
2019 TRANSPARENCY REPORT
Tracking the catalysts creating momentum, concerns threatening to slow the pace and criteria measuring 
return on investment as they relate to transparency in the apparel supply chain.
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Executive Summary
Apparel is facing many 
challenges today, each largely 
driven by the so-called new 
consumer, who is empowered, 
informed and enabled by the 
Internet. 

This savvy set of shoppers is 
changing the face of retail and 
necessitating updates across 
the entire supply chain. Among 
these overhauls is the need to 
supply a sometimes exhaustive 
level of detail about the origins 
of each of its products.

Emerging from concerns for 
the environment, workers’ 
rights and their own well-being, 
younger consumers especially 
are looking for brands to 
disclose more about what 
goes into their garments and 
prove the marketing claims 
they make—an expectation the 
apparel industry is ill-equipped 
to meet currently.

Sourcing Journal surveyed 
the apparel industry about 

transparency: the reasons 
why it is on the radar now, 
the progress companies are 
making, the scope of the 
challenge and the plans for 
making further improvements.

What was revealed is that 
while consumers are one 
major catalyst, they’re not 
the only reason the market 
has acknowledged a need 
to know what’s happening 
across the supply chain. Other 
motivators include potential 
monetary gains, environmental 
benefits and brand reputation 
opportunities as well as the 
ability to hold supply chain 
partners more accountable.

To that end, all but a slim 
minority of companies 
represented in the poll either 
currently have transparency 
initiatives in place or will enact 
them within the next five years.

Ticking off the advantages is 
one thing. Envisioning a time 

when the industry will reach 
full transparency proved more 
difficult for respondents. 

The biggest challenge, they 
noted, is the size, scope, 
complexity and often circuitous 
nature of the global supply 
chain. With goods moving 
from hand to hand, across 
companies, countries and even 
continents, it’s understandable 
why tracking and verifying 
inputs, processes and 
workers would be a daunting 
undertaking. As one respondent 
put it, it is “a very large ship to 
turn around.”

And the survey revealed the 
industry is looking to brands 
to lead the charge. That said, 
the general sentiment seemed 
to be that their responsibility 
primarily consists of pressuring 
their partners to fall in line. How 
mills, factories and suppliers 
would adopt the practices 
and absorb the related costs 
was unclear, though a few 

respondents expressed their 
belief that brands—and 
retailers—have to be prepared 
to offer some measure of 
financial support or incentives.

Beyond investing in its partners, 
respondents noted costs related 
to things like new technologies, 
certifications or inspections 
pose a challenge for an industry 
that is always price conscious 
and currently cash-strapped 
due to the major upheavals 
at the retail level. Earmarking 
the dollars for transparency-
related improvements is a high-
level decision that reflects a 
company’s corporate culture 
and commitment to change.

More than one industry insider 
from the survey noted the 
mandate must start at the top, 
stating, “Unless transparency is 
driven by owners/shareholders/
CEOs it won’t happen. 
Companies who prioritise [sic]
profit will fall behind.”
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MOTIVES & MOMENTUM 
There’s no doubt, transparency 
is having a moment in the 
apparel market.

Sparked by similar movements 
in sectors like food, the call 
for more information about the 
products and processes that go 
into each collection is mounting. 
And the industry is listening.   

The majority of the respondents 
in our industry-wide poll (85 
percent) said transparency 
is either extremely or very 
important to the success of the 
apparel and footwear industries.

The reasons for this belief 
vary with some turning to 
transparency as a way to attract 
and retain consumers, to others 
who see it as a way to police 
the practices of their supply 
chain partners.

Another said the benefits 
are wide reaching. “Not 
only is transparency about 
understanding and reducing any 

risk to your company reputation 
but it can also be good for 
business. Knowing who makes 
your clothes and where, being 
in better touch with your 
supply chain, means you can 
understand it more clearly and 
make more informed business 
decisions.”

For emerging brands especially, 
transparency can play an 
additional role.

“This year there has been a 
huge swell in demand from 
consumers and brands who are 
realizing that this is an essential 
way to differentiate,” said 
Jessi Baker, CEO & founder of 
Provenance, a U.K. startup that 
is designed to facilitate a more 
transparent supply chain. “The 
more direct-to-consumer, newer 
brands that haven’t got a brand 
logo that they can rely on that’s 
been around for 100 years need 
to compete with those brands, 
and being transparent is a quick 
way to do that.”

Extremely Very Moderately

Transparency as a business asset:
Q2

36%49% 15%

those who agree that transparency 
is extremely or very important to the 
industry’s success

Customers are yearning for authenticity and a 
greener world. They’re becoming more involved 
with how and where their products are made. 

85%
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Q3

Why transparency is trending now:

The reasons why transparency is a focus in 
the apparel and footwear industry today.

Consumers are demanding it
It’s necessary to measure sustainability progress
It helps companies protect their businesses
The direct connection between quality & transparency
It’s necessary to compete in the market
Transparency is not/should not be a focus

Across the board, 35 percent 
of respondents said consumer 
demand has made transparency 
a focus for the industry. Another 
29 percent said it’s on the 
radar because it’s needed to 
measure sustainability progress. 
An equal number (14 percent) 
said the issue has been raised 
both because it’s a way to help 
protect businesses and make a 
connection between quality and 
transparency.

Jean Hegedus, ready to wear 
director, The Lycra Company, 
said she’s noticed consumer 
concern centers around the 
industry’s impact on workers 
and the environment, citing 
the Rana Plaza disaster and 
messaging around microfibers 
as two things that have raised 
awareness in these areas.

Gregory Schlegel, executive in 
residence at Lehigh University’s 
Supply Chain Risk Management 
program and founder of The 
Supply Chain Risk Management 

Consortium, agrees today’s 
consumer is much more attuned 
to CSR issues when it comes to 
fashion—but he said it’s still not 
their top motivation. 

“It seems to be growing in 
importance but to us, price still 
rules the day,” said Schlegel. 
“The new millennials, which are 
your consumers now in retail 
more than baby boomers, are 
just more engaged than other 
demographics.”

29%

2%

35%

14%

14%

6% those who feel consumer 
demand is the reason why 
transparency is a main 
topic today

35%
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Shoppers’ perspectives on their purchases:
More than half of survey 
participants (53 percent) 
said consumer interest in 
transparency stems from a need 
to know everything about their 
products, including the people 
who made them. Other reasons 
they’re taking note is they want 
to ensure the products aren’t 
harmful to the environment (16 
percent), to make sure workers 
are treated fairly (12 percent) 
and to justify the price they’re 
paying (10 percent).

“The new consumer is getting a 
little more concerned about the 
retailer, and the top concerns 
are social, environmental, 
ethical and sustainability—
that’s the order, as we see it,” 
Schlegel said.

One survey respondent said 
consumer demands vary 
by product tier. “A lot of 
consumers, not just the higher 
price point consumers, want 
transparency to make sure 
they are not perpetuating 

abuse and exploitation in the 
apparel industry, but it does 
not mean that the goods 
are sustainable. Whereas 
consumers who will pay a 
premium want transparency and 
sustainability,” they said.

While survey respondents 
credited consumers with 
bringing the issue to 
the forefront, shoppers’ 
expectations ranked much 
lower on the list of reasons 
why the industry is adopting 
transparency as an initiative. 

Why transparency is important to today’s consumer.

To know everything about their products and the people who made them
To ensure products aren’t harmful to the environment
To make sure workers were treated fairly
To understand the price associated with the things they buy
Primarily to know a product’s aesthetics and quality but not its origins
Transparency is not important to consumers

Q4

53%

5%

12%

10%
16%

4%
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Catalysts for change:
Sixty-two percent of those 
polled said one of the main 
reasons why the industry 
is attempting to be more 
transparent is to make 
supply chain partners more 
accountable. One respondent 
summed it up by saying 
transparency will mean fewer 
“cut corners” upstream. 

Another main driver is the 
need to ensure companies’ 
sustainability goals are being 
met (60 percent). 

Though there were a few 
dissenters, most of those 
polled said the link between 
transparency and sustainability 
is obvious. The reasons why they 
feel the two go hand in hand 
are varied, however, with four 
main themes emerging: raising 
accountability, protecting the 
brand, educating consumers and 
ensuring progress continues.

“Transparency is the first step,” 
said one survey participant. 

“Only when you know where the 
product and all its components 
are being made can you even 
think of making progress on 
ensuring that the sustainability 
footprint of the product is 
improved over time.”

Another agreed, saying, “it’s the 
only way to truly understand 
your impacts and hold the 
supply chain accountable.”

On respondent related the 
connection back to shoppers, 
saying “It goes without saying, 
a clear view of transparency is 
what builds consumer trust to 
walk into your store & buy the 
product every day!”

Many others acknowledged that 
with transparency, the call for 
increased sustainability will only 
grow, saying, “with increasing 
transparency the pressure of 
more sustainable operations 
increases as well, as consumers 
understand better the conditions 
apparel is produced under.”

Proving sustainability efforts are real for clients and consumers
Verifying products and partners meet quality standards
Building a foundation for our brand story
It’s a buzzword with no real meaning behind it
Other

What’s driving the industry toward transparency What’s driving respondents’ companies toward 
transparency

Q 12

69%

47%

56%

6%

4%

Q7

To hold supply chain partners accountable

To ensure sustainability goals are being met

To protect workers

To create an open reocrd, as it relates to quality

To ensure consumers are getting what they pay for

To increase efficiencies across the supply chain

To keep pace with leaders in transparency

To determine where margins are improving or eroding

60%

21%

17%

8%

62%

41%

31%

22%
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Q 10

When asked which players 
should be primarily responsible 
for improving transparency in 
the supply chain, more than 
two thirds (78 percent) of those 
polled put brands at the head 
of the list. They were followed 
by factories (60 percent) and 
retailers (50 percent).

A quarter of respondents also 
said transparency begins and 
ends with brands and retailers.

Further, some held the opinion 
that it’s not just any brands 
and retailers that have to step 
up in order for the industry 
to accelerate change, but 
specifically big brands and 
retailers have to be at the 
forefront of this movement. 

“It will take a critical mass,” 
according to one respondent. 
“If the largest brands lead, and 
demand transparency from their 
supply chains, the scale that 
they create will make it easier for 
smaller brands to follow along.”

PARTNERSHIPS & PROFITS Leaders in transparency:

The industry players who should be primarily 
responsible for improving transparency in the industry.

60%

50%

41%

38%

34%

15%

78%

Brands
Factories
Retailers
Mills
Farmers/Raw Materials Producers
Spinners
Other

Another said transparency 
will gain momentum with “the 
total support from the CEOs 
in charge of the big retailers.” 
They said from there, the entire 
organization will fall in line and 
suppliers will have no choice 
but to do the same.

One person who was surveyed 
used the biggest retailer in the 
U.S. as an example.

“If Walmart wants it, then 
everyone down the line will fall 
in place,” they said. “But will 
Walmart want to open itself to 
that kind of scrutiny? It’s usually 
a tradeoff; cheap prices or 
sustainability/transparency.”

To be sure, there’s a price to pay 
when making any change to the 
supply chain, which is why some 
of the industry insiders polled 
said simply applying pressure 
to suppliers and factories isn’t 
enough. To their way of thinking, 
brands and retailers have to be 
willing to be true partners.
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One said, “First of all, there 
should be equitable value 
sharing. If major value is being 
held by one link, the others 
don’t have enough share 
that help them to work within 
ethical grounds. So if brands 
are earning 70 percent of total 
value and making the backward 
supply chain accountable all the 
time, then this situation will not 
improve.”

Another added it will mean 
“All partners work in a 
collaborative way, understand 
each other better and share the 
responsibilities to bring a good 
product into the market.” Still 
another said what’s needed is 
“a level playing field where all 
benefit equally in transparency. 
Something that will not be 
achieved for many, many years.” 
Though, they said, movement 
toward that goal has only been 
due to consumer pressure.

While some regions still need 
more education on the need for 

The scope of repsonsibility:

Where transparency begins and ends from the 
perspective of respondents’ companies.

Q9

Level One: Brands & Retailers
Level Two: Manufacturers/Factories
Level Three: Component Suppliers
Level Four: Raw Materials Producers (natural, man-made and synthetic fibers)

transparency, Natalie Grillon, 
project director at Open Apparel 
Registry, which creates an open 
source map and database of 
global apparel facilities, said 
there are factory owners who 
already recognize the benefits 
and would readily get on board 
if brands and retailers would 
not just preach change but 
were willing to put their money 
behind the rhetoric. “A lot of 
facilities would say we’d love 
to spend resources on X, Y and 
Z, but you’re pushing down on 
price,” she said. “We’d love to 
pay a living wage, but you’re 
not paying enough to do so.”

Hegedus said thanks to surveys 
like a recent one conducted by 
Euromonitor, there’s evidence 
that consumers are willing 
to absorb a price hike if it 
means their goods are made 
ethically. That shows, she 
said, companies should feel 
emboldened to ensure everyone 
in their supply chain earns a 
decent living and they should 

Transparency begins with:

Transparency ends with:

Transparency begins and ends with:

18%

25%

25%

5%

4%

5%

4%

11% 28%15%

15%

12%
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feel confident in investing in 
next generation solutions like 
garment-to-garment recycling. 

Hegedus credits NGOs with 
creating the awareness to make 
this possible. 

Whether consumers will 
actually lead with their ethics 
when presented with higher 
price tags for goods they can 
feel good about still remains 
to be seen. But the fact is, the 
typical apparel supply chain is 
murky at best with products 
changing many hands across 
continents a world away from 
fashion executives and the 
end consumer. Building in 
visibility and accountability 
will take investment.

When asked what the 
biggest challenge to greater 
transparency is, one respondent 
simply stated “price vs supply 
chain pressure” to illustrate how 
the two are at odds. One called 
out fast fashion in particular for 

valuing “rock bottom pricing” 
over transparency.

And they weren’t alone. 

The costs associated with moving 
the industry forward were a 
focus of several comments like: 
“MONEY. It costs money (or at 
least that’s the stigma) to be 
transparent about which factories 
we use, it costs money to change 
fabrics to be more ‘green,’ it 
costs money to put new auditing 
processes in place. My company 
cares too much about getting 
product for the lowest price, 
and cares very little 
about transparency.”

One essentially said the 
industry doesn’t have a prayer. 
They said what’s required is “a 
miracle from a higher power 
since full transparency will 
absolutely come along with 
much higher costs.” 

It doesn’t help that the need for 
investment is coming at a time 

when brands and retailers have 
myriad issues to address.
According to Schlegel, the 
unprecedented number of 
store closures over the last 
few years has preoccupied 
the retail community, which in 
some sectors is struggling just 
to survive. Given that situation, 
long-term, big-picture concerns 
take a back seat.

“There’s this running push/
pull between more engaged, 
enlightened consumers and 
retailers attempting to survive 
to give price and availability,” 
he said. “The sector is 
somewhat conflicted.”

Added to that, he said, retailers 
aren’t buying into the reports 
that say consumers are so 
invested in ethics, transparency 
and sustainability that they’re 
willing to pay more for goods 
that are made responsibly.

Grillon agreed the current 
retail landscape is presenting 

a challenge for the industry. 
“It’s a tough time for brands 
and retailers, so choosing to 
invest in these initiatives, you 
have to be focused on the long 
term and not just saving the 
company in the short term.”

Better communication and honesty from retailer 
to supplier [is needed]. All levels in the supply 
chain need to fully commit and be concerned with 
being transparent—this feels like a western-driven 
concept and concern. 
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Hegedus applauds brands 
and retailers because she said 
they’re already making headway 
toward change—even without 
increased outside pressure. 
“I think a lot of is being done 
by the industry, more so than 
consumers, through things like 
certifications. A lot of brands 
and retailers have specific 
sustainability goals that are 
going into effect in 2020 and 
beyond, and as a result of those 
goals, they’re pushing change.”

That said, the march toward 
transparency continues, and 
unlike bad news, Grillon said 
good news doesn’t always 
get as much attention. One 
reason is brands and retailers 
sometimes stay mum about 
their progress because they’re 
too afraid of putting a target on 
their backs, she said.

“We live in ‘callout culture,’” 
said Grillon, referring to 
consumers’ tendency to air 
out any issues they have with 

PROGRESS & PERCEPTIONS 
a brand in a public forum. 
“Consumers are much more 
attuned to green washing 
and more wary. They look for 
authenticity and transparency 
and real data points.”

And when they don’t get it, 
they’re eager and—thanks to 
social media—able to stir up a 
public outcry. This willingness 
to blow the whistle has some 
companies that are doing the 
work sitting on the sidelines 
rather than taking a public 
leadership position, she said. 
Ultimately, then they get none of 
the credit that other, more vocal 
brands receive.

“Everlane frustrates them 
because [these companies] 
are doing more than them,” 
she said.

Founder of footwear 
consultancy Laforma Caroline 
De Baere said this reticence 
to pull back the curtain on 
what’s happening on the path 

to transparency is doing the 
entire industry a disservice. 
Plus, she thinks consumers 
are more interested in 
progress than perfection.

“It’s one step at a time. It’s a 
marathon and not a sprint,” 
she said. “Tell people what 
you’re doing. You’re not 
perfect. It’s ok to show the 
steps you’re taking to [get 
there]. It’s about the story. 
People will latch onto that.”

De Baere points to a brand 
she helped launch as a good 
example. Bendy Shoes offers 
ethical, sustainable footwear 
that’s made in the U.S. While 
the company was able to tout 
the origin of components like 
its thread and insoles, the 
outsole was still problematic. 
But since the brand’s launch, 
it has been able to source 
a more responsible option 
and the company is looking 
forward to sharing that news 
with its fans. de Baere thinks 

they will focus more on the 
accomplishment than the 
initial shortcoming.

Grillon agrees it’s not about 
having it all figured out. Rather 
honesty and authenticity are 
key. “The consumer has a right 
to know the ups and downs and 
pros and cons and challenges 
of the products they’re 
purchasing so they can make 
an informed decision,” she said. 
“So transparency is talking 
about the work you’re doing.”

She suggests companies set 
and communicate specific, 
achievable goals and regularly 
report progress, even if the 
gains are modest. Working in 
this way will keep the company 
moving forward and it will show 
a commitment to change.

Being outspoken could also 
serve to educate the industry 
and the end consumer, which 
ideally will make them more 
receptive when transparent and 

ethical goods hit the market. 
One survey respondent noted, 
“Education is what will create 
a demand among consumers 
for more transparency and 
sustainable/ethical practices.”

Raising awareness and marketing the message 
to consumers is vital in order to get consumers 
engaged, but our resources are limited.
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Even as the industry works to 
improve, it’s clear there’s a lot 
of work yet to be done. 

When asked if they’re 
completely confident in the 
industry’s level of transparency 
across the supply chain, very 
few of those polled indicated 
that they were, whether at the 
brand and retailer level, the 
manufacturer/factory level, with 
component suppliers or raw 
materials producers.

Not surprisingly, the highest 
confidence level was with 
brands and retailers, with 35 
percent completely or highly 
satisfied with the current state 
of things. For all others, more 
than 70 percent of respondents 
said they were either only 
somewhat confident or lacked 
confidence entirely.

One industry insider said the 
current challenges center around 

INTERNAL & 
EXTERNAL CATALYSTS

Gauging progress:

The confidence level that apparel and footwear companies 
have in the transparency with supply chains.

Completely confident
Highly confident
Somewhat confident
Not confident

Q8

Level One: Brands & Retailers

Level Two: Manufacturers/Factories

Level Three: Component Suppliers

Level Four: Raw Materials Producers

8%

4%

4%

10%

44%

58%

34%

33%

21%

22%

35%

39%

27%

16%

27%

18%
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“lower MOQ; lack of raw material 
visibility into what & where the 
raw material is coming from, i.e. 
cashmere industry - herders; lack 
of record keeping; and how 
the industry is run with 
sub consolidators.”

Ultimately, the survey found that 
in order to make transparency 
the norm, multiple things will 
need to fall into place. 

Nearly a third of those 
polled (30 percent) feel 
consumer pressure will be 
the catalyst to do it, while 
22 percent said the industry 
needs to show a greater link 
between transparency and 
sustainability to get the job 
done. Just under a fifth (18 
percent) believe additional 
government regulations are 
needed, and the balance feel 
companies seeing a direct 
monetary benefit (15 percent) 
and industry standards (14 
percent) will be the things to 
finally move the needle.

INTERNAL & EXTERNAL CATALYSTS The path toward a new normal:

The catalysts most likley to make 
transparency the norm.

Consumer pressure
Showing a greater link between transparency and sustainability
Additional government regulations
Companies realizing direct monetary benefits
Industry standards
Transparency should not be the norm

Of those looking to consumers 
to instigate the change, part 
of the reason is they feel 
the more savvy consumers 
become, the less opportunity 
there will be for fashion firms 
to skirt the transparency 
movement. “As consumer 
awareness grows about the 
behind-the-scenes of fashion, 
brands and suppliers have 
to be stirred to embrace 
transparency as the new 
normal, rather than seeing it 
as going ‘above and beyond,’” 
one said.

Another added these 
expectations will have to 
threaten brands’ bottom 
lines, saying to normalize 
transparency will take “extreme 
pressure from consumers and 
large losses in profit as a result 
of a lack of transparency.”

Baker said consumer pressure 
will be a vital part of getting 
other stakeholders involved as 
well. “I don’t think it will be the 

Q5

conscious consumer alone can 
create that change, but it will be 
a powerful catalyst,” she said. 
“I really think it’s important to 
engage shoppers in the market. 
Regulation responds to market 
need or proof there’s a way of 
doing things that is better.”

The market also responds 
to business, and de Baere 
thinks innovations related to 
transparency will create 
a need for more 
governmental involvement.

“I think legislation is going to 
come from people’s inventions,” 
she said, explaining that new 
laws are likely to sprout up 
around them, especially in the 
area of IP protection.

Ultimately, she said, large cities 
and states in the U.S. will lead 
the charge with smaller ones 
following, as has been the case 
with many consumer-facing 
laws designed to protect the 
environment, like the ban on 

22%

1%

30%

18%

15%

14%
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Styrofoam containers in New 
York and Los Angeles.

While Hegedus recognizes the 
strides the industry is making 
on its own, she can also 
envision a need for oversight. 
“Government has an obligation 
to try to keep people safe—
whether that be consumers 
or workers. I do think getting 
the word out there so people 
understand what they’re 
buying and requiring greater 
transparency is something we’ll 
probably see [from government] 
in some countries,” she said.

Several survey respondents 
explained that the government 
will have to have more 
involvement. One called for 
“an industry Sustainability 
Monitoring agency, which 
inspects from the ‘dirt to the 
shirt’” to ensure companies 
are compliant with the law. 
Another wants “government 

greenwashing. 

Beyond external factors, 
Hegedus says what’s holding 
some companies back are 
internal factors. 

“A lot of the pieces are there 
today,” Hegedus said, pointing 
to innovations like blockchain 
as one that’s designed to make 
transparency a reality. “The 
technology is the tool, and the 
tools around transparency for 
the most part are there. It really 
is about changing the culture 
and getting people to make 
that commitment. The culture is 
lagging behind technology.”

Schlegel agrees, culture—not 
technology—is primarily to 
blame for the industry’s slow 
progress. “The culture of the 
sector has been driven by 
marketers and merchandisers, 
and the model is advertise 
and discount, which doesn’t 
play well anymore with new 
consumers,” he said, adding 
it’s time for a change in 
leadership styles. “COOs or 

operations types should be 
driving things.”

No matter who’s at the wheel, 
de Baere said the industry 
won’t see real change until 
transparency becomes 
ingrained within organizations.

“Businesses have to balance 

de Baere said. “It needs to 
come from the CEO or the 
global manager or someone in a 

The fact that our customers don’t really care about 

it means we have no true incentive to [pursue 

transparency]. Since our company only cares about 

the bottom line, not the Triple Bottom Line, nothing 

will happen until someone external forces us to do 

so.
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More than half of respondents 
(56 percent) said their 
companies measure the 
return on investment of their 
transparency efforts by how 
much it improves their brand’s 
reputation and customer loyalty. 
Meeting or exceeding industry 
standards is the metric for 35 
percent, while an equal number 
(24 percent) say sales and 
monetary returns, as well as 
good press coverage, are the 
markers of success. 

While only 19 percent 
mentioned meeting board 
expectations, investors are 
paying more attention to 
transparency today.

Grillon said investors are 
particularly concerned with how 
resilient companies are when 
it comes to issues related to 
climate, like possible droughts 
and other natural disasters 
that could interrupt the supply 
chain. Further, she’s noted 
interest in how companies are 

METRICS & MANDATES Measuring ROI: Making plans:

How companies measure the payoff of transparency. 

Currently pursuing transparency initiatives
Planning to pursue inititatives within the next year
Planning to pursue initiatives in the next 2 - 5 years
No plans to do so

Improved brand reputation/customer loyalty
Meeting or exceeding industry standards
Sales or monetary returns
Good PR or media coverage
Meeting our internal or annual board objectives
Meeting or exceeding government regulations
We don’t measure its success
Other

using and sharing data. “That’s 
interesting because the more 
we can share open data, you 
really realize efficiencies there 
in collaboration, which is a cost 
savings. That is something 
that hasn’t been tapped but is 
increasingly important,” she 
said.

The increased scrutiny means 
boards and other stakeholders 
are asking questions, and they 
expect informed answers, 
Schlegel said.

“Ignorance isn’t tolerated 
anymore,” he said. “If you’re 
a CFO, and you’re there with 
an analyst, you can’t get by 
anymore with ‘we didn’t know.’ 
That rationale doesn’t play well 
anymore with the Street.”

Two-thirds of survey 
respondents said their 
companies are currently 
pursuing transparency 
initiatives, with another 15 
percent planning to do so in 

Q 1 7

Q 13

Companies’ plans to pursue transparency. 

56%

35%

24%

24%

19%

17%

16%

8%

15%

66%

13%

6%
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Tackling the issue:

Working with factories/suppliers already engaged
in transparency
Working with better quality suppliers
Onboarding a tagging or tracking solution
Adopting software to aid communication along the 
supply chain
Other

Q 14

Q 16

Manufacturing

Raw materials

Worker safety

Responsible corporate policies

Quality assurance

Consumer marketing

Other

Where companies are focusing their efforts. Where companies are investing their resources.

69%

56%

51%

46%

45%

26%

6%

42%

12%

12%

24%

10%

the coming year. In fact, only 6 
percent said transparency is not 
on their company’s radar. 

The push toward transparency 
spans all facets of the supply 
chain, with manufacturing as 
the focus for 69 percent of 
those polled. Raw materials 
and worker safety are where 
more than 50 percent are 
concentrated, and responsible 
corporate policies and quality 
assurance are both concerns 
for more than 40 percent.

One respondent said the work 
has to start at the factory 
and supplier level, because 
too often they’re doing just 
enough to tout a few products 
to the press, but not enough 
to make a difference. “Every 
mill factory and even brands 
claim they are sustainable,” 
they said, adding there’s a 
need for “backing it up and 
[proving] that it’s a long-term 
commitment.”

Another insider added, “Culture, 
location and values are factors 
that contribute to the type 
of response we receive from 
suppliers on the topic of 
transparency. It can be a new, 
daunting concept to some, 
when we ask to put information 
about their company online.”

Of those with plans to become 
more transparent, 42 percent 
noted one main way they’re 
planning to achieve their goals 
is by being more thoughtful 
about the suppliers and 
factories they work with, picking 
only those that are already 
engaged in the movement in 
some way.
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Top tactics:

Working with suppliers and factories offering transparency data
Requiring certifications from all supply chain partners
Conducting our own inspections and audits
Other
Requiring regular mill and factory audits
Tagging and tracking raw materials throughout the product lifecycle
Using blockchain or a similar automated solution

have added a huge amount 
of value to us as consumers. 
But I didn’t really feel like 
they were designed for the 
digital age and they weren’t 
integrated into an online 
shopping experience,” Baker 
said. Her company uses 
blockchain technology to 
allow brands and retailers to 
back up their marketing claims 
and share that information 
with the public.

Beyond data sharing, Baker 
sees bigger benefits of 
blockchain. “It could be a 
kind of fundamental way to 
enabling reputation in the 
supply chain, which I think is 
much more interesting and 
could create a network effect of 
accountability,” she said.

Blockchain could be a solution 
for another concern when it 
comes to sharing data.

One respondent said before 
companies will commit to 

transparency, they must 
“understand how to protect 
confidential information 
while sharing appropriate 
information to improve 
responsibility objectives.”
 
Grillon hopes that the industry 
is getting less skittish about 
sharing information as it 
recognizes there are ways to 
pool data without divulging 
corporate secrets.

“There’s been a competition 
concern around supply chains 
around an asset that is not to 
be shared,” she said. “I think 
that over time, there’s been 
a realization that the benefits 
exceed competitive risks, 
and it’s been proven that the 
concerns haven’t vetted out as 
being actual [issues].”

Just over a quarter (26 percent) 
of companies represented by 
survey participants require 
certifications from their supply 
chain partners.

Hegedus sees certifications 
as a major tool for advancing 
transparency and other 
CSR goals.

“A lot of [brands and retailers] 
have in place goals, and 
often that requires certain 
certifications, which require you 
to be transparent. I think the 
industry will continue to move in 
that direction,” she said. “In five 
years, there will be a lot more 
certified products out there. As 
people certify, the whole point 
is that there will be changes 
that will have to be made along 
the way.”

Baker said certifications are the 
idea, but they have 
their limitations.

“I’m a big fan of a lot of 
certifications, and I think they 

The strategies companies are using to bring 
about greater transparency.

Q 15

30%

12%

11%

8%

26%

7%

5%
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Thanks to a movement sparked 
in the food industry and later 
championed by brands like 
Everlane and Patagonia in the 
apparel space, consumers 
are coming to expect to know 
about the people, products and 
processes involved with their 
purchases. Further, headlines 
raising environmental concerns 
and workers’ rights questions 
have shoppers devouring 
product information and 
investigating marketing claims.

In an atmosphere of increased 
accountability, the apparel 
industry has recognized the 
need for transparency and 
some have even acknowledged 
that the benefits could be more 
widespread.

But despite the myriad forces—
both internal and external—
compelling the industry 
toward change, apparel faces 
formidable challenges that 
threaten to hold it back.

This report was created to 
understand the apparel and 
footwear industry’s thoughts 
on transparency in the 
supply chain. 

Sourcing Journal polled 
326 people and received 
169 completed surveys 
from participants across the 
apparel, accessories and 
footwear sectors. The online 
survey was conducted from 
March 25, 2019 to April 
21, 2019. The participants 
were recruited through 
email invitations that were 
sent to the entire Sourcing 
Journal readership as well 
as ads on the publication’s 
website and in its newsletter. 
Additionally, ads and posts 
on social media were also 
used. A sweepstakes to win 
a $500 gift card was used to 
incentivize participation. 

Almost 50 percent of 
those polled (47 percent) 

CONCLUSION METHODOLOGY
were C-Level and top 
management executives. 
Another 27 percent held other 
management positions within 
their organizations. 

The majority of respondents 
(73 percent) work in apparel, 
55 percent in textiles/fabrics, 
41 percent in accessories and 
37 percent in footwear. The 
balance were employed in the 
hard goods (18 percent) 
and raw materials 
(14 percent) sectors.

Just over a quarter (28 percent) 
were employed by fashion 
brands, while an equal amount 
(15 percent) were employed 
by retailers and suppliers. 
Factory employees represented 
9 percent, sourcing agencies 
another 7 percent and 4 percent 
worked in mills.

Product development 
represented the largest 
pool of those polled at 39 

Those issues—which include 
costs, culture and a lack of 
consensus on who’s ultimately 
responsible—mean apparel is 
still very much at the beginning 
of the process of lifting the veil 
on what’s really happening in 
the supply chain. 

While some have a comfort 
level with what’s happening at 
the retailer and brand level, the 
majority are mostly in the dark 
beyond that tier.

The primary reasons those 
polled gave for paying more 
attention to transparency are to:
• Woo consumers 
• Boost accountability across 
the supply chain

• Provide credibility 
• Verify sustainability progress
• Protect brand integrity

But there is a chasm between 
being motivated to make a 
change and actually executing 
on a plan. 

To increase momentum, the 
industry will need to:
• Embrace collaboration
• Commit to long-term goals
• Educate partners and 
consumers

• Align with NGOs and 
governmental agencies

• Invest in next-gen technology
• Convince the C-Suite of the     
value

Despite the challenges, 
the industry seems mostly 
aligned around the idea that 
transparency is not an if but 
a when—even though the 
answers to how and how much 
have yet to be answered.

percent, with sourcing and 
production professionals 
representing 27 percent 
each. Other respondents 
included those working in 
supply chain (26 percent), 
R&D (25 percent), operations 
(22 percent), CSR (20 
percent) and design 
(17 percent).
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Cotton Incorporated is the 
research and promotion 
company for U.S. cotton 
growers and importers. 
Established in 1970 as a 
not-for-profit company, our 
mission is to increase the 
demand for and profitability 
of cotton. The company fulfills 
this straightforward mission 
by identifying efficiencies and 
best-practice opportunities 
along each link of the global 
cotton supply chain, and 
through global marketing 
efforts aimed at consumer and 
trade audiences. All of these 
activities are designed to help 
cotton businesses thrive.

As a research company, 
Cotton Incorporated conducts 
between 400 and 500 projects 
each year. These include:  best 
practices at the farm level; 
fiber processing efficiencies 
and troubleshooting; the 
creation of new and exciting 
textile chemistries for cotton 
apparel and home textiles; 

ABOUT COTTON INCORPORATED
nonwoven innovations; product 
testing; market research and 
analyses; compelling television, 
print and digital advertising; and 
dynamic events in collaboration 
with brands and retailers.  

Cotton Incorporated is dedicated to 
providing research and intelligence 
to the global cotton industry. As 
such, the company has offices in 
strategic textile centers around the 
world: Hong Kong, Mexico City, New 
York, Osaka and Shanghai, with the 
World Headquarters based in Cary, 
North Carolina. The Cary facility is 
a state-of-the-art research center 
that serves as a working laboratory 
for textile processing; dyeing and 
finishing; and fabric development.  

The company’s scientists and 
researchers perform or oversee 
the development of innovations 
in agricultural practices, fiber 
processing and analyses, textile 
chemistry, spinning, weaving, 
and fabric engineering; and 
provides in-depth crop, market 
and consumer marketing analyses 

to stakeholders. The company 
also creates and disseminates 
seasonal surface and color trend 
directions, and actively researches 
commercial product uses for the 
entire cotton plant.

Cotton Incorporated is also a 
leader in sustainability. It was 
instrumental in the first ever 
life cycle assessment of cotton 
fiber and fabrics, as well as an 
update to the initial findings.  The 
company is an active member in a 
range of cotton and sustainability 
organizations such as Cotton 
LEADS, the Better Cotton 
Initiative; Field to Market; the 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition, to 
name a few. 

Cotton Incorporated is a partner 
to cotton businesses, large and 
small; from family farms to global 
apparel brands and retailers.  This 
level of industry support has 
helped to form the company’s 
global reputation as an authority 
and resource for the industry. 


