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It was the coldest month of April in 16 years. On previous 
nights we had still witnessed winter frost, but now spring 
was in the air and eagerly showing itself. In some areas of the 
Netherlands, day temperatures were even hitting the tropical 
bar of 25 degrees Celsius. This combination of hot and cold 
was exactly how I felt when I first heard about Rana Plaza on 
the 24th of April, 2013. 

The news did not shock just me. The en-
tire world woke up to an ensuing drama 
taking place in Bangladesh, where an 
eight-storey commercial building called 
Rana Plaza had collapsed. The search to 
rescue survivors and retrieve the dead 
lasted until mid-May. Because of the col-
lapse, 1,134 persons died and over 2,500 
people were injured.

TRANSITION PROGRAMME

At the time, I was responsible for the first 
international transition programme of 
CSR Netherlands. Our aim was to stimu-
late and inspire small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) to develop more 
sustainable trade relations with emerg-
ing economies. It was my dream job – one 
in which I could combine my passion for 
sustainable business with my expertise 
in programme management. It was quite 
an innovative undertaking, a so-called 
‘transition programme’ aiming to acceler-
ate sustainability in six sectors, working 
with SMEs as our main target group, and 
not only looking at mitigating value chain 
risks but also at creating concrete business 
opportunities. 

Within the programme team, we  
already knew a bit about transition  
management. Fortunately, experienced 
knowledge institutions and market trans-
formation consultancy firms, such as 
DRIFT and NewForesight, provided in-
valuable support. If this was so novel for 

us already, can you imagine what a brave 
step it was for the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs to support such a programme? Only 
a few weeks ago, we had received their 
formal ‘Go’ for the four-year programme. 
This had taken considerable time and ef-
fort. My programme team and I were still 
buzzing with excitement that we could fi-
nally kick off. 

We were about to select our focus sec-
tors, which had to meet quite a number of 
criteria to be eligible. Aside from obvious 
ones such as having international sustain-
ability challenges and being ‘relevant for 
SMEs’, another key criterion was that a 
‘sense of urgency’ had to be felt within the 
sector. Fashion had been on the shortlist, 
but had not been selected yet. After the 
news about Rana Plaza, my colleague, 
Michiel van Yperen, and I got together 
and exclaimed, “We HAVE TO do some-
thing about this!”

It was no longer difficult to get com-
mitments from stakeholders to start with 
fashion (garments and textile) as one of 
our key sectors. Rana Plaza had created a 
compelling sense of urgency. It made it pain-
fully clear that, despite huge amounts al-
ready being spent on standards and audit 
systems, this approach was blatantly in-
sufficient to prevent such a disaster. 

We had to find another way to help  
accelerate transitions in inherently un-
sustainable sectors. And we only had a 
few years to do it. But how? “How are we  
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going to be different from all those  
other initiatives that have preceded us?” 
and, “How will we accelerate an ever- 
broadening movement and actually make  
an impact?” 

OUR STRATEGY

We were convinced that instead of work-
ing with predominantly big players and 
their vested interests in the status quo, we 
needed to focus on SMEs. Together with 
DRIFT we devised a three-step strategy. 
We started with analysing the context and 
forming a diverse coalition of frontrun-
ners (‘change agents’): professionals from 
different types of organisations who were 
able and willing to think out of the box. 
Jointly they created a shared vision for the 
sector. Secondly, together with the coali-
tion, we experimented in ‘safe spaces’, in 
which we learnt by doing. We initiated 
concrete projects that were in line with 
the vision and thus inspired others that ‘it 
can be done’. Thirdly, we wanted to trig-
ger a snowball effect to transform the val-
ue chain and provide a framework for ac-
tion in the chain, across the entire sector 
and beyond. 

“WE HAVE TO DO THIS DIFFERENTLY!”

My colleague Michiel van Yperen had a 
lot of experience in the sector, especially 
with the abundant certification standards 
and auditing schemes. Michiel had wit-
nessed that compliance-based models ‘can 
only get us so far’. “We have to do this dif-
ferently!” he vehemently asserted. Other 
practitioners confirmed this. While the 
use of standards was widespread in the 
value chain, there were many inefficien-
cies and there was too little impact on  
the ground. 

We asked ourselves, “How is it possi-
ble that, despite considerable effort from 
a range of companies and stakeholders to 
make the sector more sustainable, the ef-
fects are still so little?”  In retrospect, I 

wonder, “When the rules of the game are 
grounded in distrust, isn’t this exactly the 
kind of behaviour that we bring upon our-
selves?” Based on my previous work expe-
rience, I knew that efforts in international 
development, while embracing sustaina-
bility ambitions and investing in trust, are 
often too small in scope or too difficult to 
scale up, or both, to really make an impact.

So, what costly lesson has Rana Plaza 
inadvertently taught us? Rana Plaza has 
become the embodiment of ‘what can go 
wrong’ when a system is stuck in unsus-
tainable behaviour. A grave example of 
what happens when connections between 
people and the ensuing ‘race to the bottom’ 
literally end up in thousands of people be-
coming injured, and even dying. “How did 
we get so far removed from the ‘human di-
mension?” and, “What is fundamental for 
change?” In the aftermath of Rana Plaza, 
these existential questions kept me awake 
at night. But to move forward we had to  
go step by step, learn by doing, and get 
better at understanding and influencing 
the dynamics along the road. 

OUR AMBITION

Once established, the fashion team 
worked frantically to gather insights about 
the history, trends, key actors and sustain-
ability challenges of the sector. Attracting 
the right ‘blend’ of frontrunners that could 
effectively lead the transition, with SMEs 
in the driver’s seat, was also paramount. 

This coalition of the willing formulated a 
shared mission that served as an appealing 
future perspective for a more sustaina-
ble Dutch fashion sector. They identified 
the main sustainability problems, such 
as unliveable wages, child labour, unsafe 
working conditions, and excessive water 
and pesticide usage. They listed the main 
barriers, including the lack of transpar-
ency, traditional linear business models, 
the race for the lowest price, and the rap-
id growth of fast fashion. And they high-
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lighted key enablers, including the intro-
duction of circular business models. 

This led to a shared ambition: “Trans-
forming the Dutch fashion sector into 
a sector that is circular, clean, fair and 
effective by 2025.” To implement this 
shared ambition, we developed an action 
plan with a range of projects. Depending 
on the particular challenges addressed 
in a project, a ‘ring’ of interested compa-
nies and stakeholders gathered around it, 
spreading out like ripples on a pond. 

POLITICAL PRESSURE 

In the aftermath of Rana Plaza, height-
ened political pressure had mobilised 
fashion companies to come together and 
address sustainability challenges in a 
National Action Plan, called the ‘Dutch 
Agreement on Sustainable Garments and 
Textile’. This plan mainly focused on 
mitigating major risks in the sector. We 
were happy with the active involvement 
of the Dutch Minister for Foreign Trade 
and Development Cooperation, Lilianne 
Ploumen. She pushed things forward. But 
she also named and shamed specific com-
panies that didn’t sign the agreements. 

This in turn caused some heated dis-
cussions within our team and in the media. 
“One cannot do this!” exclaimed one of 
my team members. “Inciting laggards to 
step up their game might sometimes work 
though…?” hesitated another. “How can 
you name only three companies in a whole 
system that is unsustainable?” 

Our conclusions: leadership is impor-
tant; dialogue works better than naming 
and shaming. The same goes for construc-

tive, responsive leadership over more an-
tagonistic approaches.

ACTION AND DISSEMINATION THROUGH NEW 

CIRCULAR BUSINESS MODELS

Complementary to the compliance- 
based approach, we decided to focus on 
developing new circular business models. 
We considered the circular economy a key en-
abler to address three of the sector’s main 
challenges: lack of transparency, focus on 
lowest price, and linear business model. 
Thinking ‘circular’ also stimulated supply 
chain responsibility and led to increased 
insights into social and environmental im-
pacts more upstream in the value chain. 
Equally important was that it opened up 
many exciting opportunities, and our coa-
lition, especially the SMEs, couldn’t wait 
to finally get into ‘action mode’. 

TRANSITIONING THE WORKWEAR BRANCH

Because we had limited time, we decided 
to focus first on the business-to-business 
(B2B) segment, namely workwear. Com-
panies using corporate clothing, such as 
hospitals and the military, are more recep-
tive to sustainability demands than the 
average consumer. They run a significant-
ly higher reputation risk, and are there- 
fore more willing to invest and, at least  
initially, pay a higher price for more sus-
tainable products.

MADE WITH PRIDE 

CSR Netherlands already had a very ac-
tive (health-)care network with which 
we teamed up in 2014 to develop ‘caring 
workwear’. A group of Dutch healthcare 

“HOW DID WE GET SO FAR REMOVED FROM THE 

‘HUMAN DIMENSION?”
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institutions, local textile producers and 
various independent experts developed 
a prototype collection of supportive and 
sustainable workwear for healthcare  
professionals. 

The project is a beautiful example of 
technological innovation (reuse of materi-
als; antibacterial coating; electronic wear-
ables) and social innovation (process of 
collaboration: co-creation). The workwear 
was also ‘caring’ for its producers and the 
environment: “Made with Pride in Bang-
ladesh and Tunisia.” Factory labourers 
were offered fair wages and a safe work 
environment. In addition, the garments’ 
materials complied with the highest sus-
tainability standards. They were easily re-
cyclable and could help diminish the waste 
streams of the participating hospitals. 

There were challenges, too. The par-
ticipating hospitals were, for example, 
obligated by EU law to put out tenders 
against which at least three companies 
should be able to bid. The ‘request’, how-
ever, was so innovative that no other 
consortia would be able to compete at the 
time. EU competition law was constrict-
ing our innovative efforts. Though legis-
lation can still be a major barrier, public 
servants seem more open nowadays to  
discuss such restrictions and explore  
possible solutions.

FIRST LAUNCHING CUSTOMER

Based on the promising results of our 
workwear pilot in healthcare, the fashion 
coalition took things to yet another lev-
el in 2015 and beyond. Rob van Arnhem, 
from the Ministry of Defence, who was 
responsible for workwear procurement 

for the central government, played a cru-
cial role. It was his forward thinking and 
daring to take a stand that really catalysed 
demand for sustainable workwear. 

On a Ministry of Defence Suppliers 
day in 2015, in a room with over 100 work-
wear producers, our circular healthcare 
workwear and its unique qualities was 
demonstrated. People were impressed. 
Then Rob stood up, his back straight and 
his voice carrying the weight of his an-
nouncement: “In our upcoming procure-
ment, we will require up to 10% of recycled 
materials in workwear for the army, police 
and firefighters, with ever more ambitious 
targets in subsequent procurements!” 
Some people cheered, others looked a bit 
shaken and clueless. “How am I going to 
translate this to my own business and re-
main competitive?”

By becoming the first launching  
customer of a substantial size, Rob van  
Arnhem and his team created a critical de-
mand for sustainable, recycled workwear 
within the government at large. In doing 
so, he sparked innovation, creativity and  
urgency amongst suppliers to meet this 
demand. In parallel, by linking up with  
famous Dutch designers such as Bas  
Kosters, we were able to generate media at-
tention and broader awareness. 

Looking back, one person’s commit-
ment and audacity were critical to tip the 
sector towards more sustainable, circular 
workwear. In fact, by 2016 the workwear 
purchased by the Dutch central govern-
ment for the army, police and firefighters 
exceeded all expectations – it already con-
sisted of 20% recycled materials! Success 
in this particular branch spilled over to 

“DIALOGUE WORKS BETTER THAN NAMING  

AND SHAMING.”
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various other branches in the workwear 
industry, including the hospitality and 
construction sectors. Within CSR Neth-
erlands, fashion and chemistry ‘cross-pol-
linated’ to develop circular sports cloth-
ing. And the demand for more sustainable 
circular clothing has also taken a flight 
amongst municipalities. 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

Looking back at my role in the transition 
programme of CSR Netherlands, I almost 
smile when I remember how cautious 
we were in the beginning, meticulously 
trying to play ‘by the (transition man-
agement) book’. As a team we still had to 
learn how to ‘dance with complexity’. To 
follow the rhythm to achieve better align-
ment between various levels, actors and 
domains. And, similar to conductors of 
an orchestra, it’s all about finding a deli-
cate balance between steering and leaving 
sufficient room for individual expression, 
passion, serendipity, cross-pollination 
and new realities to emerge. 

In the end, trust and collaboration be-
tween each and every link in the value chain 
was needed to make actual transforma-
tion happen; from ‘fibre to retail’ partner  
organisations in emerging economies,  
to companies and institutes here in the 
Netherlands. 1 It took relentless effort 
and purpose, great openness, resilience 
to progress, and the willingness to make 
mistakes and learn together. At times, a 
liberating sense of humour also proved 
critical to transcend those moments when 
everything we did seemed ‘up in the air’. 
Time and again, we took a deep breath, re-
gained our step and restored the rhythm. 

VALUABLE LESSONS FOR DANCING  

WITH COMPLEXITY

  Change processes are ‘messy’ by 
nature. They often go shock-wise and 
need to be looked at through different 

lenses: multilevel, multiphase and 
multi-domain. Dealing with complex-
ity is like a dance, you have to follow 
the rhythm and embrace uncertainty 
to make use of opportunities that arise 
unexpectedly. Let serendipity work 
its charm. 

 
  Rana Plaza ‘upped’ the urgency to 

address sustainability in the fashion 
industry tremendously. At all levels 
and domains, it forced actors to move 
forward to a new phase in which the 
roots – not just the symptoms – of 
sustainability issues would finally be 
addressed. To break deadlocks, a com-
pelling urgency for change is needed, 
not only at the start but throughout 
the transition process. During every 
phase, leading actors develop ‘a stake’ 
in the process and may resist the 
change needed to move on.

  Solutions in one phase of a transition 
process often become barriers in the 
next. Different stakeholder composi-
tions and strategies are needed.  
Careful stakeholder engagement is 
therefore critical throughout the  
transition process. 

   Trust requires time to be built and 
needs to be nurtured; this goes for 
relationships at individual levels and 
also between organisations. At the 
start, approaches are often built around 
‘non-trust’ between actors in the sys-
tem, such as standards and audits and 
predominantly vertical supply chain 
relations. Later phases become more 
representative of trust and collabora-
tion, including horizontal connections, 
even between competitors and be-
tween public, private and not-for-profit 
stakeholders. We cannot skip phases; 
we have to go through the collective 
learning process and are often only 
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willing to move on when a new sense of 
urgency is felt.

   Working with companies, especially 
SMEs, taught us to get into ‘action 
mode’ to keep them on board. We  
also learnt, though, that without in-
vesting sufficient time in really under-
standing the urgency for change and 
working towards a genuinely shared 
ambition, the underlying actions be-
come insufficiently aligned and  
lack overall impact.

  ‘People’ are often the greatest barriers 
to change. So, let’s invest in people 
and look at the mindsets, skillsets  
and toolsets that are needed to 
effectuate transformational change. 
Explore ways that combine person-

al leadership development (inward 
looking) with making a positive im-
pact in the world (outward looking). 
Transformational leadership may well 
prove to be the decisive ingredient in 
effectuating change.

  We tend to overestimate rational 
aspects and underestimate emotional 
ones in change processes. Ineffective-
ly dealing with underlying emotions 
during a change process may well 
prevent people and organisations from 
really moving forward. So combine 
hard data with heart data. Make sure 
dissenting voices are safe to be ex-
pressed. Incorporate the wisdom of 
minorities to make both process and 
content more resilient.

1    The success of this programme could not have been 
achieved without the dedicated efforts of all parties 
involved, to which I am very thankful. My programme 
team members and the front-runners within the sector 
coalitions, who ultimately made everything possible. The 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, for having the guts 
to support such an innovative undertaking. Knowledge 
institutes DR IFT and NewForesight, who enabled us to 
recognise patterns, make sense of complexity and develop 
strategies, while also daring to follow the flow. 
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