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Abstract

The theme of sustainability is an interesting topic in the fashion
industry. This industry has one of the highest levels of pollution and also
from a social outline is responsible for serious injuries to human dignity,
given the poor working conditions in many factories in developing
countries. The paper deepens the relation between corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and innovation in the Italian fashion system. Which
is the level of sustainable innovation in the Italian fashion industry?
This is the research question deepened through the analysis of the
degree of the social and environmental standards in the fashion system.
Standards represent an important driver of organizational, process and
product innovations, they impose the use of new technologies, new
processes, new materials, but also a different organization of supply
chains, and allow evaluating fashion companies’ concrete commitment in
CSR. The research intends to explore this relation in order to contribute
to the debate on this topic.

1. INTRODUCTION

Fashion represents one of the most polluting industries in the world,
with 20% of the global waste of water, the 10% of carbon dioxide
emissions and a strong incidence in the production of greenhouse gases
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that is expected, in the next 12 years, will increase by 60%, contributing
massively to global warming (United Nations, 2018), as well as an
alarming social level are data on unbridled consumerism, against very
low percentages of clothing recycling.

The paper intends to contribute to the debate on CSR and
innovation in the fashion industry, proposing first of all an overview of
the existing standards for the fashion industry.

The debate on innovation and sustainability standards in the
fashion system needs to be improved. In fact, there is a lack of research
in the field and both theoretical and empirical contributions remain
largely undeveloped.

The study of the sustainable innovation in the Italian fashion
industry, through the analysis of the degree of the social and
environmental standards in the fashion system, is the aim of the paper.

The work presents some elements of originality inherent above all
in a deepening of the theme of sustainability in the fashion system with
reference to the identification of the main standards that can be used in
the sector, highlighting their characteristics and areas of applications.

The paper is structured as follows: the first part deals with the
theoretical debate on CSR, standards and innovation in the fashion
industry; in the second part the work reports the method of empirical
research, the results, the discussions and the practical implications, the
conclusions with the limits of the research and the future trajectories of
research.

2. CSR, INNOVATION AND STANDARDS: THE THEORETICAL
BACKGROUND. A FOCUS ON THE FASHION INDUSTRY

The theoretical backbone is articulated in three research lines: CSR and
innovation; innovation and sustainability standards; fashion industry
and CSR.

The debate on CSR and innovation underlines that the adoption of
this approach implies a radical change of strategic and management
perspective (Perrini & Pivato, 2007) which includes all key areas of
business management (production, marketing, human resources,
financial, etc.) (Perrini et al., 2006). Many studies have empirically
investigated this link and have provided very interesting insights about
the performance of firms with respect to sustainability innovation
(Rodriguez et al., 2002; Markley & Davis, 2007). According to Little
(2006), CSR can lead to innovation, creating new ways of working, new
products, services, processes and new market space, which can lead
many companies to redefine their business models.

Other studies have underlined the opportunities deployed by CSR
strategy on creative and innovative business (Mahlouji & Anaraki, 2009);
the opportunity to change the competitive landscape by introducing
entirely new consumer offerings, developing new processes or creating
new market segments (Bhattacharyya, 2010).
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CSR strategy has close contact with innovation (van Kleef & Roome,
2007), ensuring a business’ competitive advantage, and bringing societal
benefits to all people involved (Elkington 1994; Rodriguez et al. 2002;
Porter & Kramer, 2006). Recent studies, in order to analyze the
bidirectional relationship between CSR practices and innovation -
according to the resource-based theory - show that this relationship is
not the same in different sectors (Gallego-Alvarez et al., 2011); others
find that greater innovation performance, in China firms, is associated
with an increase in firm green CSR (Wu et al., 2018).

CSR requires implementing innovations not strictly product related,
but more extensively, they cover the organizational and management
structure in terms of how business practices and processes are
sustainably driven. This approach implies the regeneration of all
resources and business capacities and consequently the enhancement of
competitive factors (De Chiara, 2016).

With regard to fashion industry, recent studies underline how
corporate social responsibility activities can be pursued as a core
business strategy (CSR-Driven innovation) in companies, in the ready-
made garments sector in Bangladesh (Haque, 2018); in the same country,
other studies show the benefit of doing business internationally in a
sustainable manner (Parker, 2011). In Italy, Battaglia et al. (2014)
analyze the link between the adoption of CSR and competitiveness
performance among small and medium enterprises operating in the
fashion industry. The results of this study show a significant correlation
with regard to the innovation process.

Recalling the characteristics of the industry - as the varying degrees
of government involvement, employment regulation, and environmental
protection - the study of Laudal (2010) suggests that these companies
must assume primary responsibility for a multitude of legal and moral
standards, which may include communications about their CSR
practices. On this topic, the debate on innovation and sustainability
standards in the fashion system needs to be improved. In fact, there is a
lack of research in the field and both theoretical and empirical
contributions remain largely undeveloped.

Standards are useful tools both for consumers, who can thus orient
themselves in their choices of responsible purchases, and for companies,
as shown by some recent data on the economic performance of certified
companies: during the crisis, between 2009 and 2013, the 4A Italian
companies (food, automotive, aerospace, apparel-fashion) with
environmental standards saw their turnover increase by an average of
3.5% against 2% of those not certified (Symbola Foundation, 2015).

The theoretical debate clearly shows that the environmental
standards guide companies in improving their performance with natural
repercussions on management aspects, on energy savings, on materials,
on the delicate management of waste and therefore on the widest
production costs (Nishitani et al., 2012; Testa et al., 2014; Daddi et al.,
2011). Furthermore, the certified companies would also benefit from a
series of “bureaucratic” advantages linked to the simplifications
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envisaged by the European, national and even regional legislative
framework. In fact, they can Dbenefit from simplifications in
environmental matters, such as extensions of the duration of the
authorization acts, a reduction in the time required to investigate, the
possibility of adopting self-certifications to obtain the renewal of
authorizations, but also the reduction in the frequency of checks or of any
cuts in taxes and duties and reduction of financial guarantees (Daddi et
al., 2014). Furthermore, the widespread trend, moreover in all sectors,
has won growing consumer groups, influencing the conduct of companies
both at B2C and B2B level (Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna, 2013).

The debate on the Italian fashion industry and CSR shows that
companies have already started betting on finding a balance between
creativity, innovation and sustainability. Companies’ investments are
recorded to limit the consumption of water and energy, in the dyeing and
finishing phases; to contain the use of chemicals, in industrial processes
based on biochemistry and biotechnology; to optimize the production
chain, from design to distribution, rationalizing processes and reducing
waste (TextileEvolution-Made in Italy 4.0).

The thesis of sustainable innovation as a driver of competitiveness
is endorsed by some recent surveys: in the textile sector, the motivations
in the development of green products are studied in the need to
differentiate production from that of the competitors; in the need to
adapt to customer requests or to standards imposed by foreign markets;
in the compliance to ethical values (Blumine-Acimit, 2016).

The Italian fashion industry is one of the fundamental business: its
competitiveness is based on a mix of tradition, style and innovation,
which has led Italy to record positive trends also in the last year, with
rates growing in the turnover (+ 2.5% in 2017) and exports (+
4.3%) - positive estimates also for 2018 - which confirm fashion as the
second largest industry in the country (Confindustria Moda based on
Istat data, 2017). On the supply side, the business suffers from the
emergence of an increasingly aggressive production system based on
rapid response to the market and low-cost labor (in countries such as
Bangladesh, Cambodia, China and Vietnam). This represents a strong
threat to many Italian producers and suggests the adoption of strategies
aimed at enhancing models based, instead, on quality and tradition,
where sustainable innovation could represent a multiplier.

3. THE METHODOLOGY OF EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Empirical research involves a series of phases. The first phase concerns
the identification of standards applied in the fashion industry. This
research required a desk analysis in order to classify the main industry,
product and process standards for the fashion industry, and to
individuate the public accreditation actors or the private ones that in
Italy manage the standards.

The second phase consisted of the evaluation of the degree of
diffusion of each standard in Italy, at 2019, with data collected in the
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period March-May 2019. This analysis involved the collection of the
number of certified companies for each standard from the different
accredited bodies. The data thus collected was organized by province and
region, at the national level, in order to assess the consistency of the
presence of standards by territorial area.

4. RESULTS

The system of standards in the fashion industry is complex and dynamic
and moves on different levels. Globally recognized instruments (for
example ISO 14001) coexist with standards and labels applied in specific
areas which - in turn - can be managed by public bodies (Ecolabel, for
example) or not (OEKO-TEX, for example). Moreover, there are
international standards (such as ISO 50001), together with standards of
individual NGOs, or, again, those arising from the collaboration between
various stakeholders such as businesses, NGOs and civil society
associations (WRAP, for example).

Another element of complexity concerns the item of standards, that
is to say the areas of intervention: some coverage of individual
environmental aspects (ISO 14046, Waterfootprint, for example) others
concern several environmental aspects considered together (EMAS,
IS014001); there are standards that require continuous improvements in
environmental performance (EMAS and ISO 14001) or compliance with
specific requirements (Ecolabel); others impose strict prohibitions on the
use of certain substances (OEKO-TEX Standard 100).

The environmental standards are then enriched by social standards
too (SA8000, OSHAS 18001, etc.), but there are also standards that deal
with both dimensions of sustainability: environmental impact and
protection of human rights and human dignity.

Another aspect is their different levels of intervention: some
standards act as a “label”, they are standards that can be defined as
“global” because of their wide recognizability with an adoption and
coverage on a global scale (for example ISO 14001, Ecolabel); on the other
hand, there are standards valid and used only in one country (or in a
small group of countries) and therefore indicated as “national”. These
last standards, despite a reduced territorial dimension compared to the
global ones, have a value linked to the weight of their internal market.
Having a strong impact on own territory, they can be of particular
interest to all those companies that intend to enter a specific market.

The field of application of the standards required a further
distinction between “product standards” and “system standards”. The
former regard to a good (or service) and they consider its entire life cycle;
the latter concern more specifically the management aspects of
environmental and/or social burdens deriving from the activities and
production processes of the organizations. Compared to the
classifications described so far, it is necessary to underline that it is
possible to make a further distinction between those that have a specific
mark to be affixed to the product label (with the relative rules that
govern their use) and those that do not.
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The result of the desk analysis shows a wide and diversified system
of standards adopted by the fashion industry with particular reference to
textiles and clothing. The main standards in the textile and clothing
sector are presented in Table 1 (see Appendix).

Looking at the degree of diffusion of each standard in Italy at June
2019 (Table 2, see Appendix), the results show that the Italian companies
in the textile-clothing make little use of international standards (such as
EMAS) and international product standards (Ecolabel, Fairtrade),
despite these standards have a wide market diffusion. However, it is
necessary to underline the exception to the IS0 14001 standard which
registers 70 certified companies.

The low diffusion of international standards could be due, on the
one hand, to the specificity of the instruments of the related industry
and, on the other, to the complexity of their management in a sector
composed mainly of small businesses.

On the other hand, the results allow affirming that the standards
related to the raw materials attesting the use of organic products are
more widespread. Focusing on this kind of standards the international
schemes are different, even if the most used are Global Organic Textile
Standard (GOTS), with 123 certificated companies in Italy, and Organic
Content Standard (OCS), which replaces the Organic Exchange Blended
and Organic Exchange 100 standards. Moreover, in order to enhance
textile products obtained from recycled materials, guaranteeing
traceability in all stages of the production chain, several Italian
companies have joined the Global Recycling Standard (GRS) (59
certificated companies).

A further important development trajectory of standards dedicated
to the world of textiles refers to the use of chemical products that are
dangerous for human health and the environment: among these, at least
OEKO-TEX Standard 100 must be mentioned, with 823 certificated
companies in Italy. Whose family also includes the standard of
Sustainable Textile Production system (STeP) and that of a product
Made in Green, created precisely to remedy an excessive fragmentation
of the global supply chain and overcome the differences in the sector
discipline present in the different countries.

In fact, although there has been some harmonization in
environmental standards and their interpretation to remove barriers to
international competition (Brack, 1998; Faucheux & Gheorge, 1998),
different countries followed different routes in the race for leadership in
environmental technology as a consequence of their governments’ specific
policies and linkages with industry.

Remaining focused to the global perspective, other schemes can be
added to the groups presented above as Bluesign particularly widespread
among manufacturers of sportswear (Patagonia, Nike, Puma, etc.) but
this standard has a low diffusion in Italy.

Finally, it is necessary to refer to the “Detox Campaign” of
Greenpeace centered since 2011 on the elimination of 11 classes of
chemicals used in production (considering the entire supply chain), such
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as dyes or chemical agents. In fact, Detox, raising public awareness and
raising attention to the practices of companies in the sector, pushes
towards new ways of certifying the safety of the product and the
manufacturing process, which exclude third parties from the attestations
of truthfulness and correctness of the company statements by self-
certification. In Italy, there are 58 certificated companies.

The mapping of the degree of diffusion in Italy of the different
sustainability standards attests to the adoption, by companies in the
textile and clothing sector, of business models based on environmental
and social sustainability.

5. DISCUSSIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

At the current stage, the research proposes first of all an overview of the
existing standards for the fashion industry, distinguishing them in the
international system and product certifications, and disciplinary for the
textile-clothing sector. The systematization of knowledge with respect to
the characteristics of the standards represents an output available to
those - companies, trade associations, scholars - who want to deepen the
theme of the recognition of sustainable products in the fashion system,
through knowledge of the aspects relating to the various standards.

Looking at the relationship between the use of standards and
innovation, it is more than intuitive to imagine that the first “revolution”
for a company - the first paradigm shift - has to do with the accreditation
process itself. In fact, very often certification systems, such as ISO 14001,
require a series of process innovations aimed at introducing green
technologies or in any case making necessary interventions to reduce the
environmental impact of business processes. Besides, when a company
decides to obtain certifications such as the Ecolabel, the road to product
innovation can only be reached by conforming to a decisive threshold of
environmental performance linked by a double thread to the introduction
of the innovations themselves.

High number of Italian companies certified OEKO TEXT 100 proves
that Italian companies have a greater interest in informing stakeholders
too, in particular consumers, about the absence of harmful chemical
substances, prohibited by law, and on those not expressly prohibited but
commonly considered harmful.

Given the particular relevance of the issue of sustainability in the
fashion chains, the results offer some preliminary points for reflection
and practical implications on the nature of the managerial guidelines
based on sustainability. These reflections represent an important
element aimed at guiding the study of the need for the development of
sustainable behavior in an approach that looks at the knowledge and
application of the standard system as a driver of innovation and
competitiveness in the sector.

In fact, sustainability can be a key factor to strengthen the
competitiveness of the sector, acting as a further distinctive feature for
Italian companies, compared to a competition that often bases its
competitiveness on price. Many opportunities, linked to sustainability,
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can be seized especially by smaller companies if responsible behavior
becomes a strategic lever. But in light of the analysis carried out so far
on the standard system, the need for an appropriate simplification
activity of the complex world of standards seems to be required in order
to allow their effective use as a driver of innovation and of
competitiveness. A long and complex path that goes from the
systematization to the greater clarity and to the better diffusion at the
sector level.

On the other hand, a paradigm shift in the textile and clothing
sector now seems necessary. Companies need to review their medium-
long term strategies starting to consider the instrument of standards as a
real strategic lever also for innovation.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

The fashion industry represents one of the most polluting industries in
the world - with 20% of global water waste, 10% of anhydrous emissions
carbon, a strong incidence in the production of greenhouse gases (United
Nations, 2018) - as well as at an alarming social level are data on
unbridled consumerism, against very low percentages of clothing
recycling.

Deepening of the theme of sustainability in the fashion system, with
reference to the identification of the main standards that can be used in
the sector - highlighting their characteristics and areas of
applications - represents a topic of great interest. Equally important is
the study of the relationship among CSR, standards and innovation in
the Italian fashion system, in order to evaluate fashion companies’
concrete commitment in CSR. At the moment the results of research
show above all a high commitment by Italian companies to inform
stakeholders about the absence of harmful chemical substances in
clothing considered the high number - among the various standards - of
companies that have chosen the OEKO TEXT certification.

This result is probably also due to the fact that the research is at
the early stages yet. At this preliminary stage of the work, the objective
is to describe sustainability standards useful in the fashion system, as
well as the degree of diffusion of standards in Italian fashion companies.
Therefore, in this phase, the research presents the limited results to a
desk analysis conducted through the consultation of the databases of the
different institutions and certification bodies that are responsible for
issuing the aforementioned standards. This level of analysis must be
integrated with a mapping of the degree of diffusion of the standards,
both in the environmental and social fields, in the Italian territory, in
order to reflect on the differences in adherence to the standards system
and in the implementation of innovations sustainable, as well as the
level of adhesion of Italian fashion companies to sustainable business
models.

This research will be conducted at the territorial level together with
an evaluation at the firm level. With respect to analysis at the national
level, a qualitative survey will conduct with the aim to shed light on the
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dynamics underlying the different levels of certification and to describe
the reasons and the drives of a higher concentration in specific places in
order to make possible to derive some considerations on the different
degree of sustainable innovation of the Italian regions and therefore on
the first policy interventions for the local institutions. Another trajectory
of future research will be addressed, at the company level, through an
analysis on a sample of companies, to extrapolate the drivers of
sustainable innovation, induced by the various standards, and
individuate managerial implications.
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Table 1. Main sustainability standards in the textile-clothing sector

APPENDIX

Standard/

certifications in the Label ‘Cert.zfyz‘ng Contents Applications
. . institution
fashion industry
Independent and uniform international
control and certification system for raw The whole production chain
OEKO-TEX materials, semi-finished and finished from arg roduction to ?
(Confidence in textiles) products in the textile sector at every level 1y p
. finished products.
of processing, as well as for the accessory
materials used.
Certifies materials, chemical products, by Appllgable to the teth.l N
: . sector in every production
ey a single component of the textile product, level. it offers ereater
Standard 100 /\ﬁ% as well as the production processes on the transy arenc ir%su 1
Texted for harmful E7°% . absence of harmful chemical substances, HISpArency 1n SUppy
Testato per sostanze nocive A Private o relationships and simplifies
substances seconds beko Tax Siandord 100 L prohibited by law, and on those not . .
00000000 instiot Association of . the flow of information
expressly  prohibited but commonly .
European . related to possibly harmful
. considered harmful.
laboratories substances.

Standard 100
Eco-friendly factory

Eco-friendly factory
occording o Osko-Tex Standard 1000
No 000000 Insiue

It certifies compliance with environmental
requirements (emission reductions, waste
recycling, optimization of energy
consumption and non-use of
environmentally harmful substances and
materials) and social (health and safety of
workers, compliance with contracts, child
labor) and presence on at least 30% of the
products on the market for the Standard
100 certification.

Applicable at every level of
the production chain in the
textile-clothing sector.
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Other Labels:

1. My STeP;

2. Made in green;

3. Eco Passport;

4. Detox to zero;

5. Leather Standard.

OEKO-TEX®

OEKO-TEX

00003000 insttute

DETOX TO ZERO )

LEATHER STANDARD &
ewararum

%

1. Database allowing to monitor the
standards throughout the production
chain, from the production of yarns to
finished products in all manner;

2. Independent label certifying that there
are no dangerous substances and that the
production processes are ethical and
sustainable.

3. Certification of an independent system
that does not certify textile companies,
but rather the products of chemical
companies: checks new-generation
chemicals that want to enter the textile
market;

4. Review of the OEKO-TEX® criteria,
which is committed to supporting the Zero
Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals
initiative. ~This commitment raises
awareness among companies involved in
the OEKO-TEX® system on chemical
issues associated with the compounds
identified by Greenpeace in the DeTox
campaign;

5. Specific independent certification for
textile fibers made with animal skin.

Applicable at every level of
the production chain in the
textile-clothing sector.

Worldwide Responsible
Accredited Production
(WRAP)

%,
%
Crion

7
G, -
Fetiteo v

12 PRINCIPLES

Independent label

The WRAP certificate demonstrates the
company's commitment to ethical, social
and environmental standards, to
guarantee responsible production.

Manufacturers of clothing,
footwear and accessories.

Fair Wear Foundation = It aims to improve working conditions in o
FAIR .
(FWF) R Independent label | 1 iog where clothes are made. Textile industry

PUNDATION

Step

Private
International
Certification

Certifies production processes that respect
certain limits and do not use certain
substances.

Textile industry
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The project

Using a certification

encourages companies to give up totally or

rating, the

Animal-Free Fashion Y ?Aervlfil_o\‘,)fvfisbeigﬁlv at least partially the use of materials of Fashion firms
League) animal origin: fur, feathers, leather, silk,
wool.
o Ten, The GOTS label certifies the biological
. . <4 W clothing in natural fabrics: linen, hemp,
gtlggzlagir %érg%'sl’)extﬂe ES é’ Private Standard wool and organic cotton. It is among the The whole textile chain
%% & most important and sought-after textile

“Gots”

certifications.

Organic Content
Standard (OCS)

Organic 100

&

GANI¢
c@
o
)
2%

>

org

Organic Blended

X
weogg,
&N\

E; z \ ®
a g
9 5
2 5

\on s

Private Standard

Ensures that a certain percentage of
organic cotton is present in the product. It
concerns exclusively the validation of the
content declared by fashion companies
with respect to the presence of organic
cotton.

Fashion firms

Voluntary and private certification that

Recycled / regenerated

Private . . cotton; Recycled /
- L. mainly concerns textile products of i
Global Recycle Global Certification . regenerated wool;
Recycle companies that produce and market
Standard (GRS) NS standard Managed by . - . Recycled polyester, recycled
N worldwide finished products or semi- : X
Textile Exchange . . polyamide, leather fiber
finished products from recycled material.
regenerated.
European Union | A voluntary ecological label that
£ (EU Ecolabel) guarantees the consumer that a product .
i . . Some product and service
EU-Ecolabel EUNE governed by EC or service has been created paying categories
ECU|ahE| Regulation n. attention to the various environmental &

66/2010.

aspects throughout its life cycle.
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Fairtrade

FAIRTRADE

Private
Consortium

Ethical certification of the most
recognized product in the world. It
guarantees above all working conditions,
promotes livelihoods for families involved
in the textile/food sector of
underdeveloped countries.

It also embraces the environmental
aspect, dictating the basic rules of an eco-
sustainable production.

Different textiles but also
handicrafts, food, etc

Bluesign®

MEMBER
bluesigm

International
Private Standard

The bluesign® standard does not take
into consideration only the finished
product but analyzes all the input flows:
from raw materials to chemical
components, to human resources, with a
sophisticated “Input Stream
Management”.

Certifies the entire textile
chain

15014046
Water Footprint

International ISO
Standard

Quantifies the potential environmental
impact on water of a product, process or
organization.

Applied to various products

18014067
Carbon Footprint

International ISO
Standard

An instrument designed for the market, it
was developed to facilitate the supply of
low-greenhouse gas emission products and
to satisfy the demands of consumers who
pay more attention to environmental
dynamics.

Applied to various products

Source: our elaboration
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Table 2. The sustainable standards degree in the textile-clothing sector in Italy in June 2019

Standard/Certification

Number of certified

Certifying institution

companies
EMAS 9 ISPRA
EU ECOLABEL 4 ISPRA
GOTS 123 ICEA
STEP by OEXOTEXT 18 CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO

OEXOTEXT 100

823

CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO

MADE IN GREEN by OEXOTEXT
DETOX TO ZERO by OEXOTEXT

2
0

CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO
CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO

LAETHER STANDARD by OEXOTEXT
ECO PASSPORT by OEXOTEXT

4
11

CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO
CENTRO TESIILE COTONIERO ABBIGLIAMENTO

RCS 4 ICEA
GRS 59 ICEA
0CS 10 ICEA
FAITRADE 3 FLOCERT
BLUSIGN 4 BLUSIGN
DETOX by GREENPEACE 58 CONSORZIO ITALIANO %(I\D/II%I),EMENTAZIONE DETOX

UNI EN ISO 14001

66 (textile)
4 (leather)

DIFFERENT AUTONOMOUS INSTITUTIONS

Source: our elaboration
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