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Implementing Sustainability Programs toward improving bottom-line practices in the 

Global Garment Sector: Bangladesh perspective 

Md Sultan Mahmood 

Abstract 

Background of the study Sustainability is a long-debated issue, and there is no universal 

approach to implement sustainability programs for all organizations. The broad aim of this 

study is to explore the implementation of sustainability programs (SP) by the lead suppliers 

improving all bottom lines performances of the labor-intensive global garment sector. The 

purpose is reached through three research queries. First, what does sustainability mean to the 

garment suppliers, and how important is sustainability program to consider in the current 

business practices? Second, what are the key performance indicators to implement 

sustainability programs by garment suppliers? Furthermore third, how do the workplace 

compliance pressures mediate to improve suppliers' sustainability programs? 

Materials and Method We designed an exploratory case study with multiple cases from 

the Bangladesh garment sector. The study chose the Bangladeshi garment industry as the 

study context due to the increased pressures for social and environmental compliances after 

several workplace occurrences. We selected only three case companies after considering the 

research aim, data collection protocols, and accessibility to the study setting. The study 

employed multi-methods of interviews, observations, and document reviews for data 

collection from the three Bangladeshi apparel manufacturers. We selected the twenty-two 

respondents through non-probability sampling for interview data collection. The researcher 

analyzed all interview data through the thematic content analysis technique. 

Study Results and discussions The study uncovered three key findings. First, the case 

companies considered sustainability programs as standardized practices or corporate 

business policies overcoming the internal and external challenges. These challenges 

appeared after the stakeholders' pressures since the 2013 Rana Plaza collapse. The internal 

challenges concerning organizational operational and external forces led case firms to adopt 

regulatory safety compliance initiatives immediately after the 2013 factory collapse. Second, 

case firms developed five bottom lines (FBL) capabilities by focusing on the workplace, 

environmental, social, economic, and governance dimensions. These capabilities help firms 

tackle organizational and operational challenges facing day-to-day business activities. They 

developed almost twenty-three key performance indicators (KPIs) under the FBL 

capabilities. Although there were many differences among the KPIs, they set them as visible 

measures to scale their SPs. Third, workplace compliance was underpinned as the initial 

effort that mediated the SPs through several phases. They addressed factories' safety issues 

and set initiatives to remediate them. Second, they extended the programs that contribute to 

societal and environmental practices, and finally, they combined SPs to continue the changes 

for creating new business scopes.  

To firm A, workplace safety, occupational health, and cleaner production assessment are 

the three key initiatives to embrace sustainability practices. These initiatives became very 
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visible and measurable toward improving bottom-line performance. On the other hand, firm 

B emphasized transforming human capital through ensuring workers' human rights, labor 

codes practices, empowerment, skilled training, and other volunteering activities alongside 

workplace safety and occupational health. However, this firm also addressed the ecological 

impacts, process wastes, and resources barriers to expedite environmental assessment, offset 

the carbon emissions, and develop resource management. However, case firm C is more 

structured in sustainability orientation than the other two firms. They adopted legal 

compliance, ethical business practices, and environmental footprint management toward 

their sustainability journey. The global business norms such as United Nation Global 

Compact (UNGP) and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) are two parameters to set their 

standards in the bottom-line performances. The top management considers employees' 

health, workplace safety, empowerment, social sponsorships, decarbonization, green 

infrastructure, etc., as strategic initiatives to lead garment export business in the competitive 

edge.  

All three firms differentiated among them, deeming their corporate strategies, 

policy-making, and KPIs practices. Their corporate statement showed how to embody 

sustainability through their business activities. Each firm set a vision to be the most 

regarded company by offering quality products and the best manufacturing services with 

less social and environmental costs. The study results revealed that the corporate leaders of 

all three firms learned triple-bottom-line issues from many national regulations 

international and global management standards. They combined their knowledge with their 

internal organizations and converted these into policies and action plans to implement 

sustainability programs. The study argued that the garment suppliers' sustainability 

programs should be considered five bottom lines instead of three bottom lines. 

Theoretical and practical contributions The study serves two significant purposes, both 

in academic and practical fields. It also offers several directions and indicators toward 

improving sustainability practices from five areas. 

The study argued that the case firms of the global garment sector integrated knowledge 

management alongside institutional, resource-based, and stakeholder approaches to create 

core values, corporate policies, and business practices toward sustainability programs. The 

study found that the firms accepted global climate issues and societal impacts as core to 

rethink with the business activities. Therefore, they combined those concerns with core 

business activities to set the sustainability programs in operational and organizational 

practices. The corporate team of all three companies socializes with different knowledge 

partners, auditors, and international organizations to understand business norms and 

standards toward sustainability practices. The management employees became more scope to 

receive outside knowledge on implementing policies, standards, and indices over safe, 

healthy, and green work environment toward sustainability programs. 

The study results have a high impact considering practical implications. The study 

identified a set of key performance indicators (KPIs) with hundreds of the above measures. 

These indicators help the small and medium garment suppliers incorporate the SP in their 

operating model. The managers of direct garment exporters in the GGS can use the specific 
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measures to scale their facilities' performance concerning bottom lines. Again, the 

manufacturers who fell in the indirect sourcing model also use the KPIs of this study to 

promote sustainability practices within their facilities. To implement SP, the Bangladesh 

garment sector needs to carefully align its economic contributions with its long-term 

workplace safety, social security, environmental accountability, and corporate governance. 

In this light, the study results provide the hundreds above practical measures under 

twenty-third KPIs for enhancing the five bottom lines practices of the garment suppliers.  

Originality of this study The study identified the garment suppliers' sustainability 

program (SSP) through a case study research strategy to promote the bottom-line practices in 

the GGS context. Many business frameworks have been illustrated in the prior literature that 

is overgeneralized, including macro views, and challenging to translate into practice garment 

sector context. Therefore, the context-specific framework on SSP became craving need to be 

explored. This study aimed to explore such framework from lead suppliers' sustainability 

practice for the whole garment sector on implementing sustainability practices in the 

complex production network. The study, thus, designed a framework that three factors: 

independent factors (barriers), motivating factors (drivers), and dependent variables such as 

KPIs from three case firms toward sustainable business practices.  

Limitation and future study The main limitation of this study is to exclude the indirect 

garment exporters. Due to access limitations, reluctance to share information, and lack of 

business data, this study did not consider the subcontractor or informal garment sector. 

However, these limitations invite future studies on greater context, including direct and 

indirect suppliers in a global production network. Future investigations can also seek the 

relationship between materiality issues and business performances, excluded here. How 

much impact on productivity and worker efficiencies after implementing sustainability 

issues may offer an exciting insight for future research? 
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