
ABSTRACT 

GIBSON, CLAIRE ELIZABETH. Evaluation of the Higg Index 2.0 and Other Sustainability 
Assessment Tools. (Under the direction of Dr. Lori Rothenberg). 
 

Sustainability is an ongoing challenge for consumers and companies alike as social, 

economic, and environmental practices continue to increase in importance. Issues regarding 

sustainability arise at each step of the Fiber-Textile-Apparel-Retail (FTAR) supply chain. 

High water usage and chemical application and disposal issues are key sustainability 

problems with fabric dyeing and printing. On the side of apparel production, there are 

continuing concerns about the treatment of factory workers. Retailers are often uniquely 

positioned as both the consumer-facing side of the industry and also the overseers of 

sustainability within their supply chains.  

This research aims to evaluate sustainability assessment tools, with particular interest 

in the Higg Index 2.0, used by textile and apparel brands to measure their sustainability 

efforts and determine areas of improvements. There is a distinct lack of academic research on 

the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools at the system level. This study 

will fill that gap in the literature. A survey was used to collect both qualitative and 

quantitative data, via open-ended questions and Likert-scale questions respectively, in order 

to assess the utility and relevance of these tools. Surveys were sent to people in each sector of 

the FTAR complex who were familiar with their company’s sustainability efforts. 

Fifty-three people responded to the survey. They identified eleven key issues of 

utilization and six key issues of relevance. Issues of utilization, both positive and negative, 

included burden on companies, integration into company practices, consumer motivation, 

industry standardization, industry adoption, verification of inputs, economic incentive, 

environmental concern, education/training, additions to tools, and supply chain transparency. 



The positive and negative issues of relevance were sustainability definition, consumer 

knowledge, breadth, quantifiable metrics, applicability, and marketing to industry. Based on 

the survey results, practical improvement suggestions were made in order to make 

improvements to the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools.  
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CHAPTER 1 | Introduction 

1.1 | Statement of Purpose 

 Since 1987, when the Brundtland Report defined sustainability as being able to “meet 

the needs and aspirations of the present without compromising the ability to meet those of the 

future” (World Commission, 1987, p. 39), the importance and awareness of sustainability has 

increased (Galbreth and Ghosh, 2013). However, this definition is vague and leaves the 

specifics of sustainability up to individual interpretation (Holden, Linnerud, & Banister, 

2014). This lack of a clear definition has resulted in differing interpretations and importance 

at the corporate level (de Abreu, 2011). With high levels of chemical, energy, labor, and 

water consumption, the textile and apparel industry is an area where sustainability is a 

trending topic (Bateh, Heaton, Arbogast, & Broadbent, 2013). To assess the industry’s 

impact on the environment (i.e. chemicals, energy, and water consumption) and society, 

companies could use a sustainability assessment tool (Melnyk, Sroufe, and Calantone, 2003). 

Different assessment tools address different aspects of economic, social, and environmental 

sustainability. For example, the Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals initiative focuses on 

assessing chemical management and wastewater quality (Zero Discharge of Hazardous 

Chemicals, 2016). In contrast, the Organic Cotton Sustainability Assessment Tool (OC-SAT) 

addresses the environmental, economic, and social inputs and outputs of organic cotton 

production (Textile Exchange, 2011).  

 The purpose of this research is to determine areas of improvement for sustainability 

assessment tools, with a focus on the Higg Index 2.0. The following research questions will 
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drive the study. What are textile and apparel industry executives’ opinions on the utility of 

the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools? What are textile and apparel 

industry executives’ opinions on the relevance of the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools? What improvements can be made to the Higg Index 2.0 as a sustainability 

assessment tool? What improvements can be made to other sustainability assessment tools?   

1.2 | Significance of Study 

Sustainable development is dependent on the interpretation of sustainability. The 

interpretation has varied ever since the Brundtland Report defined sustainability (Drexhage 

& Murphy, 2010; World Commission, 1987). Companies must decide what sustainability 

means to them and then use sustainability assessment as a way to assure stakeholders and 

consumers of their commitment to better social, environmental, and/or economic practices 

(Bateh, et al., 2013). This lack of a common definition of sustainability can lead to disparity 

within the textile and apparel industry about sustainability assessment (Johnston, Everad, 

Santillo, & Robert, 2007).  

While studies exist on individual sustainability indicators (e.g, Moldan, Janoušková, 

and Hák, 2012; ISO, 2010), the research on sustainability assessment tools, such as the Higg 

Index 2.0, as a system is lacking. This study will contribute to the literature by identifying 

current issues related to sustainability assessment tools. The findings will be useful to the 

industry as a whole, as well as to individual companies during the creation or revision of 

their sustainability assessment tools.  
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1.3 | Limitations 

 The study has the following limitations: 

• The data is limited to 53 responses from a convenience sample of textile and apparel 

companies. Therefore, the results are not generalizable. 

• Participants were primarily from North America. Sustainability assessment as a 

whole can be different on different continents. For example, some sources cite Europe 

as having the most established sustainability assessment systems (Black, 2008). 

• Participants could have varying levels of background on and exposure to 

sustainability assessment. Participants might have responded to the survey questions 

differently if they had a stronger understanding of sustainability.   
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CHAPTER 2 | Literature Review 

Companies and consumers are paying more attention to sustainability as the benefits 

of sustainability become clearer and new environmental policies and laws are implemented 

(DeLong, Goncu-Berk, Bye & Wu, 2013). The Global Financial Crisis and the prevalence of 

social and environmental issues, such as sweatshops and global warming, have put pressure 

on companies to change their approach (Blaga, 2013).  

Two of the reasons that the textile and apparel industry faces sustainability problems 

are the large number of inputs used to make products and also general consumer 

consumption behavior (Goswami, 2008). Textile and apparel production inputs include large 

amounts of chemicals, water, labor, and energy (Musial, n.d.). These inputs are used across 

the supply chain. The textile supply chain includes raw materials, material manufacture, 

product manufacture, transportation and distribution, use, recycling, recycled material 

manufacture, and end disposition (Musial, n.d.). At every step in the textile and apparel 

supply chain, there is a unique set of sustainability challenges. Some studies raise the 

proposition that there are many opportunities for unsustainable practices that could lead to 

public relations setbacks for both the company and industry as seen, for example, in the Rana 

Plaza Collapse fallout (Wang & Currier, 2015).  Although research has found that consumer 

consumption behavior is partially to blame for sustainability problems, most of the 

responsibility for sustainability will continue to fall upon textile and apparel companies 

(Sustainable Brands, 2015).  

Studies have been conducted on the textile and apparel industry’s adoption of 

sustainability best practices. Many efforts and initiatives are in progress to help solve 
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sustainability issues from both environmental and social perspectives without losing the 

economic viability of industry (Fibuch & Van Way, 2012). Companies are partnering with 

competitors in order to find solutions to some of the largest problems via initiatives like Zero 

Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals and the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (Zero Discharge of 

Hazardous Chemicals, 2015; Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016c). Due to the 

environmental risks, stakeholder demands, and the existing environmental regulations, 

companies may have a difficult time navigating sustainability on their own (de Abreu, 2011). 

Industry-wide initiatives help companies to solve issues collectively, allow for exchange and 

adaptations of best practices, and help to present a unified industry front to consumers 

(Butler, Henderson, & Raiborn, 2011).  

Other research has examined the impact of consumer behavior on sustainability 

practices in industry. Consumers have started to demand more transparency from companies 

(Wang and Currier, 2015). As consumer awareness and access to information about 

sustainability has steadily increased, so has the pressure on companies in general to be 

transparent and produce goods in the most sustainable way possible (Sustainable Brands, 

2015). The textile and apparel industry is not exempt from this pressure. The use of 

sustainability assessment tools can aid in being transparent (Fernandez-Feijoo, Romero, and 

Ruiz, 2014). However, it is important to keep in mind that the assessment tools are built on 

implicit or explicit definitions of sustainability (Pope, Annandale, & Morrison-Sanders, 

2004). The definitions of sustainability vary widely (Johnston, Everad, Santillo, & Robert, 

2007).  
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This chapter will begin with a review of the literature on the definition of 

sustainability. The definition of sustainability will be followed by a review of sustainability 

evaluation and assessment. Finally, the literature review concludes with an examination of 

current research regarding the Sustainable Apparel Coalition and the Higg index 2.0.  

2.1 | Defining Sustainability 

 One of the definitions of sustainability is in the Brundtland Report, which states, 

“Sustainable development seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the present without 

compromising the ability to meet those of the future” (World Commission, 1987, p. 39). In 

the realm of apparel, there are a variety of subcategories such as sportswear, leisure, luxury, 

department, mass market and fast fashion, and for each of these subcategories sustainability 

takes on a different definition (Kozlowski, Searcy, & Bardecki, 2015). William Kimbrell, 

from Cotton Incorporated, described sustainability as a “moving target” (Kimbrell, 2015). By 

adopting the moving target approach and focusing on continuous improvement, companies 

can become more sustainable and adapt over time (Kimbrell, 2015).  

 In 2015, nearly 200 countries signed the Paris Agreement on climate change, where 

all signatories agreed that “recognizing that sustainable lifestyles and sustainable patterns of 

consumption and production, with developed country parties taking the lead, play an 

important role in addressing climate change” (United Nations, 2015, p. 2). The Paris 

Agreement puts pressure not only on governments, but companies as well to reduce 

greenhouse gases (The 2015 Paris Agreement on Climate Change, 2016). 

The lack of one agreed upon definition is what has caused a general ambiguity of 

what it means to be sustainable (Owens & Legere, 2015). Some researchers are proponents of 
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a more generalized sustainability definition because it allows for variance in interpretation 

and flexibility in different situations (Dale & Newman, 2005). Others argue that the lack of 

detailed definition results in a lack of “measurable, manageable objectives” which can cause 

difficulty for companies looking to improve their sustainability (White, 2013, p. 213). 

Furthermore, Owens et al. (2015), note that the indistinct definition results in a loss of 

meaning and descriptive impact over time. One study has confirmed this loss of meaning 

saying that sustainable development was devalued since it is redefined frequently to suit 

various needs (Johnston, Everard, Santillo, & Robért, 2007). Initiatives and assessment tools 

could outline a useful definition of sustainability for the textile and apparel industry. 

2.1.1 | Sustainability and the textile and apparel industry. 

The World Bank (2012) defines sustainability as consisting of three pillars. Those 

pillars are economic, social, and environmental. Ideally, companies would be able to 

perfectly balance the three pillars, achieve sustainable development and pass these best 

practices along to consumers. 

The three pillars are also known as the “triple bottom line” (Van Marrewijk, 2003). 

The three pillars of the triple bottom line are often used as the basis for sustainability 

indicators and will all be discussed in depth later. For now, the role of the consumer will be 

briefly examined. Research confirmed that companies with ISO 140001 certification, one of 

many available environmental certifications, had increased market value over companies 

without the certification in a long-term period from October 1996 to April 2011 

(Sebastianelli, Tamimi, & Iacocca, 2015). However, the link between the economic benefit 

of eco-friendly product sales and the consumer is not clear cut. Studies show that consumers 
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depended on companies to accurately communicate sustainability efforts, but were not 

willing to spend more money on eco-friendly clothing items (Ritch & Schröder, 2012; 

McNeill & Moore, 2015). This conflicting research could be the reason companies are 

hesitant to “buy into” sustainability. However, as far back as 1987, the World Commission 

on Environment and Development noted economic prosperity for business as an important 

part of sustainability.  

2.1.2 | The disparity between fast fashion and sustainability.  

Another example of the interaction of the three pillars and the consumer is fast 

fashion. One source of the slower adoption of sustainability best practices for the industry 

lies in the prominent product consumption pattern of clothing and soft goods via fast fashion 

(Joy, Sherry, Venkatesh, Wang, & Chan, 2012). The rise of fast fashion since the 1990s has 

caused consumer purchasing and subsequent disposal of textile products to increase rapidly 

(Pasquarelli, 2012; McAfee, Dessain, & Sjoeman, 2004). This pattern of rapid consumption 

is an issue for sustainability because, while profitable for brands, the frequent creation and 

disposal of materials is environmentally detrimental (Kozlowski, et al., 2015). The increasing 

popularity of fast fashion is oddly coupled with rising consumer awareness of the need to be 

environmentally sustainable (Joy, et al., 2012) and socially sustainable (Ehrgott, Reimann, 

Kaufmann, and Carter, C., 2011) When faced with the option to buy eco-friendly clothing, 

consumers shy away because it lacks the same trend and aesthetic appeal of fast fashion 

items (Joy, et al., 2012). Consumers also are not buying socially sustainable goods. One 

study found that almost 90 percent of consumers surveyed had never purchased or were 

unsure whether they purchased ethical fashion (Bin, Wang, Lo, & Shum, 2012). Based on 
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Joy, et al.’s (2012) and Bin et al.’s (2012) research, eco-friendly clothing may need to appeal 

to consumers’ trend and aesthetic needs and consumers may need more cues about socially 

sustainable clothing in order to see better retail sales. 

2.1.3 | Evaluation and initiatives. 

Provided that there is an economic incentive, companies will start to evaluate and 

improve their environmental impact as well as social/labor practices (Van Marrewijk, 2003; 

Lorne & Dilling, 2012). The evaluation of company sustainability practices and impacts can 

be done either internally or externally (Székely & Knirsch, 2005). Internal evaluation has one 

major drawback: there is no external validation of the results (Conley-Tyler, 2005). External 

evaluation methods, like an audit, by a third-party or the use of an established external 

assessment tool are the most reliable methods for companies to use (Conely-Tyler, 2005). 

Some companies may use multiple methods of assessment and in the process create a 

negative phenomenon known as “audit fatigue” (Knott, 1993). Audit fatigue results from a 

lack of standardization in an industry in regards to assessment (Knott, 1993). Many different, 

yet likely similar, criteria are used by companies multiple times. (Knott, 1993). Sustainability 

assessment in the textile industry may lead to issues of audit fatigue due to the variety in 

tools and certifications (Knott, 1993). While sustainability assessment will appear later in this 

chapter, an overview of a few existing assessment tools will be covered now to highlight how 

the textile and apparel industry is tackling sustainability. Since two of the research questions 

in the current study concern the Higg Index 2.0, comparisons of these assessment tools to the 

Higg Index 2.0 will be made. 
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The Eco Index was the outdoor industry-specific predecessor to the Sustainable 

Apparel Coalition’s Higg Index and was created by the Outdoor Industry Association (OIA). 

Covering six product life cycle stages, the Eco Index assessed the impact of materials, 

packaging, product manufacturing and assembly, transport and distribution, use and service, 

and end of life (Zero Waste Alliance, 2010). The impacts were assessed quantitatively via 

land use, water, waste, biodiversity, chemistry, and energy (Zero Waste Alliance, 2010). 

Water, chemical, and energy (WEC) usage were three common environmental assessment 

points for textiles. There are similarities between the structure of the Eco Index and the Higg 

Index 2.0 as seen in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 | Eco Index components, adapted from Musial, n.d.
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The product life cycle stages evaluated by the Eco Index are the same that compose 

the Brand Environmental Module of the Higg Index 2.0. Also, the impact assessments remain 

very much the same for the Higg Index 2.0 as they originally were for the Eco Index. The 

greatest difference between the Eco Index and the current Higg Index 2.0, beyond the 

addition of social and labor measures in the Higg Index 2.0, is the Higg Index 2.0 allows for 

online comparisons to other textile and apparel companies. The Eco Index and the original 

Higg Index did not provide the same industry-wide benchmarking capabilities as the Higg 

Index 2.0 does (Friedman, 2013).  

 An initiative by The Sustainability Consortium resulted in another evaluation system 

that looks at individual product categories and their sustainability performance. The 

Sustainability Consortium aims to create science-based tools to evaluate sustainability 

throughout the entire lifecycle of a product: from materials to disposal (Arizona State 

University, 2016). Environmental and social hotspots are identified within eight different 

consumer sectors, which provide areas of improvement within the life cycle. It is estimated 

that nearly 70% of the total impact of consumer products within the eight sectors are covered 

by these hotspots (Arizona State University, 2016). Similar to the Higg Index 2.0, The 

Sustainability Consortium’s tool allows companies to evaluate themselves against their own 

sustainability commitments and to benchmark themselves against other companies within 

their industry. However, unlike the Higg Index 2.0, this tool gives impact-oriented 

measurements and attempts to align with other sustainability evaluations and initiatives. 

These impact-oriented indicators are quantitative measures, such as the illness or injury rate 

(Dooley & Johnson, 2015). In 2015, Sustainability Insights was created as a public overview 
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of different product categories. The Insights provide companies with tools that condense 

social and environmental sustainability issues and provide guidance on how to address those 

issues for different product categories. (Arizona State University, 2016). For the textile 

sector, the Sustainability Consortium has created tools for cotton, cotton textiles, cotton 

polyester blend textiles, nylon textiles, polyester textiles, rayon textiles, leather goods, and 

mixed material textiles (Arizona State University, 2016). While this offering will likely 

continue to grow, as leather and mixed material goods were added in 2016, Sustainability 

Insights is limited in regard to the textile and apparel industry due to its coverage of only the 

five aforementioned textile types (Arizona State University, 2016). 

 Although not an evaluation tool, the Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals 

initiative warrants examination due to its claims that members will eliminate all hazardous 

chemical discharge by the year 2020. This program began in 2011 with six companies 

signing a pledge to clean up their chemical discharge (Zero Discharge of Hazardous 

Chemicals, 2015). As of 2015, the initiative has 19 companies involved from the fashion, 

sport, and outdoor apparel industries. The initiative plans uses standardized auditing to verify 

company progress toward the public goals of “eliminating or substituting priority hazardous 

chemicals in products and their manufacture, implementing a transparent screening process 

to promote safer chemistry, and implementing common tools, best practices and training that 

advance chemical stewardship, partnering with stakeholders to promote transparency of 

chemical use and discharge, promoting scaling of best practices through engagement with 

key stakeholders” (Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals, 2015, p. 2). In 2014, the 

initiative finished creating a Manufacturing Restricted Substances List (MRSL) for 
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prioritizing hazardous chemicals. The MRSL also provides an audit protocol (Zero Discharge 

of Hazardous Chemicals, 2015). Currently only 25 audits have been completed in 

Bangladesh, China, El Salvador, India, Taiwan, Turkey, South Korea, and the United States 

(Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals, 2015).  

2.2 | Sustainability Evaluation 

 The Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessments quantify sustainability and 

help companies benchmark where they are and what progress can be made (Sustainability 

Apparel Coalition, 2016). Sustainability can be evaluated and quantified in a variety of ways. 

Some of these ways include greenhouse gas emissions, water usage, waste creation, 

recycling, chemical management, and social impact (Saicheua, Cooper, & Knox, 2012). 

Indices like the Higg Index 2.0 attempt a holistic approach with its various modules, but 

others, such as the ZDHC’s program measures only one or two factors (Zero Discharge of 

Hazardous Chemicals, 2016). Variation exists in not just what is being examined, but also in 

the validity of the assessment (Bullock & Wilder, 2016). The decision as to what indicators 

to include in a sustainability assessment tool becomes important. 

2.2.1 | Sustainability indicators. 

 The indicators in sustainability assessment tools determine how useful and relevant 

the assessment will be. Babcicky (2012) found that there were approximately 500 indicators 

of sustainability in use. Some of the indicators typically used in sustainability assessment 

were developed through initiatives such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the 

Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP), and the International Organization 
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for Standardization (ISO). Indicators developed by each of these organizations tend to fall 

into one of the three pillars of sustainability: social, environmental, or economic.  

 The GRI, for example, has nine indicators of economic sustainability, 34 

environmental indicators, and 48 social sustainability indicators. These indicators are broken 

into four sub-categories (Global Reporting Initiative, 2013). The economic indicators 

covered in the GRI’s reporting guidelines are economic performance, market presence, 

indirect economic impacts, and procurement practices. The environmental indicators are 

materials, energy, water, biodiversity, emissions, effluents and waste, products and services, 

compliance, transport, overall, supplier environmental assessment, and environmental 

grievance mechanisms (Global Reporting Initiative, 2013). The GRI’s environmental 

indicators also attempt to measure the economic impact of suppliers. Including suppliers in 

the assessment provides a broader view of the supply chain. The social indicators are 

labor/management relations, human rights, society, and product responsibility (Global 

Reporting Initiative, 2013). A full breakdown of the GRI’s indicators can be seen in Table 1.  
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Table 1 | Categories and aspects in the guidelines, Adapted from: Global Reporting 

Initiative, 2013 

Category Economic Environmental 

Aspects Economic Performance 
Market Presence 
Indirect Economic Impacts 
Procurement Practices 

Materials  
Energy  
Water  
Biodiversity  
Emissions  
Effluents and Waste  
Products and Services  
Compliance  
Transport  
Overall  
Supplier Environmental Assessment  
Environmental Grievance Mechanisms 

Category Social 

Sub- 
Categories 

Labor Practices and 
Decent Work 

Human Rights Society Product 
Responsibility 

Aspects Employment 
Labor/Management 
Relations 
Occupational Health 
and Safety 
Training and Education 
Diversity and Equal 
Opportunity 
Equal Remuneration 
for Women and Men 
Supplier Assessment 
for Labor Practices 
Labor Practices 
Grievance Mechanisms 

Investment 
Non-discrimination 
Freedom of 
Association and 
Collective Bargaining  
Child Labor 
Forced or Compulsory 
Labor 
Security Practices 
Indigenous Rights 
Assessment  
Supplier Human Rights 
Assessment 
Human Rights 
Grievance Mechanisms 

Local Communities 
Anti-corruption 
Public Policy 
Anti-competitive 
Behavior 
Compliance 
Supplier 
Assessment for 
Impacts on Society 
Grievance 
Mechanisms for 
Impacts on Society 

Customer Health 
and Safety 
Product and 
Service Labeling 
Marketing 
Communications 
Customer 
Privacy 
Compliance 
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WRAP focuses primarily on the social aspect of sustainability and is a certification-

based program (WRAP, 2016a). Additionally, WRAP is limited to sewn goods and not the 

supply chain as a whole (WRAP, 2016a). The twelve principles that comprise WRAP’s 

certification system are compliance with laws and workplace regulations, prohibition of 

forced labor, prohibition of child labor, prohibition of harassment or abuse, compensation 

and benefits, hours of work, prohibition of discrimination, health and safety, freedom of 

association and collective bargaining, environment, customs compliance, and security 

(WRAP, 2016b). WRAP’s twelve principles cover an extensive amount of social indicators 

and provide certification, which distinguishes it from the GRI. However, WRAP lacks the 

economic indicators and has few environmental indicators. 

There are many ISO standards (“Standards”, 2016). ISO’s set of sustainability 

indicators is housed in the ISO 14000 for Environmental Management and the ISO 26000 for 

Social Responsibility (ISO, n.d.-a). The ISO 14000 family of standards include 

environmental management systems (EMS), additional guidance on EMS, auditing, 

environmental performance, environmental labels and declarations, life cycle assessment, 

greenhouse gas accounting and verification, accreditation, environmental communication, 

and environmental aspects in product standards (ISO, 2010).  

The ISO 26000 is not quite as segmented as the ISO 14000. ISO 26000 also does not 

offer certification like ISO 14000 (ISO, n.d.-c), The ISO 26000 covers core social 

responsibility indicators such as organizational governance, human rights, labor practices, 

environment, fair operating practices, consumer issues, community involvement and 

development, and integrating social responsibility throughout an organization (ISO, n.d.-b). 
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The sustainability indicators developed by these three reputable organizations show the 

variance and breadth in sustainability indicators.  

 Of the available indicators for sustainability, there tend to be industry trends in the 

indicators selected by companies for evaluation. Babcicky (2012) found nearly 500 

sustainability indicators, but a more recent study by Kozlowski, et al. (2015) found that only 

87 sustainability indicators were used by 14 brands within the Sustainable Apparel Coalition. 

Within the same study by Kozlowski, et al. (2015), the primary categories under which the 

indicators fell were examined (see Figure 2). Figure 2 displays the frequency of each 

indicator disclosed in the brands’ public reports. The indicator with the highest frequency 

(n=45) was sustainable supply chain management, which could indicate that companies are 

trying to improve throughout the supply chain and not just at the parent-business level 

(Kozlowski, et al. (2015).  

 

Figure 2 | Sustainability indicator frequency (Kozlowski, et al., 2015, p. 386) 
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Sustainable supply chain management was followed by design practices (n=25) and then 

product sustainability (n=17). Consumer engagement (n=9) was less frequently reported, but 

Kozlowski, et al.’s (2015) research notes that it is important for more companies to consider 

consumer engagement as well as business innovation. By engaging consumers, companies 

can develop innovative sustainable products for the market. These five identified categories 

are informative, however, there is not a conceptual framework tying them together. 

 Ramos & Caeiro (2010) developed a conceptual framework to “design and assess the 

effectiveness of the sustainability indicators, which usually do not include an evaluation of 

themselves” (Ramos & Caeiro, 2010, p. 158). Unlike previous research like Kozlowski et al. 

(2015), the framework provides a basis for examining a sustainability assessment tool/system 

as a whole. The individual indicators are assessed, but in the context of other indicators.  

Ramos & Caeiro’s framework is based on 21 different factors (Ramos & Caeiro, 2010, p. 

162): 

● Objective, scope and scale effects ● Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

● Target audience and type of language ● Conceptual coherence and relevance to 
sustainability assessment 

● Management model and institutional 
cooperation 

● Relevance to conceptual category, theme 
and/or sub-theme 

● Technical and educational skills of the 
staff 

● Sensitivity and sustainability 
targets/thresholds 

● Indicator organization and structuring ● Methodological approaches for data 
collection and analysis 

● Regularity issues, revision and updating 
procedures 

● Quality control 
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● Governance and public participation 
process 

● Spatial and temporal scales 

● Relationships with regional strategies ● Logistical requirements and information 
management 

● Intra-territorial asymmetries ● Costs 
● Communication and 

promotion/dissemination 
● Understanding and social utility 

● Cost-benefit analysis  
 

While Ramos & Caeiro’s (2010) factors are intended for a holistic evaluation 

approach and will not all be relevant to the assessment of every sustainability indicator, they 

do provide key guidance on what to evaluate with the goal of using the results to improve the 

evaluation and assessment tools. Ramos & Caeiro (2010) note that although a performance 

evaluation framework like theirs can result in meaningful adjustments and improvements to 

the system, there will be difficulties in implementing improvements due to the nature of 

sustainability assessment.  

2.2.2 | Evaluation variance. 

A framework such as Ramos and Caeiro’s (2010) could help when examining the 

validity of sustainability evaluation. Sustainability evaluation varies greatly from country to 

country and from company to company (Black, 2008). Because of the differences in 

evaluation philosophy, methodology and in what is evaluated, it can be difficult to assess and 

compare the tools themselves.  

Davidson (2010) described the philosophical differences in approaches to evaluation 

in terms of the four political approaches of sustainability: “Neoliberal, Liberal, Social 

Democratic, and Radical” (Davidson, 2010, p. 353). The Neoliberal and Liberal approaches 
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are considered weak as they rely on technical progress overcoming resource restraints 

(Neumayer, 2003). Social Democratic and Radical approaches are stronger approaches to 

sustainability since aim to prevent disruption to the environment. The Neoliberal, Liberal, 

Social Democratic, and Radical approaches do not tackle the social realm of sustainability as 

effectively as they do the environmental and economic (Davidson, 2010). A weak approach 

to sustainability assumes perfect substitutability of resources and a strong approach to 

sustainability assumes no substitutability (Ramos & Caeiro, 2010). Economists have found 

that human labor and capital have the potential to replace environmental resources, which 

strong sustainability assumes are irreplaceable (Ayers, 2008). In other words, the weak 

approach to sustainability assumes natural resources are entirely irreplaceable, but 

economists have shown that manmade resources can substitute for these resources, which in 

turn reduces the environmental impact. In terms of sustainability assessment, some 

evaluations may take the approach of weak sustainability and some may take the approach of 

strong sustainability. This has implications for the design and use of sustainability 

assessment tools. If a tool is founded on weak sustainability, the suggested improvements 

may be along the lines of swapping out practices or materials versus those evaluations 

founded on strong sustainability that might suggest a complete system overhaul. There are 

alternatives to the political approach to the evaluation; 

Evaluation focusing on the methodology rather than the theoretical approach, could 

create more variation in assessment results. One study showed that using multi-criteria 

decision making (MCDM) methods provides useful insight into the environmental footprint 

of companies (Acar, Kilic, & Guner, 2015). However, this study was limited to only the 
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environmental impact assessment and did not tackle the challenges of economic or social 

sustainability. Yet, the evaluation method could be useful in terms of life cycle assessment as 

it is able to calculate the impact of each garment for a number of areas including greenhouse 

gas emissions, waste, general resource consumption, and hazardous waste (Acar, et al., 

2015). The Higg Index 2.0 contains these evaluation points already, but the methodologies 

used to gather data are different.  

Finally, evaluation variance can also be created due to what is evaluated. One study 

examined how sustainability assessment tools can be designed based on the identification of 

users’ concerns and needs (Hugé, Mukherjee, Fertel, Waaub, Block, & Waas, 2015). They 

found that users had many concerns and needs which translated into factors to be evaluated 

including, but not limited to: adaptability, clarity of purpose, timing, training, enforcement of 

outcomes, transparency, context awareness, available time, internal and external tiers, 

horizontal integration, user-friendliness, communication, clear responsibilities, organizational 

alignment, quantitative target setting, up-to-date information, and operationalization of 

sustainability (Hugé, et al., 2015). All of the identified factors combined would make the 

ideal sustainability evaluation tool, but the ability to assess them all at one time would be 

difficult. Companies need to be aware of the philosophy, methodology, and content behind 

evaluation approaches when deciding what assessment to adopt or adapt. 

2.2.3 | Adoption and adaptation. 

Companies that are able to adopt sustainable development practices and assessments 

of those practices into their business are better suited for the challenges in the industry 

(Blaga, 2013). Sustainability offers benefits to companies beyond reduced impact; companies 
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are able to gain competitive advantage via sustainability (Flint & Golicic, 2009). Patagonia is 

an example of a company which integrated sustainability into its core values and 

differentiated the brand and products to achieve a competitive advantage (Sekerka and 

Stimel, 2011).  

 Resources are available to assist companies in adapting other evaluation processes for 

their own use (e.g., Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016a; Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 

2016b) For example, companies can join sustainability initiatives or use indices like the Higg 

Index 2.0 (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016). The Sustainable Apparel Coalition and the 

Outdoor Industry Association are trying to increase adoption of the Higg Index 2.0 by 

providing training on how to use the Higg Index 2.0 web tool (Outdoor Industry Association, 

n.d.). They have even formed a task force dedicated to Higg Index 2.0 adoption (Outdoor 

Industry Association, n.d.). 

Yet, even with guidance from the Higg Index 2.0 or industry initiatives on how to 

adopt or adapt sustainable practices and their evaluation, implementing changes can be 

difficult for companies. One study examined barriers to environmentally-friendly clothing 

production in China and found that there are four major areas that pose difficulty in adopting 

more sustainable production: marketing, internal resources, internal capability, and key 

stakeholders (Zhu, Sarkis, & Geng, 2011). Zhu, et al. (2011) breaks these four areas down 

into the issues that prevent widespread sustainable apparel production in China as seen in 

Table 2. 
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Table 2 | Environmentally friendly clothes production (EFCP) barriers adapted from Zhu, et 

al., 2011, p. 429 

Barrier Area Barrier 

Marketing Hard-to-enter Environmentally Friendly 
Clothing (EFC) major markets, for example 
Europe, United States, Japan 

Low preference/requirement for EFC when 
compared to price and quality of clothes in 
current market 

 
Internal Resources 

Difficult-to-quantify EFC benefits 

No top management support for EFCP 

Lack of strategic planning for EFCP 

 
 
 
Internal Capability 

B6: Lack of knowledge of information on 
EFC market potential 

Immaturity of large-scale EFCP 

Lack of technology for EFCP 

Lack of human resource capabilities for 
EFCP 

 
Key Stakeholders: Suppliers and 
Government 

High purchasing cost for environmentally 
sound materials 

Lack or low enforcement of related 
regulatory requirements 

 

While this study was limited to China, the challenges it discussed are very real 

barriers on an industry-wide level. Many businesses will be hesitant to change if there is not 
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an economic incentive, and many of the barriers from Zhu et al.’s (2011) study have 

economic implications. Low preference for sustainable apparel and added cost are large 

issues for the adoption of sustainable practices (Zhu, et al., 2011).  

 Overall, while companies are beginning to assess the impact of their sustainability in 

a variety of ways, there remain difficulties with adoption or adaptation of sustainability 

practices and evaluation (Zhu, et al., 2011). These challenges come in the form of 

burdensome assessments and perceived economic barriers to change (Fibuch & Van Way, 

2012). One possible tool that can help companies in the textile and apparel industry deal with 

these challenges is the Higg Index 2.0.  

2.3 | The Sustainable Apparel Coalition and the Higg Index 2.0  

 The Sustainable Apparel Coalition formed in 2009 as a partnership between an 

outdoor apparel company, Patagonia, and the widely known mass-retailer, Walmart 

(Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016d). This partnership has since developed into a coalition 

of approximately 166 members comprised not only of apparel retailers, but also academia, 

governmental organizations, manufacturers, and other supporting institutions and supply 

chain members (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016h). The Sustainable Apparel Coalition’s 

membership accounts for roughly one-third of global apparel sales, meaning the impact of 

this organization can be widespread (Brinkley, 2012). By having access and collaboration 

throughout the supply chain and with stakeholders, the Sustainable Apparel Coalition is well 

situated to address textile and apparel sustainability problems throughout the Fiber-Textile-

Apparel-Retail (FTAR) complex (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016c). 
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 The main goal of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition is to develop “an apparel and 

footwear industry that produces no unnecessary environmental harm and has a positive 

impact on the people and communities associated with its activities” (Sustainable Apparel 

Coalition, 2016f). The Sustainable Apparel Coalition has begun to achieve their goals 

through the creation of a sustainability assessment tool known as the Higg Index 2.0. The 

initial Higg Index began as a three-part assessment tool to evaluate environmental impact in 

2012. After beta testing on 63 different companies, gaps and issues were identified and 

addressed in the initial iteration of the index (Clark, 2012). Since then, a second version, the 

Higg Index 2.0, has been released for both member and nonmember use (Sustainable Apparel 

Coalition, 2016i). One of the most notable changes from the first version to the second is the 

addition of a social sustainability tool. 

 The Higg Index 2.0 is a self-evaluation tool to assist brands, retailers, and 

manufacturers in the textile and apparel industry in their analysis of sustainability efforts. 

Companies have access to different modules of this assessment tool and can use all or some 

depending on their own goals and needs. The Coalition has five goals for the Higg Index 2.0 

(Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016e): 

● Companies develop practices from the Higg Index 2.0 assessments to 

create value and improve sustainability, 

● The textile and apparel industry recognizes the Higg Index 2.0 as the 

global standard for sustainability assessment, 

● Companies use the Higg Index 2.0 to provide lifecycle transparency for 

apparel, footwear, and home textiles, 
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● Consumers use the Higg Index 2.0 to make purchase decisions, 

● Other industries begin to adopt the Higg Index 2.0 and Sustainable 

Apparel Coalition model. 

These goals outline potential improvements for the Higg Index 2.0. The Sustainable Apparel 

Coalition aims to meet these goals by the year 2020 (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016e). 

In its current version, the Higg Index 2.0 is broken down into three different sections: 

brand tools, product tools, and facility tools. These three sections are broken down into seven 

modules, with one module currently undergoing beta testing. Each module contains 

assessments of specific aspects of sustainability. Figure 3 portrays the structure.  

 

Figure 3 | Flow-chart of Higg Index 2.0 modules 

 

The Environmental Module of the brands tools assesses materials, design, manufacturing, 

packaging, distribution, care/repair, and end-of-use programs. The Social and Labor Module 
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evaluates workplace standards, monitoring procedures, continuous improvement, community 

involvement, and transparency (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016a).  

The first module constituting the product tools segment is the Design and 

Development Module, which has a goal of helping designers and developers make more 

sustainable and informed decisions for long-term, industry-wide change. The Design and 

Development Module is geared toward helping product developers examine materials and 

construction techniques while also helping evaluate the product’s lifecycle (Sustainable 

Apparel Coalition, 2016f). The second module is the Material Sustainability Index, adapted 

from Nike’s material assessment tool that scores the life cycle impact of materials commonly 

found in footwear and apparel and breaking down the impact by chemical, water, and energy 

usage (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016f).  

The final module in the product tools segment, the Product Environmental Footprint 

Project, is less of a module for company usage and more of an ongoing initiative between the 

Sustainable Apparel Coalition and the European Union Commission. The goal is to be able to 

calculate the complete life cycle impact for products and create a consumer label to 

communicate this impact (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016g). The consumer label is in 

the form of a grade (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016g). The grades range from A (the 

highest score) to E (the lowest) (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016f). The grades are based 

on a full life cycle assessment of the products from raw materials to manufacturing to retail 

and end of life (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016f). The Sustainable Apparel Coalition 

notes that part of the motivation for the module is to fulfill the need for understanding 

consumer purchasing behavior in regard to sustainability and to communicate sustainability 
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performance more effectively (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016g). This project is 

important as it would solve many issues such as the inundation of sustainability labels and 

lack of consumer trust, through the use of the standardized grading method (Kewalramani & 

Sobelsohn, 2012; Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016g). Currently, eight different 

companies are piloting the project for verification. The footwear pilot will continue until 

approximately December 2016 when the European Commission will review category rules 

(Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016f). 

The facility tools of the Higg Index 2.0 are unique, as they are not intended for the 

brands. These are intended for annual use by individual facilities, rather than for use by the 

company as a whole. The Environmental Module of the facility tools analyzes any 

environmental management systems, energy use, greenhouse gas emissions, water use, 

wastewater/effluent, emissions to air, waste management, and chemical use and management 

(Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016b). The Social and Labor Module of the facility tools  at 

the facility-level workforce standards and those of any value-chain partners. Furthermore, it 

analyzes facilities’ external engagements on social-labor issues (Sustainable Apparel 

Coalition, 2016b). The facility tool segment is a new addition to the Higg 2.0 and is currently 

being piloted. 

Some believe there are still improvements that could be made to the Higg Index 2.0 

(Herman, personal communication, 2015). Many industry members believe that the Higg 

Index 2.0, albeit more user friendly, is still burdensome to complete (Herman, personal 

communication, 2015). This is a quandary for companies, as reducing the number of 

questions/inputs on the index would make it less of a burden to complete, it could risk 
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reducing its strength as an evaluation tool. Another issue is improving the applicability of the 

Higg Index 2.0 to all members of the textile and apparel supply chain. By having an industry 

standard index, members would be able to compare themselves to other businesses in their 

sector, share industry wide best practices, and communicate easily with one another 

(Herman, personal communication, 2015). By surveying key industry members who 

potentially use sustainability assessment tools including the Higg Index 2.0, this study aims 

to identify potential improvements for the Higg Index 2.0 and related sustainability 

assessment tools and suggest means by which the assessment system could be improved.  

2.4 | Higg Index Research 

 Built upon the Eco Index from the Outdoor Industry Association and the Material 

Sustainability Index from Nike, the Higg Index 2.0 represents one tool for evaluating and 

improving a company’s sustainability efforts. However, Higg Index 2.0 research is in the 

nascent stage, much like the index itself. The Higg Index 2.0 was introduced and piloted in 

2011 before the first edition was released in June 2012 (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 

2016h). Current Higg Index research is focused around the structure of the Index, the 

usefulness of it for benchmarking, and ways to strengthen it.  

2.4.1 | Structure. 

 When revising the original Higg Index, industry feedback indicated that the general 

structure of the Higg Index was acceptable. As a result, the platform and general format did 

not change in the switch from Higg Index 1.0 to Higg Index 2.0 (Radhakrishnan, 2015). One 

area of proposed improvement is to integrate the various modules (Connolly, 2015). This 

would allow for cross comparison and help eliminate the “silo” effect that happens by 
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dividing up sustainability into component areas. Connolly (2015) notes that siloing 

sustainability can lead to failure in operation synergy. By combining the modules, data 

optimization is possible. Data optimization leads to a more holistic approach to sustainability. 

However, one main drawback of linking the Higg Index 2.0 modules is the increase in 

required inputs for users who used only a portion of the modules previously. This 

exacerbates the existing matter of the Higg Index 2.0 possibly being too burdensome for 

widespread and frequent use. After all, one of the major selling points of the Higg Index 2.0, 

is that it is a widely used measurement tool (Radhakrishnan, 2015). By keeping the Higg 

Index 2.0 in its current form, the Higg Index 2.0 is better equipped for a wider array of users 

and uses as compared to the original Higg Index (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 | Comparison of Higg Index 1.0 and Higg Index 2.0 from Radhakrishnan, 2015, p. 

36 

 Higg Index 1.0 Higg Index 2.0 

User interface Microsoft Excel Microsoft Excel 

Assessment type Qualitative indicators Qualitative indicators + facility quantitative 
data (data values are not scored) 

Sustainability topics 

Environment Yes Yes 

Social/Labor No Yes 

Product Categories 

Apparel Yes Yes 

Footwear No Yes 

Value chain area 

Higg Index tools Brand module (environmental) 
Facility module (environmental) 
Product module 

Brand module (environmental + social/labor) 
Facility module (environmental + 
social/labor) 
Rapid design module - beta 

Validation None Pilot of validation protocol for 
environmental facility module 

Material assessment 
(MSI) 

44 materials 46 materials, with 2 new and 2 updated from 
public data submission 

Chemistry Basic indicator questions 
(environment); MSI 

Incorporate content from chemicals 
management module and refer users to full 
assessment: social/labor 

Benchmarking None Enabled through web tool 

Section weights Equal weighting is default, with 
option to choose custom or SAC-
recommended weightings 

SAC-recommended weightings are default, 
based on survey of SAC members 
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Based on research done using industry feedback, the Higg Index 2.0 was expanded to include 

footwear, social/labor indicators, more materials, benchmarking, and weighting of criteria. 

One final addition to the structure was the inclusion of quantitative data rather than relying 

solely on qualitative data. The quantitative data helps create points of quick comparison and 

benchmarking for companies. (Ramos and Caeiro, 2010).  

2.4.2 | Benchmarking. 

 A standardized industry-wide sustainability tool that can be used for benchmarking 

has been difficult to create due to the various goals of companies and the number of facets of 

sustainability. One of the greatest challenges of using the Higg Index 2.0 as a benchmarking 

tool is that all scores are anonymous unless a company chooses to share their score explicitly. 

This prevents companies from comparing to other businesses similar in size and type. There 

is also no requirement for module use, so companies can use them in whole or in part which 

creates a wide variety in results (Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2015h). Many companies 

would like to use indices like the Higg Index 2.0 as a benchmarking tool, yet there are 

changes needed to increase the index’s usefulness in this area (Radhakrishnan, 2015). One 

suggested change for benchmarking improvement is to create weighted scores in order to 

compare on the product level and make informed business decisions (Radhakrishnan, 2015).  

2.4.3 | Additions and limitations. 

 While the Higg Index 2.0 may be a comprehensive sustainability assessment tool for 

the textile and apparel industry, there still are additions that can be made beyond those for 

benchmarking (Radhakrishnan, 2015). Two of the most notable are the inclusion of credit for 
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outside sustainability certifications, and clear reporting to assist consumers in understanding 

sustainability efforts via assessments and labels (Friedman, 2005; Ritch, 2015).  

Because there are so many different sustainability assessments, certifications, and 

indexes existing within the textile and apparel industry, companies often use various 

combinations to effectively evaluate and communicate their sustainability efforts. The 

Ecolabel Index reports that there are 108 different certifications alone for textile companies 

and/or products (Big Room Inc., 2016). The Higg Index 2.0 does not currently account for 

outside certifications and one study recommends the addition of an equivalent point value 

within the index and a subsequent section of questions to address the applicable 

certification(s) (Radhakrishnan, 2015).  

Additionally, there is discrepancy among users as to how useful the Higg Index 2.0 

scores are for consumer communication. While some companies are willing and would like 

to use their scores as a marketing tool for products, there is growing concern about confusing 

the consumer due to the larger number of sustainability certifications and labels mentioned 

previously (Radhakrishnan, 2015). The Higg Index 2.0 will have to differentiate itself from 

the large pack of initiatives and certifications to successfully become an industry-wide 

assessment and benchmarking tool (Radhakrishnan, 2015). The European Commission 

recently surveyed European consumers and found that barely half, 52%, of those surveyed 

trusted environmental performance claims from companies and even fewer, 44% trusted 

environmental reports from companies (European Commission, 2013). 

 In conclusion, sustainability is a challenge to the textile and apparel industry. The 

ambiguous definition of sustainability may leave companies unsure of how to approach 
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sustainability in the industry. Sustainability assessment tools could help alleviate this 

uncertainty. Companies could then evaluate their impact on society and the environment. 

There are a variety of both industry-specific and multi-industry sustainability assessment 

tools, as well as certifications and industry initiatives, available to textile and apparel 

companies. However, each one of these assessment tools, certifications, and initiatives has 

different goals, requirements, and definitions of sustainability. The Higg Index is one of these 

assessment tools. The Sustainable Apparel Coalition created it. One of the goals for the Higg 

Index 2.0 is to be recognized as the global standard for sustainability assessment. 

There is a dearth of academic research evaluating sustainability assessment at the 

system-level from the company perspective. This study aims to evaluate the Higg Index 2.0 

and other sustainability assessment tools used in the textile and apparel industry for utility 

and relevance in order to help improve sustainability assessment tools. 
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CHAPTER 3 | Methodology 

 The purpose of this study is to capture the opinions of executives within the 

textile and apparel industry concerning the utility and relevance of the Higg Index 2.0 and 

other sustainability assessment tools used within the industry.  

3.1 | Research Objectives 

The research questions are: 

• What are textile and apparel industry executives’ opinions on the usefulness of the 

Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools?  

• What are textile and apparel industry executives’ opinions on the relevance of the 

Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools?  

• What improvements can be made to the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools?  

The two primary research objectives, based on the research questions, are: 

1. Identify issues with utilizing the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools 

2. Identify relevance issues of the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools 

3.2 | Research Design 

 In the current study, a survey research design was used. Two versions of a self-

administered electronic survey were used to collect data. One version was for users of the 

Higg Index 2.0. The other version was for users of other sustainability assessments tools.  

  



 
 
 

37 

3.3 | Theoretical Framework 

The framework used in the development of the survey was from Ramos and Caeiro’s 

(2010) conceptual meta-performance evaluation framework for sustainability assessment. 

The goal of meta performance evaluation is to examine the effectiveness of the sustainability 

tools themselves rather than the individual components of those tools (Ramos and Caeiro, 

2010). There are 11 factors in Ramos and Caeiro’s framework. Table 4 provides summaries 

of the factors.  

In the current study, the 11 factors were adapted for the textile and apparel industry. 

In order to construct a survey of reasonable length with multiple questions for each factor, 

the number of factors was reduced. Two reviewers analyzed the definitions of the 11 factors 

and used an Affinity diagram to reduce the number of factors. An Affinity diagram is used 

for data reduction (Pyzdek, 2003). It organizes qualitative data into natural groupings (Baxter 

and Courage, 2005). A detailed description of the construction of an Affinity diagram is 

given in section 3.7. As a result of the Affinity diagram, the reviewers grouped the 11 factors 

into two factors. The two factors were named utility and relevance. Figure 4 depicts the two 

factors. 
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Table 4 | Key good-practice factors from Ramos and Caeiro, 2010, p. 162 

Factor Explanation 
Target audience and 
type of language 

Clear identification of the various principal types of target 
audience to be reached and the corresponding preferred language 
(technical/non-technical) in the indicator system. The target end-
users and the respective requirements and realities should be 
considered in the SDI design and operation. SDI systems are 
frequently developed to satisfy multi-audience aspirations. It is 
also essential to give a clear definition of the central indicator 
audience, as it can limit the overall assessment and reporting 
structure. The SDI system should at least clarify if it intends to 
reach only or mainly non-technical audiences. 

Objective, scope and 
scale effects  

Identifying general and specific objectives for the sustainability 
assessment purposes, stressing the territory characteristics and 
the scope of the analysis. SDI objectives should be linked with 
strategic tools and instruments and cover the main dimensions of 
SD. If themes and sub-themes are well delimited, integrating the 
results of public participation processes, the risk of missing 
important issues can be minimized. As stressed by Mitchell 
(1996), the SDI development program should recognize 
sustainability principles and limits and should focus on the 
objectives of the indicators and the user group. Vertical 
integration among national, regional and local SDI systems 
should be reflected in the selected indicator sets. 

Relationships with 
regional strategies 

These initiatives should be associated with Sustainable 
Development Strategies (SDS) or with other important strategic 
instruments, when an SDS does not exist. The SDI system could 
also act as a main menu from which to choose indicators that 
could be used for policies, plans, programs or projects (e.g. the 
monitoring of strategy and plan objectives and actions; strategic 
environmental assessment; environmental impact assessment 
processes). 

Decision-makers’ and 
stakeholders’ responses 

The responses to the sustainability assessment results provided 
by indicators are one of the main challenges. Policy and 
management decisions, as well as society actions, through 
recommendations and specific measures will seek to improve 
sustainability levels, through a continuous process. Sustainability 
indicators should provide linkages with policy monitoring 
indicators, particularly output and outcome indicators for 
policies, plans and programs. 
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Table 4 (continued) 
 
Communication and 
promotion/ 
dissemination 

The communication strategy of SDI should be clearly 
established to maximize the usefulness of the SDI system 
reaching the end-users. The communication and reporting 
platforms, aiming at improvement in the communication with 
decision-makers and the general public, could be put into 
practice using several instruments, e.g. internet sites, brochures, 
books, seminars and workshops. 

Technical and 
educational skills of the 
staff 

The staff’s educational background should reflect 
multidisciplinary visions to fulfill the needs of the broad nature 
of sustainability related subjects. If the agency and team 
responsible for the development and management of the SDI 
system have a significant interaction with external partners (e.g. 
other public agencies, academia, non-governmental 
organizations and business) more benefits can be achieved. 

Cost-benefit analysis Cost-benefit analysis involving the examination of a decision in 
terms of its consequences or costs and benefits will provide a 
consistent procedure for evaluating the implementation of SDIs 
in terms of their outcomes/impacts, along the same lines as an 
evaluation of a public sector project. 

Governance and public 
participation process 

SDI system should integrate good governance practices. The 
European Commission defines five principles of good 
governance: ‘‘openness, participation, accountability, 
effectiveness and coherence’’ which are of particular 
significance in sustainability assessments. Factors like territorial 
languages and cultural patterns and values should be integrated 
into the participatory and interactive processes. The promotion 
of dynamic interaction among all stakeholders should exist from 
the beginning of the process. It should be supported by 
participative and collaborative procedures, where different actors 
can play important roles, improving capacity building and 
assuring transparency, credibility and robustness, beyond the 
strict, predetermined, technical and scientific tasks. The design, 
construction, operation and revision of the indicators can also be 
submitted to a panel of experts, in accordance with expert 
consensus practices, for instance by means of the Delphi 
technique. This panel can work before and after the SDI has 
been implemented. 
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Table 4 (continued) 
 
Regularity issues, 
revision, updating 
procedures 

The SDI system must identify the frequency of reporting and 
review the whole system, independently of continuous partial 
reviews and updates. Revision and updating of the SDI system, 
including the definition of procedures or criteria to assess the 
effectiveness of the process and sustainability indicators 
themselves should be clearly stated. 

Indicator organization 
and structuring 

Despite the lack of international consensus on the number and 
type of indicators or the framework or conceptual model that 
should be used, indicator organization and structuring is a 
fundamental issue. To what extent does the SDI system fit into a 
coherent conceptual framework? How are sustainability 
indicators organized to better achieve the objectives? By 
dimension of sustainability, by theme or subtheme on the basis of 
causality chains (e.g. pressure-state-response) or according to 
another structural scheme? Independently of the structuring 
scheme, the SDI system should clearly explain how indicators are 
organized and present the explanation for that choice. The 
indicators, in total, by group or by category, should reflect the 
objective and scope of the SDI system, representing equilibrium 
among the different components, and be manageable. The clear 
identification and use of headline indicators could contribute to 
improving communication with decision-makers and the general 
public. 

Management model 
and institutional 
cooperation 

The definition of the management framework should be clearly 
defined. The institution(s) and their roles and the leadership 
structures are essential to an understanding of the feasibility and 
societal influence of the SDI system. Establishment of 
institutional cooperation agreements/protocols at the national, 
regional, local and international/transboundary levels. These 
institutions could include other public agencies, foreign 
organizations, NGOs and universities. Academia or research 
institutions could have a formal and active role. 

 
 



 
 
 

41 

 
 

Figure 4 | Factor category breakdown 
 

It is important to note that the reviewers judged utility and relevance as closely linked. 

However, by the reviewers’ classification, the majority of the factors measured utility. In a 

different study, a link between utility and relevance was seen also (Hezri, 2004). 
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3.4 | Survey Development 

 Two versions of an online survey were created via Qualtrics to distribute to 

participants. One version was for Higg Index 2.0 users. The other version was for non-Higg 

users. The questions were developed based on two sources. The first source consisted of  

interviews conducted by Alhainen and Järvinen (2015). Alhainen and Järvinen (2015) 

interviewed four members of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition that were using the Higg 

Index 2.0. The answers they received in the interviews were used to write the questions for 

the current study. The second source used was the two factors based on Ramos and Caeiro’s 

(2010) framework. After all of the questions were written based on Alhainen and Järvinen’s  

(2015) work, each question was reviewed to ensure it matched at least one of the utility or 

relevance factor categories shown in Figure 4. The reviewers agreed that all of the questions 

measured more than one factor category within utility or relevance. The researcher created a 

table containing the classification of the survey questions by factor categories (see Appendix 

D). 

The researcher developed the questions for the survey. The researcher and a faculty 

member reviewed the questions throughout the survey development process. The faculty 

member had 10 years of industry experience. In addition, a second faculty member with 

industry experience reviewed the final survey.  

The version of the survey for Higg Index 2.0 users consisted of 30 questions. The 

version of the survey for users of other sustainability assessment tools, or non-Higg users, 

consisted of 31 questions. Twenty-four questions were common to both surveys. Six 

additional questions were specifically for Higg Index 2.0 users. The twenty-four common 
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questions plus the six specific questions gave a total of 30 questions on the survey for Higg 

Index 2.0 users. The version of the survey for non-Higg users consisted of the twenty-four 

common questions plus seven questions specifically for non-Higg users. This gave a total of 

31 questions on the survey for non-Higg users. The surveys consisted of open-ended and 

closed-ended questions. Participants had open-ended questions where they described 

sustainability assessment in their own words. Closed-ended questions consisted of 

demographic, Likert-scale and multiple choice items.  

Each survey took 15-20 minutes to complete. In order to determine which survey 

participants should complete, participants were asked if they used the Higg Index 2.0 or not. 

Based on their response, the participants either completed a survey about the sustainability 

assessment tool their company used or one referencing the Higg Index 2.0. All interactions 

with participants were carried out via email, or phone when applicable. Three participants 

called the researcher requesting more information on the potential uses of the results. The 

survey is in Appendix C and complies with the requirements of the Institutional Review 

Board of the University of North Carolina, #9250.  

3.5 | Sample 

A convenience sample was used. Participation was limited to textile and apparel 

companies with knowledge of and/or direct experience with the Higg Index 2.0 or another 

sustainability assessment tool and did not include academic, government, or non-

governmental organizations.  

Personal contacts, Davison’s Textile Blue Book and NC State College of Textiles 

faculty provided contact information for potential participants.  Forty-six responses were 
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recorded to the survey from the 133 contacts obtained through faculty and personal contacts 

for a response rate of 34.59%. This first round of surveys was disseminated on September 21, 

2016. In an attempt to capture more opinions of manufacturing company executives, as 

opposed to brand and retail executives, additional surveys were sent on October 16, 2016 to 

textile companies in North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. These companies were 

listed in the Davison Blue Book. From this second set of surveys, seven responses were 

recorded from 334 usable contacts collected, but only 17 surveys had been opened. From the 

334 contacts, the response rate was 2.095%. However, from the 17 surveys opened, only 7 

complete surveys were collected for an effective response rate of 41.18% (Durand, Turkina, 

and Robson, 2016). According to Dillman (2014), when sending electronic surveys to a large 

group of participants from email lists, it is appropriate to report the response rate for the 

number of completed surveys from the number of surveys that were opened. Participants 

were representative of all components of the textile and apparel supply chain including 

manufacturing, retailing, and branding. By surveying textile and apparel companies who use 

the Higg Index 2.0 or another sustainability assessment tool, a broader view of sustainability 

assessment for the industry could be achieved. 

3. 6 | Data Collection  

 Survey responses (N = 53) were collected using Qualtrics software by sending a link 

via e-mail to potential participants. Faculty, friends and industry personnel continued to 

provide new contacts during the survey period. The researcher sent an email to every new 

contact within 24 hours. Seven days after each original email was sent, potential participants 

were sent a follow up email encouraging them to complete the survey if they had not done so 
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already. The researcher recorded potential participants’ contact information and the dates 

surveys were sent in a spreadsheet. The window in which survey data were collected was 

September 21, 2016 to October 19, 2016. 

3.7 | Data Analysis 

 Survey responses from Qualtrics were exported into a Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet 

and then imported into JMP software. Data analysis was divided into the use of an Affinity 

diagram for answers to open-ended questions and descriptive and inferential statistics for 

answers to Likert-scale questions. A separate Affinity diagram was made for each open-

ended question. 

An Affinity diagram organizes qualitative data into natural groupings (Baxter and 

Courage, 2005). The procedure for constructing an Affinity diagram begins with reading 

every sentence or phrase in every participant’s answer to an open-ended question. Sentences 

that express related ideas are grouped together. Then a theme is identified for each group of 

sentences. Each theme is given a name. The procedure ends by counting the number of 

sentences in each group or theme (Hanington & Martin, 2012).  In the current study, this 

procedure was done electronically using Microsoft Excel. The theme names, associated 

descriptions and frequency counts are shown in Tables 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 14. These 

tables provide information on the utility and relevance of the sustainability assessment tools. 

The analysis of the closed-ended Likert-scale questions consisted of Pearson’s correlation 

coefficients, Cronbach’s alpha, descriptive statistics, and a t-test. Cronbach’s alpha was used 

to measure the internal consistency of the factor items.   



 
 
 

46 

CHAPTER 4 | Results 

4.1 | Introduction 

         Surveys were used to obtain demographic information as well as information to 

address the research objectives: 

RO1: Identify issues with utilizing the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools 

RO2: Identify relevance issues of the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools 

4.1.1 | Sample characteristics. 

         All 53 participants were company executives in the textile and apparel industry. The 

participants came from companies of varying sizes (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 | Company size distribution 

 

Thirty-three percent of the participants came from companies with less than 200 

employees. Eighteen percent of the participants came from companies with 201 to 500 

employees. This means that a majority (51%) of the participants came from relatively small 

companies. The majority of the participants (54%) came from companies located in the 

United States (see Table 5).  
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Table 5 | Company location distribution 

Location Frequency Percent 

North Carolina 24 54.5% 

South Carolina 5 11.4% 

California 4 9.1% 

New York 3 6.8% 

Global (Reported more than one country) 2 4.5% 

Tennessee 1 2.3% 

Minnesota 1 2.3% 

Denmark 1 2.3% 

Oregon 1 2.3% 

Vermont 1 2.3% 

Maine 1 2.3% 

  

The large number of participants from North Carolina may be due to the proximity to 

the university and direct relationships with the College of Textiles faculty. The functions of 

the participants’ companies in the supply chain are represented in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6 | Company function frequency  

 

Twenty-four participants listed multiple supply chain functions for their companies. 

The numbers on the pie chart represent how many times a particular function was selected. 

Brand and yarn manufacturer were the most frequently listed functions. In regard to Brand, 

17 participants considered their companies to be a brand and 13 of those considered 

themselves brands in addition to another function(s). The “other” category consisted of 

answers such as digital printing and terry cloth/home textiles. 

         When asked about membership in the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 14 participants 

(29.8%) stated they were members and 33 participants (70.2%) stated they were non-

members. Of the 14 participants that were members of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, six 

were members for three to four years, four were members for five or more years and two 



 
 
 

50 

were members for one to two years. Seventeen participants (36.9%) responded that they used 

the Higg Index 2.0 while 29 participants (63.1%) stated that they did not use the Higg Index 

2.0. This means that Higg Index 2.0 usage was not limited to members of the Sustainable 

Apparel Coalition. 

4.2 | Results 

         This section details the analyses conducted on the survey data. Frequencies were used 

to evaluate sustainability concerns and efforts. Affinity diagrams and frequency counts were 

used to evaluate the answers to the open-ended questions. Descriptive statistics and 

correlation were used to analyze the results from the closed-ended questions. A t-test was 

used to compare Higg Index 2.0 users and users of other sustainability assessment tools. 

4.2.1 | Specific sustainability concerns and efforts. 

         All participants were asked what area of sustainability was the primary concern of 

their company. Those who did not use the Higg Index 2.0 responded that their primary 

sustainability concern was Social/Labor issues. Higg Index 2.0 users reported Water as their 

primary sustainability concern (see Table 6). 
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Table 6 | Primary area of sustainability concern 

Area Non-Higg Index 2.0 User 
Frequency 

Higg Index 2.0 User 
Frequency 

Total 
Frequency 

Chemical 2 2 4 

Energy 7 1 8 

Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions 

0 2 2 

Social/Labor 11 3 14 

Water 1 4 5 

Other 5 2 7 

Total 26 14 40 

  

Participants who stated that they did not use the Higg Index 2.0 were asked if they 

belonged to any organization(s) with an emphasis on sustainability. The majority (61.5%) 

stated that they did not, but ten participants (38.5%) confirmed that they did belong to such 

an organization. These ten participants were then asked to specify the organization(s) to 

which they belonged. Six of the participants listed 17 different organizations:  

• bluesign® 

• Ecological and Toxicological 

Association of Dyes and Organic 

Pigments Manufacturers (ETAD) 

• Global Organic Textile Standard 

(GOTS) 

• National Council of Textile 

Organizations (NCTO) 

• Sustainability to Action 

• Sustainable Apparel Coalition 

• The Sustainability Consortium 

• Sustainable Sleep Alliance 
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• REACH 

• Sustainable Design Consulting 

(SDC) 

• Textile Exchange 

• United Nations Global Compact 

• Cradle-to-Cradle (C2C) 

• OEKO-TEX 

• Turkish Stock Exchange 

• Leather Working Group 

• Responsible Wool Standard  

	

The participants’ memberships did not overlap except in the cases of the Sustainable Apparel 

Coalition and the United Nations Global Compact. Two participants listed the Sustainable 

Apparel Coalition and two participants listed the United Nations Global Compact.  

Following this question, the participants who did not use the Higg Index 2.0 were 

asked to list any sustainability assessment tools their company currently uses. Internal tools 

were used most frequently (see Table 7). 

Table 7 | Sustainability assessment tool 

Sustainability Assessment Tool Frequency 

B-Corporation 1 

Internal Tool or Monitoring Process 7 

IKEA Sustainability Index 1 

Transparency 1 

Third Party Audit of Life Cycle Assessment 1 

None 6 

Total 17 
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 Non-Higg Index 2.0 users were also asked if their company used or had any 

sustainability certifications and if yes, which one(s). The majority of participants (70%) 

stated that they did not have any sustainability certifications. However, the 30% of 

participants that did have certifications cited OEKO-TEX, bluesign®, Fair Trade, LEED 

Certified, CDP, and the Dow Jones Sustainability Index as their certifications. 

         Higg Index 2.0 users were asked to specify which modules of the Higg Index 2.0 their 

company used. Nine participants used two or more modules. Four participants only used one 

of the modules. The frequency of use for each module can be seen in Table 8. The facility 

environmental module was used most frequently. 

Table 8 | Higg Index 2.0 module use 

Module Frequency Percentage 

Brand Environmental Module 8 18.6% 

Brand Social/Labor Module 4 9.3% 

Design and Development Module 4  9.3% 

Facility Environmental Module 11 25.6% 

Facility Social/Labor Module 7 16.3% 

Materials Sustainability Index 6 14.0% 

Product Environmental Footprint Project 3 7.0% 

Total 43 100% 
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4.2.2 | Strengths of sustainability assessment tools. 

         As part of the survey, participants were asked to list the strengths of the Higg Index 

2.0 or their company’s chosen sustainability assessment tool. The responses were analyzed 

using Affinity diagrams. Separate analyses were done for non-Higg Index 2.0 users and Higg 

Index 2.0 users. The two separate analyses were combined for an overall summary of the 

strengths of sustainability assessment tools.  As seen in Table 9, after ignoring the “Other” 

category, the primary strength of sustainability assessment tools other than the Higg Index 

2.0 was environmental concern, followed by industry relationships and then quantifiable 

metrics. One participant summarized these three strengths when responding to the question 

“Why does your company choose to use these assessment tools?” The participant’s answer 

was short: 

“Our commitment to the environment and as a X supplier you have to comply with 
sustainable standards” 

 
This reflects the pressure on companies from their industry counterparts to participate in 

more sustainable behaviors. 
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Table 9 | Strengths of Non-Higg Index 2.0 sustainability assessment tools 

Strength Frequency Percentage Definition 

Other 5 25.0% Miscellaneous responses 

Environmental 
concern 

4 20.0% Environmental concern as a core 
company value and motivator for use 
of a sustainability assessment tool 

Industry 
relationships 
 

3 15.0% Encompasses relationships within 
industry or partnerships with other 
companies in the supply chain 

Quantifiable 
metrics 

3 15.0% Metrics used within the assessment tool 
are data driven rather than subjective 

Consumer 
motivation 

2 10.0% Encompasses consumer related 
motivators including requiring use of 
or the importance of a sustainability 
assessment tool 

Economic 
incentive 

2 10.0% The economic incentive of 
sustainability efforts (i.e. cost 
reduction) as a motivator for use of a 
sustainability assessment tool 

Supply chain 
transparency 

1 5.0% Creating transparency within the 
supply chain 

Total 20 100%   

  

The Higg Index 2.0 strengths were similar to those for other sustainability assessment tools, 

as seen in Table 10. However, the greatest strength of the Higg Index 2.0 was that it was 

beginning to develop into a standardized tool for the industry. Two participants commented 

on this: 
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“In terms of the Brand and Facility modules: Provides the industry with a consistent 
tool for measuring environmental performance… The SAC [Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition] has launched a number of new initiatives to offer cross-company trainings 
for suppliers and other appropriate stakeholders, which is great” – Participant 1 
 

“Its strength lies in its centralization and standardization of questions & information 
regarding the industry’s supply chain as well in the reduction of individual 
customer/brand surveys and audits hopefully reducing supply chain audit fatigue” – 
Participant 2 

 
 The second strength is related to the first. Participants commented that the breadth of 

sustainability measures in the Higg Index 2.0 made it stand apart from the other sustainability 

assessment tools. The Higg Index 2.0 is an ambitious assessment tool: 

“We have not come across any other initiatives that [are] trying to accomplish what 
the Higg Index is.” 
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Table 10 | Strengths of Higg Index 2.0 
 

Strength Frequency Percentage Definition 

Industry 
standard 

14 40.0% Creation of an industry standard for 
sustainability assessment 

Breadth 9 25.7% The coverage of assessment tool in 
regard to various aspects of 
sustainability; such as water, energy, 
chemicals, etc. 

Consumer 
motivation 

4 11.4% Encompasses consumer related 
motivators including requiring use of or 
the importance of a sustainability 
assessment tool 

Other 4 11.4% Miscellaneous responses 

Quantifiable 
metrics 

2 5.7% Metrics used within the assessment tool 
are data driven rather than subjective 

Industry 
relationships 

2 5.7% Encompasses relationships within 
industry or partnerships with other 
companies in the supply chain 

Total 35 100%   

  

The combined strengths of the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment 

tools are listed in Table 11. Table 11 provides a view of the strengths of sustainability 

assessment tools as a whole. The most frequently mentioned strength was the industry 

standard that results from sustainability assessment tools followed closely by the breadth of 

coverage of such tools.   
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Table 11 | Combined strengths of Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools 

Strength Frequency Percentage Definition 

Industry 
standard 

14 25.5% Creation of an industry standard for 
sustainability assessment 

Other 9 16.4% Miscellaneous responses 

Breadth 9 16.4% The coverage of assessment tool in 
regard to various aspects of 
sustainability; such as water, energy, 
chemicals, etc. 

Consumer 
motivation 

6 10.9% Encompasses consumer related 
motivators including requiring use of 
or the importance of a sustainability 
assessment tool 

Industry 
relationships 

5 9.1% Encompasses relationships within 
industry or partnerships with other 
companies in the supply chain 

Quantifiable 
metrics 

5 9.1% Metrics used within the assessment 
tool are data driven rather than 
subjective 

Environmental 
concern 

4 7.3% Environmental concern as a core 
company value and motivator for use 
of a sustainability assessment tool 

Economic 
incentive 

2 3.6% The economic incentive of 
sustainability efforts (i.e. cost 
reduction) as a motivator for use of a 
sustainability assessment tool 

Supply Chain 
Transparency 

1 1.8% Creating transparency within the 
supply chain 

Total 55 100%   
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4.2.3 | Weaknesses of sustainability assessment tools. 

         In addition to strengths, participants were asked about the weaknesses of the Higg 

Index 2.0 or their company’s chosen sustainability assessment tool. The responses were 

analyzed using Affinity diagrams. Separate analyses were done for non-Higg Index 2.0 users 

and Higg Index 2.0 users. The two separate analyses were combined for an overall summary 

of the weaknesses of sustainability assessment tools.  As seen in Table 12, the primary 

weakness of sustainability assessment tools other than the Higg Index 2.0 was the integration 

of a sustainability tool into company practices. Two participants touched on how company 

size can affect their ability to implement and use such tools: 

“Due to our small size we lack the staff and expertise to evaluate our performance in 
sustainability.” – Participant 3 
 
“[do not have] resources in a company our size to devote any attention to this topic.” 
– Participant 4 

 

Burden, or the time and effort needed to utilize the tool, was the second most often cited 

weakness. One participant wrote that time and people were needed to complete a 

sustainability assessment tool: 

“Time needed to answer everything and every department needs to be involved to 
answer some questions” 

 
  
Ignoring ‘Other’ and ‘Not applicable’ as weaknesses, the third weakness was the lack of 

verification of inputs:  

“This method, though accurate, does not conform to any specific standard set by a 
third-party organization.”- Participant 5 
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“Biggest challenges for any tool is the collection of accurate data (in a timely 
manner)”- Participant 6 

 
  



 
 
 

61 

Table 12 | Weaknesses of Non-Higg Index 2.0 sustainability assessment tools 

Weakness Frequency Percentage Definition 

Integration into 
company 
practices 

9 23.1% Difficulty implementing the tool in 
company practices or integration of 
assessment tool outputs into company 
policy 

Burden on 
companies 

8 20.5% The level of work/time/inputs needed is 
considered too large to be an effective 
sustainability assessment tool 

N/A 4 10.3% Survey question not applicable to 
participant 

Other 4 10.3% Miscellaneous responses 

Verification of 
inputs 

3 7.7% Lack of verification of inputs and 
enforcement of subsequent company 
improvements 

Definition of 
sustainability 

2 5.1% Lack of clear or consistent definition of 
sustainability by companies and 
according to the sustainability 
assessment tool 

Consumer 
knowledge 

2 5.1% Encompasses consumer related issues 
such as lacking education of 
assessment tool benefits/use 

Education/ 
training 

2 5.1% Lack of education and training on how 
to use the tool and what the outputs 
mean 

Simplification 
of tool 

2 5.1% The assessment tool should be 
simplified to suit the needs of users 
either in required inputs or in format 
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Table 12 (continued) 
 

Additions to 
tool 

2 5.1% The need for additional components 
within the sustainability assessment 
tool (i.e. carbon footprint, scalable 
model, etc.) 

Reshoring 1 2.6% Encompasses bringing work back to or 
keeping work within the United States 

Total 39 100%   
  
         When looking at the weaknesses of the Higg Index 2.0, as seen in Table 13, 

integration and burden were not the top two weaknesses. Need for simplification and lack of 

marketing were the two most commonly mentioned weaknesses of the Higg Index 2.0. In 

regard to simplification, the user interface was mentioned: 

“The user interface needs a re-work. The function of only being able to see a small 
amount, having to click on a new section before moving on, and other user issues 
certainly needs to be addressed. A streamlined ability to compare results to other 
facilities would be beneficial as well.” 

 

Marketing to the industry was focused on publicizing the benefits of the Higg Index 2.0 to 

companies outside of the existing users: 

“The OIA has set significant goals for 2016-2017 usage. I believe that those goals 
can be met, however we need to reach outside the outdoor industry -- to other 
apparel/footwear brands and show them the benefits of this tool. I would assume that 
most brands who don’t have the resources like we do through the OIA -- training at 
Outdoor Retailer and so forth -- are probably intimidated by the Higg Index and see 
it as too big of a project that’s not worth taking on. I believe that having some kind of 
forum for the brands not associated with the OIA to reach out to each other and ask 
questions would be helpful.”- Participant 7 

 
“Incentivize the whole supply chain to adopt. Brands - Two of our larger customers… 
do not participate. Manufacturers - The cost of joining the SAC [Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition]is so expensive that my organization struggles to see value in participating 
in the complete process. Furthermore, we are asked by brands to do their own 
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independent verifications meaning that the Higg Index 2.0 is only useful for a 
minority of our business”- Participant 8 

 
Good marketing could lead to higher industry adoption rates. 

Verification and enforcement was noted as a weakness. A participant described the 

Higg Index 2.0 as having“No teeth” 

 
Some Higg Index 2.0 users found the Higg Index 2.0 to be burdensome. Two 

examples of the burdens companies face when using the Higg Index 2.0 are described by two 

participants : 

“Overly complex. Online platform difficult to use. Only available in English and 
Chinese, and all answers must be in English” – Participant 9 
 
“The Higg Index can be quite daunting for a company who is small and may not 
necessarily have some of the management tools and documentation in place that is 
needed. Filling out the survey does take a decent chunk of time. I would estimate 
roughly 3-7 hours depending on how much information you have prepared.”- 
Participant 10 
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Table 13 | Weaknesses of Higg Index 2.0 

Weakness Frequency Percentage Definition 

Simplification 
of tool 

8 21.1% The assessment tool should be simplified 
to suit the needs of users either in required 
inputs or in format 

Marketing to 
industry 

8 21.1% The lack of marketing of assessment tool 
within industry to clearly define benefits 
of use and encourage industry adoption 

Industry 
adoption 

5 13.2% Low adoption rate of the sustainability 
assessment tool within the industry; 
consequently a lack of an industry 
standard 

Other 5 13.2% Miscellaneous responses 

Verification of 
inputs 

4 10.5% Lack of verification of inputs and 
enforcement of subsequent company 
improvements 

N/A 3 7.9% Survey question not applicable to 
participant 

Burden on 
companies 

2 5.3% The level of work/time/inputs needed is 
considered too large to be an effective 
sustainability assessment tool 

Applicability 2 5.3% Lack of applicability of sustainability 
assessment tool questions or output to 
company and supply chain 

Education/ 
training 

1 2.6% Lack of education and training on how to 
use the tool and what the outputs mean 

Total 38 100%   
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Combining the two tables shows that burden and need for simplification were the 

most frequently mentioned weaknesses of sustainability assessment tools, including for the 

Higg Index 2.0 (see Table 14). 
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Table 14 | Combined weaknesses of Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools 

Weakness Frequency Percentage Definition 

Burden on 
companies 

10 13.0% The level of work/time/inputs needed 
is considered too large to be an 
effective sustainability assessment 
tool 

Simplification of 
tool 

10 13.0% The assessment tool should be 
simplified to suit the needs of users 
either in required inputs or in format 

Implementation 
into company 
practices 

9 11.7% Difficulty implementing the tool in 
company practices or integration of 
assessment tool outputs into company 
policy 

Other 9 11.7% Miscellaneous responses 

Marketing to 
industry 

8 10.4% The lack marketing of assessment tool 
within industry to clearly define 
benefits of use and encourage industry 
adoption 

N/A 7 9.1% Survey question not applicable to 
participant 

Verification of 
inputs 

7 9.1% Lack of verification of inputs and 
enforcement of subsequent company 
improvements 

Industry 
adoption 

5 6.5% Low adoption rate of the sustainability 
assessment tool within the industry; 
consequently a lack of an industry 
standard 
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Table 14 (continued) 
 
 

Education/ 
training 

3 3.9% Lack of education and training on how 
to use the tool and what the outputs 
mean 

Definition of 
sustainability 

2 2.6% Lack of clear or consistent definition 
of sustainability by companies and the 
sustainability assessment tool 

Consumer 
knowledge 

2 2.6% Encompasses consumer related issues 
such as lacking education of 
assessment tool benefits/use. 

Additions to tool 2 2.6% The need for additional components 
within the sustainability assessment 
tool (i.e. carbon footprint, scalable 
model, etc.) 

Applicability 2 2.6% Lack of relevance of sustainability 
assessment tool questions or output to 
company and supply chain 

Reshoring 1 1.3% Encompasses bringing work back to 
or keeping work within the United 
States 

Total 77 100%   
 

4.2.4 | Correlations and descriptive statistics.  

 The results of the Likert-scale questions must be interpreted cautiously. The sample 

size was too small to conduct a factor analysis to confirm the structure of the ‘factors’.  

However, Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure the reliability of each factor. 

Individual item level descriptive statistics for both versions of the survey were 

calculated. There is an argument in the literature as to whether single items are 

psychometrically sound (Petrescu, 2013). Traditionally, single items were viewed as 
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unreliable (Churchill, 1979). However, there has been further research into the reliability of 

single items. Empirical results have shown that a single item can be reliable if the construct 

intended to be measured by the item is global in nature, clear to the respondents, and 

adequately narrow (Petrescu, 2013; Wanous and Hudy, 2001; Wanous and Reichers, 1996).   

4.2.4.1 | Factor structure. 

Questions 40, 41, 42, 43, 46, and 47 were hypothesized to measure utility. Utility was 

composed of Ramos and Caeiro’s (2010) factors of technical and educational skills of the 

staff; governance and public participation process; and management model and institutional 

cooperation. Originally, Q48 was hypothesized to measure utility. However, it did not 

correlate with any questions. Therefore, only descriptive statistics were calculated for it. The 

only statistically significant correlations were between Q40 and Q47; Q41 and Q 47; Q43 

and Q47; Q46 and Q47; and Q40 and Q41 (see Table 15).  The correlations are moderate, but 

in the expected directions. However, this utility factor was extremely unreliable (Cronbach’s 

alpha = -0.0140). Cronbach’s alpha should be 0.70 or higher for a ‘factor’ to be considered 

adequately reliable (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2007). Therefore, Higg Index 2.0 and non-Higg 

users were not compared on the utility factor. Comparisons of descriptive statistics at the 

question level follow later in this section.  

Q40 and Q42 originally were hypothesized to belong to the utility factor. However, 

upon closer examination, the reviewers perceived a planning factor. Planning was composed 

of Ramos and Caeiro’s (2010) factors of cost-benefit analysis and communication and 

promotion/dissemination. When Q40 and Q41 were analyzed, the Cronbach’s alpha was 
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0.4218. However, as seen in Table 17, there was no statistically significant correlation. 

Therefore, only descriptive statistics were calculated.  
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Table 15 | Correlations for utility factor (Q41, Q43, Q46, Q47) 

Question Q 41 Q 43 Q 46 Q47 

Q41: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is too burdensome for 
regular use 

1.000 0.349 -0.282 -0.404* 

Q43: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool would be more useful if it 
were simplified 

0.349 1.000 -0.205 -0.441* 

Q46: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is useful for comparing our 
company to the industry 

-0.282 -0.205 1.000 0.576* 

Q47: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool holds our company 
accountable for sustainability improvements 

-0.404* -0.441* 0.576* 1.000 

 *p < 0.05 

Q38, Q44, and Q45 were hypothesized to measure relevance. Relevance was 

composed of Ramos and Caeiro’s (2010) factors of relationships with regional strategies as 

well as decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ responses (see Table 16). All of the correlations 

in regard to relevance were strong and statistically significant. Question 39 was originally 

hypothesized to measure utility, but it correlated most strongly with this set of questions. The 

relevance factor was reliable (Cronbach’s alpha=0.93). Given the high Cronbach’s alpha, a t-

test was done to test for differences in the relevance means of Higg Index 2.0 users and non-

Higg users. This test is strictly an exploration due to the fact that multivariate relationships 

could not be determined. The results of the t-test are given later in this section. 
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Table 16 | Correlations for relevance factor (Q38, Q39, Q44, Q45) 

Question Q38 Q39 Q44 Q45 

Q38: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool has helped my company 
with sustainability planning 

1.000 0.732* 0.838* 0.764* 

Q39: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool fully addresses my 
company's sustainability concerns 

0.732* 1.000 0.743* 0.742* 

Q44: The results of my company's chosen 
sustainability assessment tool are useful for 
my company 

0.838* 0.743* 1.000 0.807* 

Q45: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool provides useful 
information for internal improvements 

0.764* 0.742* 0.807* 1.000 

*p < 0.05 

Q40 and Q42 originally were hypothesized to be part of the utility factor, but later the 

reviewers revised that decision based on the definitions of the categories and the wording of 

the questions. Q40 and Q42 were hypothesized to measure planning. Planning was composed 

of Ramos and Caeiro’s (2010) factors of cost-benefit analysis and communication and 

promotion/dissemination. However, as seen in Table 17, there was no statistically significant 

correlation between the two questions. Higg Index 2.0 users and those who use related 

sustainability assessment tools cannot be compared on this factor. However a comparison of 

the descriptive statistics is given later in this section.  
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Table 17 | Correlations for planning factor (Q40, Q42) 

Question Q40 Q42 

Q40: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is useful for communicating 
sustainability efforts with our customers 

1.000 0.272 

Q42: My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is cost effective 

0.272 1.000 

            

4.2.4.2 | Descriptive statistics for Non-Higg Index 2.0 users. 

 In the following tables, the factors are shown with their component items and 

descriptive statistics. The mean and standard deviation were found by attaching a numeric 

value to each of the Likert-scale options as follows: Strongly Agree (5), Agree (4), Neither 

Agree nor Disagree (3), Disagree (2), Strongly Disagree (1). A mean close to three suggests a 

neutral average response. A mean greater than three suggests a positive average response. A 

mean less than three suggests a negative average response.  

In Table 18, the means show that participants agree, to an extent, that sustainability 

assessment tools help to communicate sustainability efforts to consumers (µ40 = 3.485) and 

are cost effective (µ42 = 3.545) because the means are greater than (µ = 3). 
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Table 18 | Component analysis of planning for other sustainability assessment tools 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q40 20 2.00 5.00 3.485 1.004 

Q42 20 2.00 5.00 3.545 0.833 

  

In Table 19, the means show that participants surveyed believe, although not strongly, 

that sustainability assessment tools fully address the sustainability concerns of their company 

(µ39 = 3.485) and help with their company’s sustainability planning (µ38 = 3.594). 

Additionally, the means suggest that participants find the results useful (µ44 = 3.697) and that 

their tool provides them with useful data for internal improvements (µ45 = 3.727). 

Table 19 | Component analysis of relevance for other sustainability assessment tools 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q38 20 2.00 5.00 3.594 0.875 

Q39 20 2.00 5.00 3.485 0.755 

Q44 20 2.00 5.00 3.697 0.883 

Q45 20 2.00 5.00 3.727 0.801 

  

Participants do not agree that their sustainability assessment tool is too burdensome. 

Q41 was negatively worded. Therefore, the mean of 2.788 for Q41 is in the desired direction. 

Participants had neutral responses when asked if a simplified version of their sustainability 

assessment tool would be more useful (µ43 = 3.094) Furthermore, the mean reflects that 



 
 
 

74 

participants surveyed believe, although not strongly, that sustainability assessment tools are 

useful for industry comparison (µ46 = 3.424). The mean for the last component item indicates 

participants are mostly neutral about the ability of sustainability assessment tools to hold 

them accountable (µ47 = 3.182). The results are displayed in Table 20. 

Table 20 | Component analysis of utility for other sustainability assessment tools 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q41 20 1.00 5.00 2.788 0.740 

Q43 20 2.00 5.00 3.094 0.818 

Q46 20 1.00 5.00 3.424 0.902 

Q47 20 2.00 5.00 3.182 0.808 

  

 The mean for Q48 (µ48 = 3.576) in Table 21 shows that participants somewhat agree 

that sustainability assessment tools should have a method for verifying company inputs (i.e. a 

documentation process).  

Table 21 | Component analysis of revision for other sustainability assessment tools 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q48 20 1.00 5.00 3.576 1.001 
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4.2.4.3 | Descriptive statistics for Higg Index 2.0 users. 

In Table 22, the means show that participants find the Higg Index 2.0 cost effective 

(µ58 = 3.922) and useful to an extent for communicating sustainability efforts with consumers 

(µ61 = 3.537). 

Table 22 | Component analysis of planning for The Higg Index 2.0 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q58 13 3.00 5.00 3.922 0.730 

Q61 13 2.00 5.00 3.537 0.508 

 

Higg Index 2.0 users held stronger opinions about relevance compared to utility or 

planning. In Table 23, the means suggest that participants agree the Higg Index 2.0 addresses 

the sustainability concerns of their company (µ50 = 3.922) and is helpful for developing their 

internal sustainability plan (µ52 = 3.845). Furthermore, participants agree that the Higg Index 

2.0 has useful results overall (µ53 = 4.077) and useful results for internal improvements (µ54 = 

4.153). 
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Table 23 | Component analysis of relevance for Higg Index 2.0 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q50 13 2.00 5.00 3.922 0.884 

Q52 13 2.00 5.00 3.845 0.721 

Q53 13 2.00 5.00 4.077 0.863 

Q54 13 3.00 5.00 4.153 0.970 

Participants agree to an extent that Higg Index 2.0 facilitates industry comparison on 

sustainability efforts (µ55 = 3.538) as shown in Table 24. However, the participants had a 

neutral response (µ56 = 3.076) when prompted with the statement “The Higg Index 2.0 holds 

my company accountable for sustainability improvements.” The Higg Index 2.0 users felt the 

Higg Index 2.0 was not too burdensome for regular use. This item was negatively phrased 

and so the mean is below three (µ57 = 2.846). For Q60, the mean (µ60 = 3.500) reflects that 

participants had a slightly positive response regarding simplification of the Higg Index 2.0. 

  



 
 
 

77 

Table 24 | Component analysis of utility for Higg Index 2.0 

Component N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Q55 13 1.00 5.00 3.538 0.749 

Q56 13 2.00 5.00 3.076 0.458 

Q57 13 2.00 5.00 2.846 0.532 

Q60 12 2.00 5.00 3.500 0.555 

 

4.2.4.4 | Comparison of the Higg Index 2.0 and Non-Higg Index 2.0 users on 

relevance. 

 Comparing the Higg Index 2.0 relevance factor to the other sustainability assessment 

tool relevance factor shows a statistically significant difference. Higg Index 2.0 users, on 

average, rate the relevance of the Higg Index 2.0 higher than users of other sustainability 

assessment tool users rate their respective instruments (t = 2.92, p < 0.05). Descriptive 

statistics are given in Table 25.   

Table 25 | T-test for relevance of Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools 

Level Number Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Lower 95% Upper 95% 

Higg Index 2.0 13 4.000 0.185 3.622 4.378 

Other Sustainability 
Assessment Tools 

18 3.292 0.157 2.970 3.613 
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4.3 | Summary of Results 

 After examining the results of the quantitative analysis of the utility and relevance 

factors and identifying key weaknesses and strengths, the overall issues with utility and 

relevance (RO1 and RO2) were identified. When taken together, the data from the open-

ended questions on the surveys suggest that the industry agrees to an extent that the 

weaknesses of sustainability assessment tools are the burden it places on companies, the 

complexity of the tools, implementation, lack of marketing to the industry and lack of 

verification of inputs. However, the numerical data shows that users of the Higg Index 2.0 

and users of other sustainability assessment tools are relatively content on average with their 

chosen sustainability assessment tools. On average, they do not view their tools as being 

burdensome or complex. In regard to the perceived strengths, when taken together, the data 

from the open-ended questions suggest the strengths providing industry standardization, 

broad coverage of indicators, method of consumer communication, industry relationships 

within the supply chain, and quantifiable metrics. These strengths and weaknesses compose 

the main issues of utility and relevance for the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability 

assessment tools.   
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CHAPTER 5 | Conclusions and Discussion 

5.1 | Conclusions and Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to explore the opinions of executives in the textile 

and apparel industry concerning sustainability assessment tools. The importance of this 

research lies in its potential to inform efforts to improve sustainability assessment tools 

which can help equip companies to survive in the industry, improve their sustainability 

management, and reduce their audit fatigue (Blaga, 2013; Perry & Towers, 2013, Knott, 

1993). The results of this study led to fulfilling two main research objectives; RO1: Identify 

issues with utilizing the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools and RO2: 

Identify relevance issues of the Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools. 

These research objectives were investigated using a survey created from the existing 

framework of Ramos and Caeiro (2010) and previous industry interviews from a 

sustainability study conducted by Alhainen and Järvinen (2015). In the study completed here, 

the survey aimed to provide participants a chance to give their opinions and explanations 

concerning sustainability assessment through the use of open-ended and closed-ended 

questions. Survey participants included executives from each part of the textile and apparel 

industry supply chain, from manufacturers to retailers to brands to auxiliaries. The variety in 

participants allowed for a broad look at industry opinions. Having input from various supply 

chain participants resulted in practical suggestions to improve the Higg Index 2.0 and other 

sustainability assessment tools. 
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In this chapter, the conclusions regarding each research objective will be summarized 

first. This will be followed by recommendations for improvements to sustainability 

assessment tools in the textile and apparel industry as well as for the Higg Index 2.0 

specifically. Finally, areas of future research will be presented. 

5.1.1 | RO1: Identify issues with utilizing the Higg Index 2.0 and other 

sustainability assessment tools. 

 Based on the responses to the open-ended questions, the two reviewers identified 

eleven major issues of varying importance with regards to utilization of sustainability 

assessment tools and the Higg Index 2.0. These issues encompass both strengths and 

weaknesses associated with these tools. The issues are burden on companies, implementation 

into company practices, consumer motivation, industry standard, industry adoption, 

verification of inputs, economic incentive, environmental concern, education/training, 

additions to tool, and supply chain transparency. Of these issues, the ones classified as 

weaknesses of utilization were burden on companies, integration into company practices, 

verification of inputs, industry adoption, education/training, and additions to tool are all 

weaknesses associated with utilization. However, supply chain transparency, industry 

standard, consumer motivation, environmental concern, and economic incentive were all 

strengths associated with utilization. 

5.1.1.1 | Burden on companies. 

 The perceived level of burden on companies to use a sustainability assessment tool 

can prevent companies from fully utilizing it. Companies do not have the time nor the 

manpower needed to properly complete the sustainability assessment tool, as noted by 
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Fibuch and Van Way (2012). Participants in this study indicated it was a burden to complete 

the tools when asked about weaknesses in an open-ended question. However, when looking 

at the numerical data from the closed-ended questions, companies on average did not feel as 

though their own assessment tool was too burdensome for regular use.  

5.1.1.2 | Implementation into company practices. 

 Difficulty using the sustainability assessment tool outputs also hinders industry usage. 

If the outputs are difficult to incorporate into company policies or practices, the company 

may choose not to use the sustainability assessment tool (Butler, et al., 2011). In the answers 

to open-ended questions, some non-Higg users indicated difficulties with implementation. 

However, based on responses to the Likert-scale questions in this study, Higg Index 2.0 and 

non-Higg users reported, on average, that the outputs from their sustainability assessment 

tools were useful for internal improvements and company sustainability planning.  

5.1.1.3 | Verification of inputs. 

 Participants noted that there is generally no process for verifying company inputs into 

sustainability assessment tools, including the Higg Index 2.0. Many participants agreed that 

there should be some process by which to verify these inputs, such as a documentation 

requirement. Verifying inputs into these tools would reduce the need for a third party audit 

and make the outputs more credible in the eyes of other industry members and consumers 

(Conley-Tyler, 2005). Reduction in additional audits will help prevent audit fatigue as 

described by Knott (1993). Furthermore, participants noted that often times the sustainability 

assessment tool had “no teeth” for enforcement. Based on the answers to Likert-scale 

questions, Higg Index 2.0 and non-Higg users, on average, had a neutral response when 



 
 
 

82 

asked if their assessment tool held them accountable to implement improvements. While they 

did not disagree with this statement, the neutral response could be evidence of a lack of 

accountability. Lack of accountability negatively impacts utilization because if no subsequent 

change from the sustainability assessment tools occurs or the inputs are invalid, then the tools 

are not being fully utilized as intended. 

5.1.1.4 | Industry adoption. 

 Higg Index 2.0 users discussed a low rate of industry adoption in their answers to the 

open-ended questions. A low adoption rate for a sustainability assessment tool is detrimental 

because companies do not want to undergo repeat or unnecessary assessments when their 

suppliers/consumers use different assessment tools (Knott, 1993). Increased adoption of a 

specific sustainability assessment tool would likely result in improved utilization by an 

increasing number of users. Furthermore, an increased adoption rate would possibly result in 

a more harmonized approach to sustainability assessment and reduce audit fatigue where an 

excessive frequency of evaluations covering similar material is conducted (Knott, 1993).  

5.1.1.5 | Education/training. 

Education of key users of the sustainability assessment tools helps facilitate proper 

utilization. Data from open-ended questions showed that participants would like more 

training on how to use the tool and how to interpret the outputs in order to act on the results. 

In particular, one participant described the Higg Index 2.0 as “daunting”. The ability to 

utilize and incorporate some form of sustainability assessment, whether the Higg Index 2.0 or 

some other tool,  will help companies successfully face other challenges in the industry and 

make informed business decisions (Blaga, 2013; Radhakrishnan, 2015). The responses to the 
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Likert-scale questions indicated Higg Index 2.0 and non-Higg users wanted a simplified tool. 

Education/training could help alleviate that need. 

5.1.1.6 | Additions to tool. 

There were survey responses from non-Higg users that identified additions that would 

make sustainability assessment tools more useful. The need for additional components within 

the sustainability assessment tool (i.e. carbon footprint, scalable model, etc.) was expressed. 

These additional components would improve coverage of the environmental aspects 

described by Saicheua, et al. (2012). The need for additional language support was noted 

multiple times in the answers to the open-ended questions. Participants from smaller 

companies stated that a model that was useful for companies of various sizes would be 

beneficial to making the assessment tools more applicable to a wider group.  

5.1.1.7 | Supply chain transparency. 

Non-Higg users mentioned the importance of transparency. Transparency has a 

positive impact on utilization due to an increase in consumer awareness. Users of 

sustainability tools also seek transparency (Hugé, et al., 2015). Sustainability assessment 

tools help to create transparency within the supply chain by requiring companies to look into 

product components and suppliers. Transparency enables comparison of individual 

companies to the industry. Higg Index 2.0 and non-Higg users in this study, on average, 

supported the usefulness of their tools for comparing company efforts regarding 

sustainability. 
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5.1.1.8 | Industry standard. 

In answering the open-ended survey questions, the Higg Index 2.0 users mentioned 

the potential for the creation of an industry standard for sustainability assessment. An 

industry standard for sustainability assessment could help to reduce audit fatigue and 

possibly increase overall usage numbers (Knott, 1993). Additionally, an industry standard 

would help facilitate consistency between companies and their suppliers in regard to what 

sustainability is in the industry. On average, the Likert-scale data from all participants 

supports, on average, the creation of an industry standard for sustainability assessment.  

5.1.1.9 | Consumer motivation. 

Consumers are dependent on companies for accurate information. Sustainability tools 

can help the companies assure consumers of their commitment to sustainability (Bateh, et al., 

2013; Ritch and Schröder, 2012). Consumers can motivate companies to use a specific 

sustainability assessment tool or assessment in general. Such motivation was seen in the 

survey results where one company reported to use a particular sustainability assessment tool 

at the request of their primary consumer. Furthermore, end-use consumers may push 

companies to have a certain level of supply chain transparency and sustainability assessment 

tools can create that. Likert-scale data from all participants further indicates a push for supply 

chain transparency by showing that participating companies, on average, find sustainability 

assessment tools useful for communicating sustainability efforts to their consumers.  

5.1.1.10 | Environmental concern. 

Environmental concern as a core company value can support the use of a 

sustainability assessment tool. This is a positive issue for utilization of sustainability 
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assessment tools.  An example of this is Patagonia’s continued commitment to environmental 

causes and involvement in the development of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (Patagonia, 

n.d.; Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 2016). Potentially, the drive to use the tools will result in 

outputs that are more likely to instigate change within those companies. 

5.1.1.11 | Economic incentive. 

Non-Higg users mentioned economic incentives in their responses to open-ended 

questions, suggesting that there are economic incentives for utilization of sustainability 

assessment tools. Companies cannot exist long-term if they are not economically viable and 

because of this, will factor economic benefits into the decision making process. If a 

sustainability assessment tool is cost effective and provides a level of economic incentive for 

utilization (i.e. sustainable changes are cost effective for the company) then companies will 

be more likely to use the tool (Van Marrewijk, 2003; Lorne and Dilling, 2012). The data 

from Likert-scale questions in this study supports this idea, by confirming that both Higg 

Index 2.0 and non-Higg users believe their sustainability assessment tool is cost effective.  

5.1.2 | RO2: Identify relevance issues of the Higg Index 2.0 and other 

sustainability assessment tools. 

Based on responses to the open-ended questions from the participants, five major 

issues were identified in regards to the relevance of the Higg Index 2.0, and other 

sustainability assessment tools, including the Higg Index 2.0. These issues are definition of 

sustainability, consumer knowledge, applicability, marketing to industry, breadth, and 

quantifiable metrics. Some of these issues relate to weaknesses of sustainability assessment 

tools, while others relate to strengths.  
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The mean of the relevance factor was 3.5. When comparing the Higg Index 2.0 users 

and the non-Higg users on relevance there was a statistically significant difference between 

the means. Higg Index 2.0 users, on average, rated the relevance of the Higg Index 2.0 higher 

than non-Higg users (t = 2.92, p < 0.05). Subsequently, the weaknesses of relevance are less 

applicable to the Higg Index 2.0 than the other sustainability assessment tools.   

5.1.2.1 | Definition of sustainability. 

One of the issues with relevance identified by non-Higg users in the survey is the lack 

of a standard definition of sustainability. This is seen in existing literature (Kozlowski, et al., 

2015). The lack of a clear or consistent definition of sustainability could result in different 

goals for the sustainability assessment tool. This could make a particular tool irrelevant to 

some companies. Despite this challenge, most participants agreed that their sustainability 

assessment tool addressed their sustainability definition. The Higg Index 2.0 users, on 

average, had a more positive response in regard to relevance than non-Higg users. 

5.1.2.2 | Consumer knowledge. 

Non-Higg users described consumer knowledge as an issue. Consumer knowledge is 

an issue of relevance because companies find sustainability assessment tools useful for 

communicating their sustainability efforts to consumers. Consumers are dependent on 

companies for sustainability information regarding products (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; 

Ritch and Schröder, 2012). If the assessment tool does not generate relevant results or the 

results are too complex, then consumers will have a hard time understanding the results and 

the results will be largely useless.   
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5.1.2.3 | Applicability. 

The lack of applicability of sustainability assessment tool questions or output to the 

user-company was an issue raised by Higg Index 2.0 users. While Higg Index 2.0 useres did 

not note this as frequently as they noted other weaknesses, sustainability assessment tool 

development should ensure applicability to target users in order to facilitate adoption. The 

textile and apparel supply chain is complex which makes it difficult to have a universally 

applicable tool. Adoption could be difficult despite the importance of sustainability 

throughout the supply chain (MSA, 2012; Martin, 2013).  

5.1.2.4 | Marketing to industry. 

Marketing is an issue of relevance. In order to persuade companies within the 

industry to adopt an assessment tool, its relevance to the industry needs to be explained in the 

marketing message. Higg Index 2.0 users mentioned that the benefits of the tool must be 

clearly defined.  This would encourage industry adoption by relevant users who may not 

already be using the sustainability assessment tool. Better marketing and communication 

with potential users could increase overall industry adoption of a common sustainability 

assessment tool, returning to the possible alleviation of audit fatigue noted by Knott (1993). 

5.1.2.5 | Breadth. 

Breadth is a key issue of relevance because if a sustainability assessment tool does 

not completely cover a company's sustainability concerns, then the company will need 

multiple tools for assessment. Higg Index 2.0 users reported that the breadth of the Higg 

Index 2.0 covered both industry and company concerns and was thought to be the most 

complete sustainability assessment tool to date.  
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5.1.2.6 | Quantifiable metrics. 

Quantifiable metrics are key to relevance because they provide hard data that 

companies can track over time to measure improvements. Quantitative data can possibly 

translate the grey area of sustainability, as described by de Abreu (2011), into more relevant 

data for companies. Companies stated that they viewed objective data driven assessment 

tools more positively than subjective or qualitative data driven assessments, on average. 

Quantifiable metrics can possibly help companies better incorporate sustainability into their 

business strategy (Butler, et al., 2011). 

5.2 | Recommendations 

 In order for companies to have the “measureable, manageable objectives” for 

sustainability assessment mentioned by White (2013, p. 213), there are some potential 

improvements that can make sustainability assessment tools more useful and relevant. By 

continuing to improve sustainability assessment tools, in particular the Higg Index 2.0, the 

industry can possibly create an operational standard for sustainability assessment. This would 

address some of the issues associated with inconsistent sustainability definitions within the 

textile and apparel industry (Kozlowski, et al., 2015). Based on the survey data, the 

recommendations for improving utility and relevance of the Higg Index 2.0 and other 

sustainability assessment tools are summarized in the following sections. 

5.2.1 | Verification. 

 Survey results suggest that companies would like sustainability assessment tools to 

require a documentation process for inputs or to use a third party audit process to verify 

company inputs. This will provide results with an added credibility and reduce the need for 
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additional audits, potentially solving both the issue of reliability and audit fatigue (Conley-

Tyler, 2005; Knott, 1993).  

5.2.2 | Enforcement. 

 The organization behind the sustainability assessment tool perhaps should consider 

providing some degree of enforcement for ensuring improvements are made based on the 

assessment results. This cannot cause undue economic burden upon the companies using the 

tool, as this would discourage adoption of a tool. It should aim to hold companies 

accountable for changes where they can be made. As noted in the literature, companies are 

willing to make changes in favor of sustainability, but only if they are economically viable 

(Van Marrewijk, 2003; Lorne and Dilling, 2012). Additionally, enforcement would help 

ensure that companies are making accurate statements to consumers, who rely on them for 

information (Bateh, et al., 2013; Ritch and Schröder, 2012).  

5.2.3 | Simplify interface. 

 Based on the survey results, simplifying the user interface and allowing for multiple 

choice and numeric inputs would be a potential improvement to the Higg Index 2.0 and other 

sustainability assessment tools. Additionally, survey results suggest companies would like 

assessment tools that enable users to easily compare results to others within the industry. 

Also, the user interface could be constructed so companies only have to answer questions 

that are applicable to their business. 

5.2.4 | Marketing to industry. 

 According to participants marketing efforts within the industry could be enhanced by 

using seminars, webinars, and conferences to highlight the importance of the Higg Index 2.0 
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or other tools. Furthermore, marketing could help to communicate the quantifiable, positive 

benefits of assessment such as reduction in audit fatigue and preparation for industry 

challenges (Knott, 1993; Blaga, 2013). Lastly, participants suggested marketing and 

communicating with suppliers overseas to expand international utilization. 

5.2.5 | Scale to smaller companies. 

 Another potential improvement is to perhaps add a scalable model for smaller 

companies that otherwise may not have the resources to complete the Higg Index 2.0 or other 

sustainability assessment tools. Smaller companies would likely be willing to participate in 

sustainability assessment as Blaga (2013) has shown that companies are better prepared for 

industry challenges if they are able to adopt sustainable practices. 

5.2.6 | Education to reduce burden. 

 Another improvement suggested by the results is continuing to offer training for the 

assessment tool users and other appropriate stakeholders in order to make the Higg Index 2.0 

and similar tools less daunting to complete. Conducting training seminars and clarifying 

expectations on what inputs are needed in order to properly complete the Higg Index 2.0 and 

other assessment tools would potentially help companies to better prepare for the assessment 

process. 

5.2.7 | Add language support. 

 The addition of more languages would possibly help expand usage of the Higg Index 

2.0 and similar sustainability assessment tools to another level within the supply chain. This 

suggestion is particularly applicable to the Higg Index 2.0 facilities modules. Suppliers in 

Asia and South America would directly benefit from expanded language capabilities.  
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5.3 | Limitations of Results 

The limitations of the research are bias and size. There is potential bias from one 

representative filling out the survey on behalf of an entire company. However, participants 

were in either sustainability related roles or at the executive level within the company. 

Company size can impact their opinions on how well a particular sustainability assessment 

tool works for them. Small companies may not have the resources to fully implement a 

sustainability assessment tool.  

There were also methodological and administrative limitations in this particular 

study. Only companies that chose to respond and share their opinions were used. The range 

of company size, industry sector, and the importance of sustainability to the company varies 

widely and despite the mix of participants, this research may not be representative of the 

industry as a whole in regard to the topic.  

5.4 | Future Research 

5.4.1 | Larger participant group.  

It is recommended that any future research evaluating the utility and relevance of 

sustainability assessment tools expand the participant group further in order to obtain a more 

representative view of the industry. Surveying a larger group would also make the 

subsequent suggestions more relevant to the industry. Additionally, the sectors of the textile 

and apparel supply chain could lend themselves to a sector-specific study structure. Each 

portion of the supply chain is examined in depth related to the topic and the results are then 

compared. This would work well for the Higg Index 2.0 where the modules are broken down 

by overarching industry function.  
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5.4.2 | Validation of text data. 

 The responses to the open-ended questions on strengths and weaknesses in this study 

could be used to form closed-ended questions. Those new closed-ended questions could be 

sent to a different larger sample of executives to complete. The results of the survey could 

help further validate the strengths and weaknesses identified in the current study. Another 

advantage of the larger sample size is that it would permit the use of factor analysis to 

confirm the structure of the utility, relevance and planning factors. Validation of the strengths 

and weaknesses of the Higg Index 2.0 and related sustainability assessment tools would 

allow for more appropriate suggestions for improvement.  

5.4.3 | Updated sustainability assessment tools. 

 As with many assessment tools, sustainability assessment tools frequently go through 

revision. For example, the Higg Index was revised into the Higg Index 2.0. Future research 

could use the survey from the current study to obtain opinions on any future versions of the 

Higg Index 2.0 and other sustainability assessment tools. 
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Appendix A 

Email Forms for Industry Participation  

Email for a personal contact: 

Hello Mr. or Mrs. ______________________, 

I hope all is well since we last were in contact.  I am currently working on my graduate thesis 
and researching potential improvements for the Higg Index 2.0. I am hoping to survey 
companies in the textile and apparel industry and thought you may have great insight into 
sustainability assessment. 

I was curious if you would be willing to devote 15-20 minutes to take part in an online 
survey. The link is included below.  Please let me know if this is something you would be 
interested in or if you have any questions about the research. 

Survey Link 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 
Best, 
Claire Gibson 
 

 

 
Email for a connected contact via North Carolina State University Faculty: 

Hello Mr. or Mrs. ______________________, 

I was forwarded your contact information by a colleague at North Carolina State University 
saying you may be an excellent person to approach regarding the Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition’s Higg Index.  I am currently working on my graduate thesis and researching 
potential improvements for sustainability assessment tools. I am hoping to survey companies 
within the textile and apparel industry and thought you may have great insight into 
sustainability assessment. 

I was curious if you would be willing to devote 15-20 minutes to take part in an online 
survey. The link is included below.  Please let me know if this is something you would be 
interested in or if you have any questions about the research. 
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Survey Link 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 
Best, 
Claire Gibson 
 

 

 
For contacts whose information was found via a Davison’s Textile Blue Book: 

Hello Mr. or Mrs. ______________________, 

I am a graduate student at North Carolina State University and found your contact 
information via _________________.   I am currently working on my graduate thesis and 
researching the potential improvements for sustainability assessment tools. I am hoping to 
survey companies within the textile and apparel industry and thought you may have great 
insight into sustainability assessment. 

I was curious if you would be willing to devote 15-20 minutes to take part in an online 
survey. The link is included below.  Please let me know if this is something you would be 
interested in or if you have any questions about the research. 

Survey Link 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 
Best, 
Claire Gibson 
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Appendix B 

Consent Form for Survey Participation 

IRB Consent Form CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN PARTICIPANT  
Project Title:  Evaluation of the Higg Index 2.0 
Director:  Claire Gibson  Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Lori Rothenberg 
 
What are some general things you should know about research studies?   
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is 
voluntary. You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop 
participating at any time without penalty.  
 
You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in a study. Research studies also 
may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form you will find specific details 
about the research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not understand 
something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or more 
information. If at any time you have questions about your participation, do not hesitate to 
contact the researcher(s) named above. 
 
What is the study about? 
The purpose of this study is to understand how textile and apparel companies are measuring 
sustainability and the challenges they are facing with sustainability assessment.   
 
What will you ask me to do if I agree to be in the study? 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 15-20 minute survey. 
 
Why are you asking me? 
I am asking you to participate because as a textile and apparel company, your perspectives 
will provide unique insight into the topic.  
 
What are the risks to me? 
The Institutional Review Board at North Carolina State University has determined that 
participation in this study poses minimal risk to participants. There is a slight risk of a breach 
of confidentiality.  Measures that will be implemented to minimize this risk are described in 
the confidentiality section below.  Questions, concerns or complaints about this project or 
benefits or risks associated with being in this study can be answered by Claire Gibson at 980-
322-1379 or cegibso2@ncsu.edu This study has been approved by the NCSU IRB. For 
questions concerning participant rights, please contact the IRB Chair, Dr. Thomas Birkland, 
919-513-1837, or Deb Paxton, Regulatory Compliance Administrator at irb-
coordinator@ncsu.edu or by phone at 919-313-4514.  
 
Are there any benefits to me for taking part in this research study? 
There are no direct benefits to participants of this study.  
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Are there any benefits to society as a result of me taking part in this research? 
Your responses will help determine how to improve existing 
tools/indexes/measurements/assessments of sustainability. By finding potential 
improvements for these tools, it will help the industry to improve sustainability efforts on a 
large scale. 
 
Will I get paid for being in the study?  Will it cost me anything? 
There are no costs to you or payments made for participating in this study.  
 
How will you keep my information confidential? 
The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by 
law.  Data will be stored securely in a password-protected computer and locked office.  No 
reference will be made in oral or written reports, which could link you to the study. 
 
What if I want to leave the study? 
You have the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw at any time, without penalty.  If you 
do withdraw, it will not affect you in any way.  
 
What about new information/changes in the study? 
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available which may relate to 
your willingness to continue to participate, this information will be provided to you.  
 
Voluntary Consent by Participant: 
Now that you have read the consent statement and information about the study, by continuing 
forward with this survey you are agreeing that you read, or it has been read to you, and you 
fully understand the contents of this document and are openly willing to consent to take part 
in this study.  All of your questions concerning this study have been answered. You are also 
agreeing that you are 18 years of age or older and are agreeing to participate in this study as 
described to you by Claire Gibson. 
 
Claire Gibson, Graduate Student, cegibso2@ncsu.edu 
Lori Rothenberg, Associate Professor, lfrothen@ncsu.edu 
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Appendix C 

Survey Questions 

Thank you for participating in this survey. We are interested in learning more about textile 
and apparel companies’ opinions and suggestions for sustainability assessment 
tools/indexes/measurements. Your assistance is greatly appreciated, and it will take you 
about 15-20 minutes to finish the questionnaire. While we greatly appreciate your 
participation in completing this survey, your participation is completely voluntary. 
 
What is your company size? 
m < 200 employees  
m 201 - 500 employees  
m 501 - 1,000 employees  
m 1,001 - 5,000 employees  
m 5,001 - 10,000 employees  
m 10,001 - 15,000 employees  
m 15,001 - 25,000 employees  
m 25,001 - 35,000 employees  
m 35,001 - 45,000 employees  
m > 45,000 employees (10) 
 
Where is your company located? 
 
In what dimension does your company operate in the textile and apparel supply chain? (May 
choose more than one option) 
q Fiber Manufacturer  
q Yarn Manufacturer  
q Knitting Mill  
q Weaving Mill  
q Dyeing/Finishing  
q Apparel (Cut & Sew)  
q Brand  
q Retailer  
q Other  ____________________ 
 
Is your company a member of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition? 
m Yes  
m No  
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Answer If Is your company a member of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition? Yes Is Selected 
How long has your company been a member of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition? 
m 0-1 year  
m 1-2 years  
m 3-4 years  
m 5+ years  
 
Does your company currently use the Higg Index 2.0? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
What area of sustainability is the primary concern of your company? Although all are 
critical, please pick the one that is the most important to your company 
m Social/Labor  
m Water  
m Energy  
m Chemical  
m Greenhouse Gas Emissions  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Does your company belong to any organization(s) with an emphasis on sustainability? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer If Does your company belong to any organization with an emphasis on sustainability 
OTHER than the Sustainable Apparel Coalition? Yes Is Selected 
Which organization(s)? 
 
In your opinion, what are the greatest challenges of sustainability assessment? 
 
Please list any sustainability assessment tools your company currently uses: 
 
Why does your company choose to use these assessment tools? 
 
What are the strengths of this sustainability assessment tool? 
 
What are the weaknesses of this sustainability assessment tool? 
 
For the following questions, please rate how strongly you agree with the statements. 
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My company supports standardized sustainability assessment 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool has helped my company with 
sustainability planning 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool fully addresses my company's 
sustainability concerns 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool is useful for communicating 
sustainability efforts with our customers 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool is too burdensome for regular use 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
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My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool is cost effective 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool would be more useful if it were 
simplified 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The results of my company's chosen sustainability assessment tool are useful for my 
company 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool provides useful information for internal 
improvements 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool is useful for comparing our company to 
the industry 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
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My company's chosen sustainability assessment tool holds our company accountable for 
sustainability improvements 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
There should be a method to verify company inputs into my company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool (i.e. companies must provide documentation) 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
What suggestions do you have for increasing the use of sustainability assessment tools within 
the industry? 
 
Has your company participated in the development of a sustainability assessment tool? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer If Has your company participated in the development of a sustainability assessment 
tool? Yes Is Selected 
Which tool? 
 
Does your company use/have any sustainability certifications? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer If Does your company use/have any sustainability certifications? Yes Is Selected 
Which certifications? 
q OEKO-TEX  
q bluesign  
q Better Cotton  
q Fair Trade  
q Other  ____________________ 
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What area of sustainability is the primary concern of your company? Although all are 
critical, please pick the one that is the most important to your company 
m Social/Labor  
m Water  
m Energy  
m Chemical  
m Greenhouse Gas Emissions  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
What are the strengths of the Higg Index 2.0? 
 
What are the weaknesses of the Higg Index 2.0? 
 
Why does your company choose to use the Higg Index 2.0? 
 
Is the Higg Index 2.0 the best tool for standardized sustainability assessment? Why or why 
not? 
 
Which Higg Index 2.0 module(s) does your company use? 
q Materials Sustainability Index  
q Design and Development Module  
q Product Environmental Footprint Project  
q Facility Social/Labor Module  
q Facility Environmental Module  
q Brand Social/Labor Module  
q Brand Environmental Module  
 
For the following questions, please rate how strongly you agree with the statements. 
 
The Higg Index 2.0 addresses the sustainability concerns of my company 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
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The Higg Index 2.0 reflects the sustainability concerns of the industry 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 is/was useful for developing my company's sustainability plan 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The results of the Higg Index 2.0 are useful to my company 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 provides my company with useful information for internal improvement 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 is useful for comparing my company to the industry 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
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The Higg Index 2.0 holds my company accountable for sustainability improvements 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 is too burdensome for regular use 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 is a cost-effective sustainability assessment tool for my company 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
There should be a method to verify company inputs into the Higg Index 2.0 (i.e. companies 
must provide documentation) 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
The Higg Index 2.0 would be more useful if it were simplified 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
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The Higg Index 2.0 is useful for communicating sustainability efforts with customers 
m Strongly agree  
m Agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
Does your company use/participate in third party sustainability certifications/initiatives other 
than the Higg Index 2.0?  
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer If Does your company use/participate in third party sustainability 
certifications/initiatives other... Yes Is Selected 
Which certifications/initiatives? 
m OEKO-TEX  
m bluesign  
m Better Cotton  
m Fair Trade  
m ZDHC  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Did your company provide feedback between the first index and the Higg Index 2.0? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer If Did your company provide feedback between the first index and the Higg Index 
2.0? Yes Is Selected 
How strongly do you agree with the following statement: My company's feedback was 
reflected in the changes made to the index 
m Strongly agree  
m Somewhat agree  
m Neither agree nor disagree  
m Somewhat disagree  
m Strongly disagree  
 
What format improvements could be made to the Higg Index 2.0? 
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What suggestions do you have for increasing Higg Index 2.0 usage within the industry? 
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Appendix D 

Question Factor Mapping 

Other Sustainability Assessment Tool Questions 

Q7 What area of sustainability is the 
primary concern of your company? 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q48 
Does your company belong to any 
organization(s) with an emphasis on 
sustainability? 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q49 Which organization(s)? Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q8 In your opinion what are the greatest 
challenges of sustainability assessment? *All factors could apply* 

Q44 Please list any sustainability assessment 
tools your company currently uses: 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q12 Why does your company choose to use 
these assessment tools? *All factors could apply* 

Q66 What are the strengths of this 
sustainability assessment tool? *All factors could apply* 

Q67 What are the weaknesses of this 
sustainability assessment tool? *All factors could apply* 

Q37 My company supports standardized 
sustainability assessment 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q38 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool has helped my company 
with sustainability planning 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q39 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool fully addresses my 
company's sustainability concerns 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q40 

My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is useful for 
communicating sustainability efforts 
with our customers 

Cost-benefit analysis + Communication 
and promotion/dissemination 

Q41 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is too burdensome for 
regular use 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q42 My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is cost effective 

Cost-benefit analysis + Communication 
and promotion/dissemination 
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Q43 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool would be more useful if 
it were simplified 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q44 
The results of my company's chosen 
sustainability assessment tool are useful 
for my company 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q45 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool provides useful 
information for internal improvements 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q46 
My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool is useful for comparing 
our company to the industry 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q47 

My company's chosen sustainability 
assessment tool holds our company 
accountable for sustainability 
improvements 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q48 

There should be a method to verify 
company inputs into my company's 
chosen sustainability assessment tool 
(i.e. companies must provide 
documentation) 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q62 
What suggestions do you have for 
increasing the use of sustainability 
assessment tools within the industry? 

*All factors could apply* 

Q63 
Has your company participated in the 
development of a sustainability 
assessment tool? 

Indicator organization and structuring + 
Regularity issues, revision, updating 
procedures 

Q65 Which tool? 
Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q53 Does your company use/have any 
sustainability certifications? Demographic 

Q54 Which certifications? 
Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

 

Higg Index 2.0 Specific Questions 

Q76 What area of sustainability is the 
primary concern of your company? 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 
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Q78 Why does your company choose to use 
the Higg Index 2.0? *All factors could apply* 

Q35 What are the strengths of the Higg 
Index 2.0? *All factors could apply* 

Q36 What are the weaknesses of the Higg 
Index 2.0? *All factors could apply* 

Q11 
Is the Higg Index 2.0 the best tool for 
standardized sustainability assessment? 
Why or why not? 

*All factors could apply* 

Q13 Which Higg Index 2.0 module(s) does 
your company use? Demographic 

Q50 The Higg Index 2.0 addresses the 
sustainability concerns of my company 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q51 The Higg Index 2.0 reflects the 
sustainability concerns of the industry 

Target audience and type of language + 
Objective, scope and scale effects 

Q52 
The Higg Index 2.0 is/was useful for 
developing my company's 
sustainability plan 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q53 The results of the Higg Index 2.0 are 
useful to my company 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q54 
The Higg Index 2.0 provides my 
company with useful information for 
internal improvement 

Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q55 The Higg Index 2.0 is useful for 
comparing my company to the industry 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q56 
The Higg Index 2.0 holds my company 
accountable for sustainability 
improvements 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q57 The Higg Index 2.0 is too burdensome 
for regular use 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q58 
The Higg Index 2.0 is a cost-effective 
sustainability assessment tool for my 
company 

Cost-benefit analysis + Communication 
and promotion/dissemination 

Q59 
There should be a method to verify 
company inputs into the Higg Index 2.0 
(i.e. companies must provide 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
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documentation) Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q60 The Higg Index 2.0 would be more 
useful if it were simplified 

Technical and educational skills of the 
staff + Governance and public 
participation process + Management 
Model and Institutional cooperation 

Q61 
The Higg Index 2.0 is useful for 
communicating sustainability efforts 
with customers 

Cost-benefit analysis + Communication 
and promotion/dissemination 

Q20 

Does your company use/participate in 
third party sustainability 
certifications/initiatives other than the 
Higg Index 2.0? 

Demographic 

Q75 Which certifications/initiatives? 
Relationships with regional strategies + 
Decision-makers’ and stakeholders’ 
responses 

Q30 
Did your company provide feedback 
between the first index and the Higg 
Index 2.0? 

Indicator organization and structuring + 
Regularity issues, revision, updating 
procedures 

Q31 

How strongly do you agree with the 
following statement: My company's 
feedback was reflected in the changes 
made to the index 

Indicator organization and structuring + 
Regularity issues, revision, updating 
procedures 

Q28 What format improvements could be 
made to the Higg Index 2.0? *All factors could apply* 

Q32 
What suggestions do you have for 
increasing Higg Index 2.0 usage within 
the industry? 

*All factors could apply* 

 


