hypothesis:   

 

Hypothesis 5. The combination of both supplier motivation and MNE support will lead to a 

supplier’s substantive CSR implementation, as opposed to selective CSR implementation. 

 

4.3 Data and Method 

4.3.1. Research Context  

We focus on the implementation of CSR practices in global supply chains. CSR practices and 

standards are in a stage of pre- and semi-institutionalization, during which there is still a 

lack of consensus on the value of the organizational practice (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 

1999; Tolbert & Zucker, 1996). This provides an ideal research setting for our study, since 

we are able to observe heterogeneity in the implementation of practices that are not yet 

permanent and stable (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999). Since CSR practices have not 

become an accepted structure with historic continuity, and are often implemented to 

satisfy MNE needs, we can expect to find sufficient heterogeneity in a supplier’s 

implementation responses to CSR pressures.  

We focus our analysis on a single industry sector in order to control for potential inter-

industry differences in a supplier strategic CSR responses. Encompassing clothing and 

textiles, as well as apparel footwear and luxury goods, the apparel and footwear sector 

accounts for 6.5 percent of total manufacturing trade world-wide, and has increased by 

more than 12 percent between 2009 and 2014 (World Trade Organization, 2014). With a 

share of more than 35 percent alone, China is world’s leading clothing exporter, followed 
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by the European Union (26.2 percent), Bangladesh (5.1 percent), Vietnam (4.0 percent), 

and India (3.7 percent). The industry has come under special scrutiny since an accident in 

April 2013 that killed 1,133 garment workers when a factory in Dhaka (Bangladesh) 

collapsed. Fashion retailers have been acutely susceptible to pressure from activist 

campaigns and consumers which challenged companies’ labor, environmental or human 

rights record. Consequently, many MNEs started incorporating suppliers’ environmental 

and social conduct in their purchasing decisions. Stakeholder and MNE pressures have led 

to a tremendous growth in the CSR standards and certifications in the apparel and 

footwear (SAAS, 2016), but the overall quality of CSR implementation is questionable. This 

becomes evident since high-profile scandals still happen despite the implementation of CSR 

standards (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2013).  

 

4.3.2. Sample and Procedure  

We followed a two-stage process to collect our data. By cooperating with the Business 

Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI), a leading business-driven initiative supporting fashion 

retailers and brands to improve working conditions in supplying factories worldwide, we 

first gathered qualitative data from 15 Western European retailers affiliated to BSCI and 

three NGOs. Interviews were held between December 2014 and April 2015. In most 

instances, the headquarters of these fashion retailers are located in the Netherlands and in 

Germany; four firms are situated in Belgium, Switzerland, Denmark and Sweden. Semi-

structured interviews with the CSR manager of the respective MNEs were conducted either 

on site or over the phone, depending on the availability of the interviewee. The interview 

guide, a list of the interviewees, and a summary of each interview can be found in section 

5.1 of Chapter 5.   

Based on the experience and feedback gained from these interviews, we designed a 

survey which was administered between May 2015 and April 2016 among respondents at 

various plants located in Asia Pacific, Latin America, and Europe to acquire cross-country 

data on CSR implementation. For the purpose of this research, we only included apparel 

and footwear manufacturing plants in our sample that export at least part of their 

production to North America or Western Europe. We select those suppliers because the 

origins of labor rights and improved working conditions are associated with mounting 
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pressures from North American and Western European MNEs (Jayasinghe, 2016). Before 

collecting our data, we pilot-tested the survey among eight clothing suppliers located in 

multiple countries, to determine whether the respondents correctly understand and 

interpret the survey questions. Subsequently, all surveys were translated to the local 

language by native speakers and then back-translated by a second translator as means of 

identifying potential terminology problems, and to avoid any distortions in meaning across 

cultures (Hult, Ketchen, Griffith, & Cavusgil, 2008).   

To improve the response rate, we cooperated with local institutions such as trade and 

industry associations, as well as research agencies (Jayasinghe, 2016). We invited plant 

managers of various manufacturing firms—that were most knowledgeable on the subject—

to participate in this survey questionnaire. Manufacturing firms were selected based on (1) 

membership status in local industry and trade association, (2) personal connections, 

and/or (3) local phone directories. In most instances, surveys were filled out together with 

the respondent, either on site (79 %) or over the phone (14 %); only few cases requested 

email exchange of survey questionnaires (7 %). In total, 598 firm-level observations of 

clothing and textile, as well as apparel footwear and accessory manufacturing plants were 

collected. Due to missing data and double entries, the final sample consisted of 437 usable 

firm-level survey responses, which were pooled across 21 countries from South Asia (22 

%), East Asia (49 %), Latin America (5 %), Eastern Europe (13 %) and Western Europe (11 

%). Please find the supplier-level survey, as well as a complete overview of the data 

collection process at the supplier firms in section 5.2 of Chapter 5. 

 

4.3.3. Measures 

Dependent variables 

We measured CSR implementation strategies with two variables: the Depth of 

Implementation and the Breadth of Implementation. The depth of CSR implementation was 

measured with a scale adopted from Kostova and Roth (2002). The measure asked 

respondents “How would you assess the level of social sustainability implementation at 

your location, i.e., has a social policy actually been put in practice?” for the following items: 

(1) the social sustainability policy as a whole, (2) leadership (e.g., managers actively 

support social compliance initiatives), (3) documentation (e.g., formal reporting of factory 
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accidents and sickness rates), (4) people (e.g., employee suggestions are taken seriously), 

and (5) process management (e.g., social sustainability policy is on official agenda of 

regular factory meetings). The internal reliability was very good (Cronbach’s α=0.87). 

We follow the convention established by Waddock and Graves (1997) and Marano and 

Kostova (2015) and measured the breadth of CSR implementation as a summary index of 

key performance indicators (KPIs) of CSR implementation. KPIs provide a standardized 

way of determining whether or not firms are meeting their objectives and goals. Both 

managers and key stakeholders (in our case: MNEs) monitor such indicators over time and 

adjust plans and programs to improve the KPIs in support of the firm's strategic goals. KPIs 

for CSR implementation were adopted from both previous studies and insights gained from 

the qualitative interviews with CSR managers of Western MNEs. The measurement scale 

consists of five nominal variables. First, we asked the respondents whether internal audits 

(i.e., self-assessments) have been conducted at this manufacturing plant, and we coded it as 

one if internal audits were conducted, and zero otherwise. Internal audits may detect and 

prevent fraud within the supplier firm, and monitor compliance with firm policy and 

government regulation (Aravind & Christmann, 2011). Second, managers were asked 

whether workers can discuss issues of interest with the factory management and elicit 

their feedback through either (a) regular monthly individual meetings, (b) free and 

independent worker assemblies (e.g., trade unions), or (c) worker education trainings. If 

issues of interests were discussed through either of the above channels, we coded it as one, 

and zero otherwise. Providing a channel to access employee voices is important for 

compliance, since it increases employee engagement, enables effective decision-making, 

and drives innovation (Boiral, 2007; Frenkel, 2001). Third, we asked respondents to name 

the person primarily responsible for social compliance at this plant and suggested the 

following categories: (a) factory manager/owner, (b) human resource manager, (c) quality 

manager, (d) social compliance manager, or (e) others. If respondents delegated 

responsibility to either a human resource manager, a quality manager, or a social 

compliance manager, we coded it as one, and zero otherwise. Delegating responsibility for 

compliance and assigning authority to middle managers contributes to a firm’s bottom-up 

evolution, which increases both employee empowerment and control functions within the 

firm (Frenkel, 2001; Huq et al., 2016). We also included two five-point Likert scale items. 
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We asked the participants to respond to the following prompts ranging from “strongly 

disagree” to “strongly agree”: “We clearly document the social sustainability policy and 

procedures, and continuously update them” and “We integrate financial and social 

sustainability reporting to make more informed assessments on our plants overall 

performance.” Both items were coded as one, if respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” 

to the statement, respectively, and zero otherwise. Well-written policies and procedures 

allow employees to clearly understand their roles and responsibilities within the firm 

(Boiral, 2011). Integrated reporting ensures alignment of social sustainability practices and 

a firm’s corporate mission and its strategic goals, and essentially secures top management 

support (Frenkel, 2001). We measured the breadth of CSR implementation as a summary 

index because it is a formative construct (Strike, Gao, & Bansal, 2006). Figure 4.2 shows 

which CSR practices are most commonly implemented among suppliers. We can see that 

Worker’s Voice is the CSR practice most commonly implemented among suppliers, while 

integrated reporting is least implemented. The prevalent implementation of Worker’s 

Voice seems surprising, but can be explained by the increased attention of Western 

stakeholders (e.g., NGOS, media) to effective grievance mechanisms and employee 

involvement in the CSR policy. Moreover, more than three fourth of the supplier firms 

claimed that they have implemented three or more CSR practices.  

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.2. Variation in the Breadth of CSR Implementation 
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Figure 4.3 shows a visual representation of both breadth and depth of CSR implementation. 

We can clearly see that there is variation in the depth of implementation for all values of 

breadth of implementation. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3. Scatterplot: Breadth and Depth of Implementation 

 

Independent variables  

Our measure of a supplier’s Motivation was developed from recent case study findings (e.g., 

Huq, Stevenson, & Zorzini, 2014) and empirical research on practice implementation 

(Kennedy & Fiss, 2009). Using a five-point scale ranging from 1, “strongly disagree”, to 5, 

“strongly agree”, managers were asked to respond to the following items: (1) “Social 

sustainability can lead to economic benefits (e.g., lower sickness rate or worker absence).”, 

(2) “Investments in social sustainability can give us a competitive advantage over other 

factories in the market.”, and (3) “We implement a social sustainability policy to manage 

and report our social impact on individual workers.”. The internal reliability of this scale 

was good (α=0.7).  

We use a dichotomous variable indicating MNE Support, and assign a one if suppliers 

have received practical support in either of the following areas, and a zero otherwise: (1) 

Management and/or Human Resource (HR) systems, (2) training of workers and 
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management on labor practices and working conditions, (3) training of workers and 

management on product quality and/or design, or (4) communication between 

management and workers. Our measure of MNE Support encompasses best practices 

identified by global social compliance programs such as the BSCI, the Ethical Trading 

Initiative (ETI), and Social Accountability International (SAI) on how buyers can improve 

CSR implementation in their supplier firms.   

 

Control variables  

To account for other factors that could possibly affect suppliers’ CSR implementation 

strategies, we included a number of control variables. Firstly, following Ganesan (1994), we 

accounted for the power balance and dependency in the MNE-supplier relationship. We 

controlled for a supplier’s Dependence since compliance pressure by MNEs and the possible 

adverse effects of non-compliance may affect a supplier’s response to CSR practices. That is, 

when suppliers are dependent on MNEs, they may exhibit more compliance, because they 

feel obliged to do so (Christmann & Taylor, 2006). Following Ganesan (1994), we asked the 

supplier to rate the following statements on a five-point scale ranging from 1, “strongly 

disagree” to 5, “strongly agree”: (1) “This customer is crucial to our future performance,” 

(2) “We do not have a good alternative to this customer,” (3) “It would be difficult for us to 

replace this customer”, and (4) “If our relationship was discontinued with this customer, 

we would have difficulty in making up the sales volume”. The internal consistency of 

supplier dependence (α=0.84) was high. We also controlled for Perceived MNE Dependence 

since a higher dependence of MNEs on the supplier may be paired with more resource and 

financial support for supplier compliance, and thus with a higher quality of CSR 

implementation. Using a five-point scale ranging from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 5, “strongly 

agree,” the supplier was asked to rate the following statements about its most important 

buyer: (1) “We are a major supplier to this customer in this market,” (2) “If we 

discontinued supplying to this customer, this customer would have difficulty making up the 

sales volume in this market,” (3) “It is very costly for this customer to change to new 

suppliers in this market”, and “This customer will perform poorly if we do not perform well 

(e.g., lost sales, product recalls).” The internal consistency of Perceived MNE dependence 

(α=0.81) was good. We also controlled for the Number of External Audits (i.e., third party or 
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MNE initiatives) conducted last year at the supplier firm, since we expected that increased 

monitoring may affect the implementation patterns at the supplier firms (Christmann & 

Taylor, 2006). In addition, previous studies have shown that export activities have a 

positive effect on CSR practice implementation (Muller & Kolk, 2010). Hence, we controlled 

for the supplier’s Degree of Internationalization, which is measured as the percentage of the 

firm’s total export profits compared to total profits. We also controlled for Age since inertia 

and path dependence in older firms may inhibit CSR implementation (Aravind & 

Christmann, 2011; Jayasinghe, 2016). Age was operationalized as the log of the number of 

years since the supplier's incorporation date. Moreover, we controlled for Size, which was 

operationalized as the log of number of employees (Christmann & Taylor, 2006). Previous 

studies have shown that larger suppliers are more likely to invest in CSR implementation 

due to more resource availability and greater public scrutiny (e.g., Kennedy & Fiss, 2009; 

Marano & Kostova, 2015). Lastly, several studies have noted that institutional 

embeddedness affect the quality of CSR implementation (Kostova & Roth, 2002; Marano & 

Kostova, 2015). Since some countries in our sample are represented by only one or two 

supplier firms, it is insufficient to include fixed effects for all countries in our analysis. Thus, 

following the World Bank grouping, we used Regional Dummies to account for 

heterogeneity across regions (South Asia, East Asia, Latin and South America, Eastern 

Europe, and Western Europe). To assess validity of the measure, we also used fixed effects 

for all countries that are home to at least five supplier firms. We did not find any significant 

difference in our results. Since the use of country fixed effects reduces our sample size, we 

chose to include regional fixed effects.   

 

4.3.4. Validity, Reliability, and Common Method Variance 

We assessed convergent and discriminant validity of all latent variables in our model by 

subjecting them to a confirmatory factor analysis using LISREL (please see Table 4.1). 

Considering the relatively small sample size, the measurement model fit indices of the 

supplier-level variables are very good (χ²(84)=290.73, ρ<0.00; goodness of fit index 

[GFI]=0.94; confirmatory fit index [CFI]=0.96; incremental fit index [IFI]=0.96; normed fit 

index [NFI]=0.94; root mean square error of approximation [RMSEA]=0.08) (Hair, Black, 

Babin & Anderson, 2010).  
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Table 4.1. Construct Validity 
 

Construct and Scale 
Items 

Factor 
Loadings 

AVE 
Composite 
Reliability  

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Squared Covariance 

Motivation   0.46 0.66 0.7  
1. Economic Benefits 0.69       vs. Dependence 0.06 
2. Competitive Edge 0.66       vs. Perceived MNE Dependence 0.14 
3. Social Impact 0.65         
      
Dependence   0.58 0.87 0.84 vs. Motivation 0.06 
1. Future Performance 0.61       vs. Perceived MNE Dependence 0.17 
2. Good Alternative 0.76        
3. Replace Customer 0.81         
4. Make Up Sales Volume 0.83         
      
Perceived MNE Dependence           
1. Major Supplier 0.74 0.53 0.83 0.81 vs. Motivation 0.14 
2. Make Up Sales Volume 0.82       vs. Dependence 0.17 
3. Costly to Change 0.66        
4. Perform Poorly  0.68         
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As a minimum requirement, the estimates of the factor loadings should be higher than 0.6 

to support convergent validity (Hair et al., 2010). Although the AVE values of supplier 

motivation is below the threshold of 0.5, convergent validity is established because all 

factor loadings are higher than 0.6. Moreover, all constructs are reliable and meet the 

threshold of 0.6 for both construct reliability values and Cronbach’s Alpha. Furthermore, 

we checked for internal reliability by using a sub-sample of 78 second respondents. We did 

not find any issues with internal reliability, i.e., the Intraclass Correlation (ICC) is well 

above the general threshold of 0.6 (ICC = 0.78) (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979).  

To control for common method variance, we adopted measures to reduce social 

desirability bias ex ante (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). First and most 

importantly, our dependent variable—the breadth of implementation—is constructed as a 

composite measure of survey items that are factual and objective rather than perceptual 

and subjective (Podsakoff et al., 2003). For example, we asked respondents whether 

internal audits (i.e., self-assessments) were conducted rather than asking them how useful 

they perceive internal audits for implementing a CSR policy. Moreover, all items included 

the composite measure of the dependent variable were scattered throughout the survey to 

avoid the effects of constant artifacts (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1977). Secondly, we guaranteed 

anonymity to respondents and reduced evaluation apprehension by assuring respondents 

that there was no right or wrong answer. Furthermore, to avoid that respondents 

misunderstand the survey questions, we avoided vague concepts, and kept questions 

simple and precise. We also decomposed questions with more than one possible 

interpretation to simpler, more focused questions, and provided sufficient examples for 

illustration purposes. 

 

4.3.5. Analysis 

We use three different methods to test our hypotheses: first, to construct our four types of 

CSR implementation strategies associated with the two-by-two framework, we use K-

means clustering for determining group identification (Kostova & Roth, 2002). Second, we 

use OLS regression to determine the effect of MNE support and supplier motivation on both 

breadth and depth of CSR implementation. Third, we performed multi-nominal logit 

regression analysis to compare MNE support and supplier motivation for each type of CSR 
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implementation. The multi-nominal logit allows the independent variables to affect 

different probabilities and odds of choosing one alternative relative to the other. We use 

both symbolic and selective implementation respectively as the basis for comparison  

The correlation matrix and the descriptive statistics for the variables are presented in 

Table 4.2. Low correlations among our independent variables and small variance inflation 

factor (VIFs) – the mean VIFs in our models is 2.06 which is well below the recommended 

threshold value of 10 (Kutner, Nachtsheim, & Neter, 2004) – suggest that multicollinearity 

is not an issue in our data. 
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Table 4.2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

 

Variables Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Breadth of Implementation  3.76 1.02                  
2. Depth of Implementation 3.62 0.85 0.43         
3. Motivation 4.00 0.65 0.31 0.48              
4. MNE Supportᵇ 0.51 0.50 0.39    0.08    0.09            
5. Dependence 3.55 0.86 0.33 0.25 0.20  0.32           
6. Perceived MNE Dependence 3.24 0.83 0.33 0.43 0.31 0.17 0.33        
7. Nr. External Audits 3.31 4.44 0.34 0.26 0.15 0.23 0.30  0.26       
8. Degree of 
Internationalization 65.19 33.02 0.14 0.16   0.04 0.18 0.26 0.24    0.06    

 

9. Age ͣ 2.75 0.75 0.14 0.19   0.07     0.03    0.00 0.17    0.08 -0.12   

10. Size ͣ 5.96 1.72 0.38    0.03  -0.09 0.40 0.19     0.05 0.29 0.17 0.12 

n=437; ͣ=log value  ᵇ=binary variable 
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4.4. Results 

Our analysis revealed four strategic CSR responses, which can be viewed as reflecting 

different qualities of CSR implementation. Table 4.3 shows the mean scores for breadth 

and depth of CSR implementation for each of the four types.  

 

Table 4.3. Results of the Cluster Analysis 
 

  
Substantive 

Implementation 
Deficient 

Implementation 
Symbolic 

Implementation 
Selective 

Implementation 

Observations 171 61 113 92 
 
Mean score: 

4.67 2.18 3.85 2.98 
Breadth of CSR 
Implementation 

Mean score:  
4.2 2.57 2.88 4.13 Depth of CSR 

Implementation 

 

As evident from Table 4.3, the mean scores of both breadth and depth of implementation 

of substantive implementers are high (4.67 and 4.20 respectively). Both breadth and 

depth of implementation score low for deficient implementers (2.18 and 2.57 

respectively). As expected, the mean score of breadth of CSR implementation of 

symbolic implementers is significantly higher (3.85) than the mean score of depth of 

implementation (2.88). Vice versa, the mean of breadth of implementation is 

significantly lower for selective implementers (2.98) than the mean of depth of 

implementation (4.13). This supports our first Hypothesis.  

Table 4.4 shows the OLS regression results. Model 1 and Model 2 report the main 

test of Hypothesis 2 and Hypotheses 3. Hypothesis 2 predicts that MNE support is 

positively related to the breadth of CSR implementation. We found a positive and 

significant (β=0.24, ρ=0.01) effect, leading us to conclude that Hypothesis 2 is supported. 

Hypothesis 3 posits that supplier motivation has a positive effect on the depth of CSR 

implementation. We found a positive and significant (β=0.50, ρ=0.00) effect for 

motivation on a supplier’s depth of CSR implementation, and can thus support 

Hypothesis 3.  
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Table 4.4. OLS Regression Results 

  Model 1 Model 2 

  Breadth of CSR Implementation  Depth of CSR Implementation 

Independent Variables 
 

  

Motivation (H2) 0.45*** 
(0.00) 

0.50*** 
(0.00) 

MNE Support (H3) 0.24** 
(0.01) 

 -0.12 
(0.14) 

Dependence 0.12** 
(0.02) 

0.10** 
(0.03) 

Perceived MNE Dependence 0.23*** 
0.00) 

0.22*** 
(0.00) 

Nr. of External Audits 0.02** 
(0.03) 

0.03*** 
(0.00) 

Degree of Internationalization  -0.00* 
(0.07) 

0.00 
(0.53) 

Age 0.10* 
(0.10) 

0.09* 
(0.07) 

Size 0.10*** 
(0.00) 

0.03 
(0.28) 

Region 1 (South Asia) 0.90*** 
(0.00) 

 -0.13 
(0.44) 

Region 2 (Latin America) 0.34 
(0.13) 

 -0.17 
(0.38) 

Region 3 (Eastern Europe) 0.39** 
(0.02) 

0.02 
(0.91) 

Region 4 (East Asia) 0.316* 
(0.05) 

 -0.35** 
(0.01) 

reference group: Western Europe 
      

Constant 
 -0.50 
(0.16) 

0.23 
(0.46) 

      

F 24.13 21.73 

Prob. Χ² 0 0 
Pseudo R² 0.39 0.36 

      

n = 437     
*ρ<0.10; **ρ<0.05; ***ρ<0.01 (p-values in parentheses)     

  

The probabilities of various CSR implementation strategies—Hypothesis 4 and 

Hypothesis 5—are presented in Table 4.5. The estimated coefficient represents the 

probability of pursuing one implementation outcome (i.e., substantive implementation) 

compared to the base outcome. The base outcome in Model 3 is symbolic 

implementation, while the base outcome in Model 4 is selective implementation. A 
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positive coefficient for an independent variable means that it increases the probability of 

the respective implementation outcome compared to the base category. A negative 

coefficient means that substantive implementation is more likely than the other 

implementation outcomes.  

 

Table 4.5. Parameter Estimates and Results of Multi-Nominal Logit Regression 
 

  Model 4 Model 5 

Independent Variables 

Substantive vs Symbolic 
Implementation 

Substantive vs Selective 
Implementation 

Motivation 
1.31*** 
(0.00) 

0.39 
(0.17) 

MNE Support 
0.05 

(0.89) 
0.85** 
(0.01) 

Dependence 
0.42** 
(0.04) 

0.28 
(0.16) 

Perceived MNE Dependence 
0.62*** 
(0.00) 

0.53** 
(0.01) 

Nr. Of External Audits 
0.09** 
(0.03) 

0.00 
(0.97) 

Degree of 
Internationalization 

 -0.001 
(0.92) 

 -0.00 
(0.61) 

Age 
0.16 

(0.44) 
0.18 

(0.40) 

Size 0.23** 
(0.04) 

0.25** 
(0.04) 

Region 1 (South Asia)  -1.04 
(0.23) 

1.72** 
(0.02) 

Region 2 (Latin America)  -0.26 
(0.81) 

0.74 
(0.31) 

Region 3 (Eastern Europe)  -0.91 
(0.27) 

0.45 
(0.41) 

Region 4 (East Asia)  -1.75** 
(0.03) 

1.04* 
(0.07) 

reference group: Western Europe   
      

Constant 
 -9.27*** 

(0.00) 
 -6.98*** 

(0.00) 
      

LR χ² 271.59 271.59 
Prob. Χ² 0 0 
Log likelihood -440.95 -440.95 

Pseudo R² 0.24 0.24 

      

n=437     
*ρ<0.10; **ρ<0.05; ***ρ<0.01 (p-values in parentheses)   
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The model presented in Table 4.5 has a high overall explanatory power with a highly 

significant chi-square value (ρ<0.00). Pseudo R-square measures confirm that the model 

has a good explanatory power (pseudo R² is 0.24). Hypothesis 4 predicts that the 

combination of MNE support and supplier motivation leads to substantive CSR 

implementation, as opposed to symbolic CSR implementation. Given that MNE support 

drives a supplier’s breadth of CSR implementation (as predicted by Hypothesis 2), we do 

not expect to find a significant difference in MNE support between substantive and 

symbolic implementers (β=0.05; ρ=0.89). We do see, however, that the probability of 

substantive implementation is higher, as compared to symbolic implementation, if 

suppliers are inherently motivated (β=1.31; ρ=0.00). We can thus support Hypothesis 4.  

Similarly, hypothesis 5 proposes that the combination of MNE support and supplier 

motivation leads to substantive CSR implementation, as opposed to selective CSR 

implementation. Given that supplier motivation drives a supplier’s depth of CSR 

implementation (as predicted by Hypothesis 3), we do not expect to find a significant 

difference in supplier motivation between substantive and selective implementers 

(β=0.39; β=0.17). We do see, however, that the probability of substantive 

implementation is higher, as compared to selective implementation, if suppliers receive 

MNE support (β=0.85; ρ=0.01). We can thus support Hypothesis 5.  

 

4.5. Discussion  

4.5.1. Summary 

The purpose of this study was to understand how suppliers strategically respond to CSR 

pressures, and what factors determine the different types of CSR implementation 

strategies. To that end we developed a two-by-two framework where breadth and depth 

of CSR implementation form the horizontal and vertical axes. We theorized and 

empirically showed that not all cases of CSR implementation are identical, and 

demonstrated that both breadth and depth of CSR implementation are important to 

determine a supplier’s quality of CSR implementation (i.e., substantive implementation). 

Figure 4.4 summarizes our findings and illustrates the underlying mechanisms of both 

MNE support and supplier motivation for a supplier’s CSR response strategy.  
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Figure 4.4. Summary of Results 

 

From Figure 4.4 we can see that supplier motivation drives a supplier’s depth of CSR 

implementation. As hypothesized, suppliers with a deep CSR implementation are more 

likely to respond substantively, when MNEs provide active CSR support. Although we 

found support for hypothesis 2, which states that MNE support drives a supplier’s 

breadth of CSR implementation, this does not hold true in all instances: when suppliers 

are not inherently motivated to integrate CSR implementation, the underlying 

mechanisms for a supplier’s breadth of CSR implementation are less clear. Surprisingly, 

we found that what distinguishes symbolic from deficient implementers is supplier 

motivation, and as predicted: MNE support. While our results suggest that symbolic 

implementers are more motivated than deficient implementers, we are paused with the 

nature of such motivation. Are suppliers motivated to signal good faith by implementing 

a wide breadth of CSR practices to ensure MNE loyalty, while, at the same time, trying to 

avoid the actual costs of substantive CSR implementation? We recommend future 

research to further unpack the underlying mechanisms of a supplier’s CSR 
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implementation responses, especially the difference between deficient and symbolic CSR 

implementation. 

In sum, our results show that a supplier’s motivation for compliance is necessary for 

achieving a high depth of CSR implementation, but does not suffice for substantive 

implementation. At the same time, we demonstrate that MNE support is needed for 

implementing a wide range of CSR practices, but is not sufficient either to guarantee 

substantive CSR implementation. What we claim here is that the combination of both 

supplier motivation and MNE support is needed to achieve substantive CSR 

implementation. This has important implications for both theory and practice.   

 

4.5.2. Theoretical Implications 

We advance studies on organizational response strategies to global standards by 

introducing the breadth of practice implementation. Previous literature has typically 

considered a firm’s strategic responses to relatively straight forward standards, e.g., 

stock repurchase plans (Westphal & Zajac, 1994), or TQM standards (Christmann & 

Taylor, 2006; King et al., 2005), which commonly consider a low quality of practice 

implementation as indicative of symbolic implementation. We, however, introduce 

organizational responses to more complex standards, e.g., CSR standards, which are 

compartmentalized amongst many practices. This allows firms to ‘cherry pick’ the 

implementation of some practices, while decoupling or rejecting others (Heese et al., 

2016; Jamali et al., 2015; Pache & Santos, 2013; Wickert et al., 2015). We theorize that 

firms have to consider both breadth and depth of CSR implementation in order to assess 

the quality of implementation. Using k-means clustering, we find empirical support for 

our four proposed strategic CSR responses, namely: substantive, deficient, symbolic, and 

selective implementation. This suggests that a supplier’s CSR implementation responses 

are not uni-dimensional, but vary along both breadth and depth dimensions. This allows 

us to investigate a more nuanced view of organizational responses to CSR pressures, as 

opposed to the uni-dimensional approach adopted in previous studies (e.g., Christmann 

& Taylor, 2006; Kennedy & Fiss, 2009; Westphal & Zajac, 1994, 2001).  

Second, we contribute to the literature on CSR practice diffusion in global supply 

chains, and demonstrate that decoupling behavior is more likely, as compared to 

substantive implementation, when suppliers are not inherently motivated to comply 

with externally requested CSR standards. So far, only few empirical studies exists which 
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have investigated antecedents of decoupling behavior in global supply chains, commonly 

prioritizing external factors such as MNE expectations of buyer-supplier relational 

characteristics (e.g., Christmann & Taylor, 2006). We could not locate a study which 

empirically examined how supplier-internal factors such as motivation and willingness 

for compliance influences decoupling behavior. This is particularly relevant in the global 

supply chain context, since external stakeholders cannot directly monitor or control a 

supplier’s CSR integration in daily routines, and thus depend entirely on a supplier’s 

honesty and commitment to CSR (Kim & Davis, 2017). Even if MNEs provide practical 

support in terms of resource allocation, capacity building, or CSR awareness, internal 

corporate routines and objectives are often not visible for MNEs, which provides leeway 

for suppliers to only symbolically implement CSR practices (Wijen, 2014). Especially in 

loosely coupled, self-organizing supply chain networks, it is important for MNEs to 

understand a supplier’s motive for CSR implementation.  

Third, we extend institutional theory, and particularly the literature on 

organizational response strategies and decoupling by positing that alignment between 

external CSR requests and supplier-internal goals and objectives may not suffice to 

guarantee substantive CSR implementation. While we argue, and empirically show, that 

supplier motivation is necessary for substantive implementation, it may not be sufficient 

to achieve the highest quality of CSR implementation. MNEs request global suppliers to 

comply with ever increasingly complex and demanding CSR standards, which is 

especially challenging for those suppliers located in emerging countries. Despite their 

motivation and willingness to comply with externally requested CSR pressures, they 

may not have the means to fully comply with a comprehensive CSR policy. Consequently, 

they may selectively implement some CSR practices—e.g., those which represent a 

greater sense of urgency from the buyer’s perspective (Jamali et al., 2015), or those 

which are simply easier to implement than others (Hofstetter & Mueller, 2013)—while 

rejecting others. Hence, we claim that the combination of both MNE support and 

supplier is necessary and sufficient to explain substantive CSR implementation.  

 

4.5.3. Managerial Implications 

Our findings highlight important insights for MNE managers selecting supplier firms and 

design governance regimes to improve compliance in global supply chains. We find that 

supplier implementation strategies may vary, and could potentially lead to a loss of MNE 
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reputation if such deviations from requested CSR practices result in high-profile 

scandals. MNEs should find alternative ways to govern supplier compliance, which go 

beyond the mere auditing of externally imposed CSR standards. At the very least, MNEs 

should provide active support to build capacities and raise awareness at the supplier 

firms, and provide (financial) resources to stimulate compliance (Jiang, 2009). Although 

this may increase the breadth of a supplier’s CSR implementation, it may not suffice to 

integrate CSR practices in the supplier’s daily routines. MNEs must find ways to 

stimulate a supplier’s internal motivation, e.g., by educating them on the importance of 

CSR implementation for both business and society. Since suppliers are often embedded 

in an ‘unfavorable’ environment for CSR (Marano & Kostova, 2015), especially those 

located in emerging markets, leaving them unwilling to change internal routines and 

preserve their beliefs instead, co-operations with local stakeholder groups such as NGOs 

or industry association may increase a supplier’s depth of CSR implementation 

(Battilana, Leca, & Boxembaum, 2009). While MNE involvement may (initially) be 

perceived as a ‘threat’ to suppliers (Kostova & Roth, 2002), actively pursuing MNE-NGO 

alliances may increase a supplier’s commitment to CSR. 

For suppliers seeking substantive CSR implementation, our study suggests that non-

compliance can be reduced by integrating CSR into their ongoing, day-to-day, core 

processes, such as training, monitoring, and discipline. Hence, apart from receiving 

external support from MNEs, it is also important to create a favorable climate amongst 

employees, which strengthens the internal motivation within suppliers. Such integration 

will not only concretely limit opportunities for misconduct, but will also positively 

impact the way the compliance function and its rules are perceived in the organizations 

and add to the positive perception of internal legitimacy, which influences the 

motivation of both workers and management (MacLean & Behnam, 2010).  

 

4.5.4. Limitations and Avenues for Future Research  

Our study is not without limitations. First, while we specifically include only suppliers 

firms in our sample, whose main customer is located in Western Europe or North 

America, assuming that MNEs from these regions exert mounting CSR pressures on their 

supplier firms (Jayasinghe, 2016), we do not directly measure such CSR pressure. This is 

mainly because we focus entirely on the supplier perspective, and lack information 

about respective buyers. Future research may want to collect dyadic data for both 
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buyers and suppliers in order to understand variations on both ends of the global supply 

chains. This is however not easy from a practical perspective. 

Second, due to data unavailability, we only collected data from the middle 

management at supplier factories. Although middle-level managers play a major role in 

driving a supplier’s CSR agenda (Ehrgott, Reimann, & Kaufmann, & Carter, 2011), we 

invite future research to collect data on both top management (e.g., to understand 

whether CSR is part of the organizational mission and strategy) and worker level (e.g., to 

assess whether employees follow direction of management and execute organizational 

strategy in daily routines).   

Third, our study focuses only on a single industry – apparel and footwear – which 

may reduce the generalizability of our results for suppliers active in other industry 

settings. Although a single industry focus has previously been applied in the study of 

organizational response strategies (e.g., Jamali et al., 2015), we admit that certain 

industries may favor certain types of strategic responses to external pressures (Clemens 

& Douglas, 2005). This may be because high–impact industries such as the 

pharmaceutical or automobile industry may have a more active approach towards CSR 

(Jackson & Apostolakou, 2010).  

 

4.6. Conclusion 

MNEs coordinate global supply chains. A particular challenge concerns the 

implementation of CSR standards and practices. With increased globalization, MNEs 

generally rely on global standards or corporate firm initiatives (e.g., codes of conducts) 

to manage compliance in their global supply chains. Standards, especially in the CSR 

domain, are often vague and become more complex and demanding, which increases the 

compliance challenge of supplier firms. In this chapter, we theoretically argue and 

empirically show that it is important to consider both breadth and depth dimensions of 

CSR to assess the variation in a supplier’s CSR implementation strategies. The resulting 

two-by-two framework based on breadth and depth presents four types of CSR 

implementers, namely: substantive, deficient, symbolic, and selective. Our empirical 

analysis based on original survey data of 437 firms supplying MNEs located in North 

America and Europe shows that substantive implementers display the highest quality of 

practice implementation by combining high MNE support and supplier motivation for 

compliance. When MNE support is lacking, suppliers can at best implement CSR 
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practices selectively; when suppliers are not motivated and unwilling to implement CSR 

practices in daily routines, then suppliers can at best implement CSR practices 

symbolically. Hence, both factors are necessary conditions to explain substantive CSR 

implementation. The framework developed here advances the standard and diffusion 

literature, particularly in the global supply chain domain, as well as institutional theory 

by providing a more nuanced view on the conditions under which suppliers 

substantively, symbolically, or selectively implement CSR practices. 
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Appendix C 

C1. List of Key Constructs 

Variables Key References 

      (a) Dependent Variable   

Breadth of CSR Implementationᵅ   

1. Who is primarily responsible for social compliance in this plant?ᵇ 
a) Factory manager/owner, b) Human Research (HR) manager, c) Quality 
manager, d) Social Compliance manager, e) Others  

Frenkel (2001), Huq et al. 
(2016) 

2. Have internal social audits (i.e. self-evaluation) been conducted at this 
manufacturing plant?ᶜ 

Aravind and Christmann 
(2011) 

3. Can workers discuss issues of interest with the factory management, and 
elicit their feedback? 
Is yes, through which channels:ᵈ 
a) Regular monthly individual meetings, b) Free and independent worker 
assemblies (e.g. trade unions), c) Worker education trainings, d) Others 

Boiral (2007), Frenkel (2001) 

4. We clearly document the social sustainability policy and procedures, and 
continuously update them.ᵉ 

Boiral (2011) 

5. We integrate financial and social sustainability reporting to make more 
informed assessments on our plants overall performance.ᶠ 

Boiral (2011), Weaver et al. 
(1999) 

    

Depth of CSR Implementationᵍ 

Kostova and Roth (2002) 

How would you assess the level of the social sustainability implementation at 
your location, i.e. has a social policy actually been put in practice?” for the 
following items: 

1. The social sustainability policy as a whole 

2. Leadership (e.g. managers actively support social compliance initiatives) 

3. Documentation (e.g. formal reporting of factory accidents or sickness rates) 

4. People (e.g. employee suggestions are taken serious) 

5. Process management (e.g. social sustainability policy is on official agenda of 
regular factory meetings) 

    

      (b) Independent Variables    

Supplier Motivationʰ 

Huq et al., (2014)  
Kennedy and Fiss (2009) 

For each of the following descriptions, please tick the one that best represents your 

opinion. 

1. Social sustainability can lead to economic benefits (e.g. lower sickness rates 
or worker absence). 

2. Investments in social sustainability can give us a competitive edge over 
other factories in the market.  

3. We implement a social sustainability policy to manage and report our 
social impact on individual workers.  
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C1. List of Key Constructs (continued) 

Variables Key References 

    

MNE Support   

Please answer the following questions with regards to your manufacturing 
plant’s most important customer (e.g. with regards to sales or reference), 
which is located in North America or Western Europe. 

  

Do you receive practical support from this customer?ⁱ 
If yes, in which areas (multiple answers possible): 
a) Productivity and process support (e.g. lean), b) Management and/or HR 
systems, c) Training of workers and management on product quality and/or 
design, d) Training of workers and management on labor practices and 
working conditions, e) Production planning (e.g. production schedules and 
staffing capacity), f) Communication between management and workers, 
and/or g) others 

  

    

      (c) Control Variables   

Dependenceʲ 

Ganesan (1994) 

Please answer the following questions with regards to your manufacturing 
plant’s most important customer (e.g. with regards to sales or reference), 
which is located in North America or Western Europe. 

1. This customer is crucial to our future performance.  

2. We do not have a good alternative to this customer. 

3. It would be difficult for us to replace this customer. 

4. If our relationship was discontinued with this customer, we would have 
difficulty in making up the sales volume. 

    

Perceived MNE Dependenceᵏ  

Ganesan (1994) 

1. We are a major supplier to this customer in this market. 

2. If we discontinued supplying to this customer, this customer would have 
difficulty making up the sales volume in this market. 

3. It is very costly for this customer to change to new suppliers in this market. 

4. This customer will perform poorly if we do not perform well (e.g. lost sales, 
product recalls). 

    

Please answer the following questions with regards to your manufacturing 
plant 

  

Nr of External Audits 
Christmann and Taylor 

(2006) How many external social audits (i.e. 3rd party or customer initiative) have 
been conducted last year?  

    

Degree of Internationalization 

Muller and Kolk (2010) Currently, profits from export account for approximately________% of this 
plant’s total profits. 

    

Age Aravind and Christmann 
(2011) What is the year of incorporation of this manufacturing plant?    

  



116 
 

 C1. List of Key Constructs (continued) 

Variables Key References 

 
Size Christmann and Taylor 

(2006) 
How many workers does this manufacturing plant employ?    

    

Regional Dummiesᶩ  
Marano and Kostova (2015) 

In which country is this customer’s headquarter located?    

ᵅ Summative Index of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
ᵇ Binary variable: one if responsibility for social sustainability is delegated to b) HR manager, c) quality manager, or d) 
social compliance manager,  
and zero otherwise.  
ᶜⁱ Binary variable: one if yes, and zero otherwise 
ᵈ Binary variable: we assigned a one if the following feedback channels were selected: a) regulary monthly individual 
meetings, b) free and independent  
worker assemblies, or worker education training, and a zero otherwise.  
ᵉᶠʰʲᵏ  Measured on a 5-point Likert Scale, ranging from "strongly disagree"to "strongly agree" 
ᵍ Measured on a 5-point Likert Scale, ranging from "needs major improvement" to "very good" 
ⁱ Binary variable: we assigned a one if the follwoing areas were selected: b) Management or HR systems, c) Training of 
workers and management on product quality and/or design, d) Training of workers and management on labor 
practices and working conditions, and e) communication between management and workers  
ᶩ Data gathered from the World Bank 
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