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Disclaimer

Manufacturer Interview Group Insights & Summary 

The information contained in this executive summary is for general 
informational purposes only and should not be considered legal, 
tax, compliance, or professional advice. While every effort has been 
made to ensure accuracy, we do not guarantee that the content is 
complete, current, or free from errors. No rights can be derived from 
this material, and we disclaim any liability for actions taken or not 
taken based on its content. This guideline does not establish a legal, 
advisory, or professional relationship and does not constitute an offer 
of services. The information is provided “as is” without warranties of 
any kind and is subject to change without notice. Readers should 
seek appropriate professional advice tailored to their specific 
circumstances before making any decisions based on this summary.



The Manufacturer Interview Group provides valuable opportunities to 
listen to manufacturers, consolidate their challenges and aspirations, 
and enhance visibility into regulatory and traceability issues across 
the value chain. These conversations and insights seek to help bridge 
the gap between manufacturers, brands, retailers, and policymakers. 
Below are the key highlights:

Global Legislation and Policy 
•	 Global sustainability regulations: Manufacturers see global 

legislation as their top concern. They strive to understand its 
implications and gather insights to help brands meet evolving 
compliance requirements.

•	 Policy concerns, needs, and expectations: Manufacturers 
emphasize the importance of mutual partnerships with brands, 
suppliers, policymakers, and industry stakeholders to address 
critical environmental and social challenges.

•	 Policy education and alignment: Manufacturers call for 
consistent and unified regulatory guidelines, including country-
specific policy assessments, preferably in local languages.    

•	 Collaboration at scale: Manufacturers aim to leverage the 
influence of Cascale, the International Apparel Federation (IAF), 
other multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), and trade associations 
to represent the entire supply chain in policy advocacy.  

ESG Traceability 
•	 Collaborative partnerships: To achieve traceability, buyers and 

suppliers must shift from transactional supplier relationships to 
collaborative data-sharing models. 

•	 Co-investment with brands: Manufacturers express a clear 
need for brands to co-invest in building supplier capacity, 
reducing duplicative data requests, and aligning sustainability 
expectations.

•	 Facilitate frameworks: Manufacturers look for the industry to 
harmonize assessment tools, reduce duplicative data demand, 
and guide stakeholders on data prioritization for efficiency.

•	 Traceability as a bridge for change: The insights reinforce that 
traceability must evolve from being a data collection exercise 
into a mechanism for meaningful engagement, supplier 
empowerment, and tangible environmental and social impact.

Executive Summary
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Manufacturers play a critical role in advancing sustainable 
practices within the consumer goods industry. They strive to 
balance production efficiency, product quality, and environmental 
responsibility. At the same time, they face significant challenges, 
including global regulatory compliance, data management, and 
traceability—key elements in fostering their vision and driving 
innovation across the value chain.

In late 2024, Cascale (formerly the Sustainable Apparel Coalition), 
the global nonprofit alliance empowering collaboration across the 
consumer goods industry to combat climate change and support 
decent work for all, collaborated with the International Apparel 
Federation (IAF)—the world’s leading federation for apparel 
manufacturers, SME brands, their associations, and the supporting 
industry—on a joint project: the Manufacturer Interview Group. 

The project aimed to identify the issues, raise awareness and 
highlight opportunities to address key challenges manufacturers 
face related to ESG data and policy awareness. Through one-on-one 
interviews with manufacturer members of both organizations, we 
explored solution-focused perspectives on sustainability policy and 
ESG traceability. 

We kicked off the project by hosting the launch webinar for our 
manufacturer members on November 11, 2024. We consolidated 
our findings and shared our insights with members at the closing 
webinar on March 20, 2025. 

This summary provides a detailed analysis of key insights and 
findings, aiming to amplify the voices of manufacturers and drive our 
collective voices to collective actions. 

Introduction: Overview of the 
Manufacturer Interview Group
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Project Overview

Problem Statement 
The industry currently lacks pathways to bring visibility to 
manufacturer voices and surface their challenges in providing 
credible, verified ESG data for brand and retailer legislation 
requirements. There is also a gap in disseminating this knowledge to 
key stakeholders, including policymakers.

Key Objectives

•	 Identify and address manufacturers’ key needs and challenges 

•	 Contribute to policy engagement and advocacy 

•	 Understand the ESG operational data management challenges 
and design solutions 

Participants
From November 2024 to January 2025, we interviewed twelve 
manufacturers. To protect privacy, all responses and findings were 
aggregated and anonymized.

Interviews
We conducted 22 online interviews, each lasting 30–45 minutes, 
supported by online questionnaires. To accommodate non-English-
speaking manufacturers, the interview guide was translated into 
Turkish and Chinese.

Project Team 

•	 Project Sponsor: Matthijs Crietee, Secretary, IAF 

•	 Project Sponsor: Andrew Martin, Executive Vice President, 
Cascale 

•	 Co-project Manager: Howard Kwong, Sr. Manager, Public Affairs 
APAC, Cascale 

•	 Co-project Manager: James Crowley, Manager, Transparency & 
Traceability (Supply Chain), Cascale 

•	 Member Engagement: Raziye Şahin Taneroğlu, Sr. Membership 
Engagement Manager, IAF 

•	 Member Engagement: Betty Li, Sr. Manager, Member 
Engagement - Manufacturing, Cascale 

•	 Communications Lead: Lizzie Hineman, Sr. Manager, 
Communications, Cascale
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Interview Topics 
The interview guide was developed in consultation with internal 
experts and members from Cascale and IAF, along with key 
stakeholders, including the Policy Hub, the Social and Labor 
Convergence Program (SLCP), and the American Apparel & Footwear 
Association (AAFA). Topics covered included:

Global Legislation and Policy 

Legislation awareness, priorities, and needs

•	 Awareness, priorities, and needs around legislation

•	 Impacts of global and local regulations

•	 Key environmental and social challenges

•	 Opportunities for Cascale and IAF to support manufacturers 
through tools and advocacy

The EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 

•	 Overall impacts on manufacturers

•	 Compliance with operational mapping and stakeholder 
engagement

•	 Support needs and best practices for voluntary model contracts 
and chain-of-activity identification

ESG Traceability 

•	 Data management (employees, systems, workflows)

•	 Assessment and audit fatigue

•	 Buyer communication

•	 Training, capacity, and resource allocation

•	 Partnership challenges and future aspirations
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Key Findings 
in Global Legislation

Manufacturer Interview Group Insights & Summary 



We are deeply grateful for the valuable insights gathered from 
twelve global manufacturers. These findings reflect a broad range 
of perspectives on legislation, compliance, and advocacy — 
highlighting both common concerns and regional nuances.

Awareness & Concerns on Global & Local 
Legislation 

Global Legislation

•	 Manufacturers reported a high level of awareness, rating 4 out 
of 5 in familiarity with global sustainability legislation.

•	 However, internal resource limitations constrain their ability to 
track regulatory changes and translate implications for supplier 
partners.

•	 Manufacturers use a mix of educational channels—MSI 
newsletters, industry meetings, and first-hand feedback from 
retailers and customers—but inconsistencies in how brands 
interpret legislation cause confusion and misalignment.

Local and Regional Legislation

•	 Awareness of country-specific legislation is lower, with a 3.5 out 
of 5 average rating.

•	 Manufacturers in APAC cited challenges complying with local 
labor laws and scaling renewable energy due to national 
regulatory barriers—particularly in Bangladesh and Indonesia.

•	 Examples of cited legislation include India’s Zero Liquid 
Discharge regulation, the Pakistan Environmental Protection 
Act, and Vietnam’s Decree on Direct Power Sale and Purchase 
Agreement.

Key Needs and Challenges: Environmental 
and Social Issues 

Environmental Challenges

•	 Key topics include climate change, water stress, waste, and 
wastewater treatment

•	 Manufacturers face uncertainty around GHG targets and Scope 
3 data measurement.

•	 Limited access to renewable energy, lack of financial incentives, 
and long-term investment risk are significant barriers—
especially in APAC.
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“The global North is driving all the main 
legislations but does not align and actively 
engage with the global South, where all 
production is located.” 

Anonymous testimonial 
regarding misalignment

“Brands in the EU and the U.S. may have 
working hours requirements, but they are 
different from the legal working hours in 
Bangladesh, China, Sri Lanka, and India.”

Anonymous testimonial 
acknowledging cultural differences

Key Social Challenges 

•	 Fair wage and living wage expectations vary by country. 
Manufacturers are striving to strike a balance between staying 
cost-competitive and providing job security to workers.

•	 Some manufacturers aim to enhance worker conditions and 
develop youth career programs, despite facing resource 
limitations in monitoring.

Key Policy Needs In Compliance & Alignment

Compliance Needs 

•	 Manufacturers seek clear, consistent regulatory guidelines and 
compliance frameworks. 

•	 They hope regulators address practical challenges (e.g., limited 
resources, workers’ situations, etc.).

•	 There is a need for in-depth research of the entire supply chain 
to stay realistic and transparent in implementation. 

•	 Manufacturers seek to strengthen awareness, training, and 
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financial support to meet requirements and extend compliance 
to the supplier partners.

•	 Adoption of standardized digital solutions and emerging 
technologies is seen as essential to improving transparency 
and efficiency.

Alignment Needs

•	 Manufacturers encourage wider acceptance and recognition of 
Cascale’s Higg Index tools and the Social & Labor Convergence 
Program (SLCP) Converged Assessment Framework (CAF) 
among brands and financial institutions to drive further validity 
and engagement.

•	 Manufacturers hope that Cascale & IAF can lead with key 
industry stakeholders to drive unified industry compliance 
standards accepted by the European Union and other 
authorities.

Key Needs in Education and Advocacy

Education

•	 Manufacturers ask for an assessment overview outlining key 
country-specific regulatory changes, implications to the supply 
chain, and recommended steps. 

•	 Resources should be accessible via a website, portal, or 
factsheet and be available in local languages.

•	 They also recommend leveraging the deep expertise from 
manufacturers and suppliers to identify enhancement 
measures. 

Advocacy

•	 Manufacturers expect Cascale and IAF to play a more proactive 
leadership role to connect brands, retailers, manufacturers, 
and international players (i.e., the UN Fashion Charter) with 
policymakers. 

•	 Advocacy should elevate urgent sustainability and operational 
issues—especially cost and compliance challenges—and 
address root causes.
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Holding the Line

“Manufacturers are forced to adopt short-term 
decarbonisation solutions, like biomass, for the next two years, 
to keep the business afloat with brands. But we are unable to 
identify financially and environmentally sustainable solutions, 
invest in the R&D and testing in electrification, which could last 
for the next decades.” 

— Anonymous testimonial 
on environmental challenges

Building Resilience

“Manufacturers in Turkey need to strengthen building resilience 
and safety, take legitimate action to facilitate the location after 
the earthquake in Turkey in February 2023.” 

— Anonymous testimonial 
on working conditions

“Cascale and IAF have a responsibility to ensure the 
manufacturers’ voice is neither the lowest denominator nor 
the highest denominator, but a middle ground for a collective 
manufacturer voice.”

— Anonymous testimonial 
on voice of manufacturers

“No longer about a place at the table, but how to bring brands 
together with a clear goal to solve the real issues.”

— Anonymous testimonial 
on voice of manufacturers
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Understanding the “Voice of Manufacturers”
•	 Manufacturers define their collective voice as one rooted in 

long-term, equal partnership with brands—focused on solving 
real industry challenges through shared action, rather than 
maintaining a top-down, transactional model.

•	 They stress the importance of equitable representation, 
including the perspectives of small and medium-sized suppliers.

Manufacturers’ Policy Engagement 
Recommendations

To Brands 

•	 Ensure consistent, two-way policy discussions to clarify 
expectations on decarbonization targets, timelines, financial 
commitments, regulations, and contracts.

•	 Manufacturers emphasise the importance of aligning with 
brands to co-share the additional costs for environmental and 
social sustainable investments. 

•	 Acknowledge the real country-specific situations of each 
manufacturer; avoid one-size-fits-all requests. 

To Policymakers 

•	 Engage manufacturers early in the policy consultation process 
to ensure feasibility and practicality.

•	 Leverage manufacturers’ contributions to develop widely 
accepted global industry standards informed by real-life supply 
chain complexity.

•	 Use regulation as a tool to:

•	 Incentivize renewable energy adoption

•	 Standardize reporting and transparency

•	 Drive return on sustainability investments

•	 Specific areas of support include wage balance, 
implementation guides, and case studies for programs such as 
the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and the Ecodesign 
for Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR).
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Insights on EU CS3D Compliance

Manufacturer Role in Supporting Brands 

•	 Provide accurate & verified data to facilitate regulatory 
compliance 

•	 Strengthen understanding of regulations and supply chain 
responsibilities

•	 Address ambiguity around “in-depth assessment” and 
“meaningful effective engagement,” which currently lack clear 
definitions

Manufacturers’ Recommendations 

•	 Adopt a proactive approach with brands and MSIs to co-create 
data collection solutions

•	 Gain greater clarity on guidance and practical tools to ease 
compliance with regulations

•	 Advocate for harmonized implementation with one set of 
risk mapping templates and metrics, rather than multiple, 
duplicative ones

A harmonized approach by brands and 
manufacturers: “Brands and manufacturers 
should co-create a harmonized position 
and an aligned approach to bring forth 
to the governments, while protecting the 
manufacturers’ interests, given certain 
sensitive political dynamics between 
manufacturers and local governments.”

Anonymous testimonial 
on policy engagement
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Source: Cascale & IAF Manufacturer Interview Group Insights Webinar, March 20, 2025

This slide summarizes the Call to Action for Global Legislation, highlighting next steps to support 
manufacturers through stronger policy education, alignment, and advocacy. It reinforces the 
collective responsibility of all supply chain actors to turn insights into actionable collaboration.
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Key Findings 
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Similarly, we analyzed and consolidated the following findings on ESG 
traceability, key challenges in data management, future aspirations, 
including the need for developing a Common Response Framework. 

Data Management

Employees

•	 ESG roles overlap between 3 functions: compliance (audits & 
legislation), traceability (digitization & data validation), and 
sustainability (impact projects; e.g., decarbonization, social  
impact)

•	 On average, 5-15 full-time employees are dedicated to ESG 
data collection and reporting.

•	 ESG employees often juggle multiple ESG functions, creating 
high workloads. 

Digital Systems

•	 Most manufacturers rely on a mix of internal sustainability 
portals (ERP, SharePoint) and external platforms (Higg FEM, 
EcoVadis, ICS,  TrusTrace). 

•	 70% report system integration challenges due to non-
interoperable platforms as they struggle with integration 
between their internal systems and buyer platforms. 

•	 95% report consistent manual data re-entry, updated weekly, 
due to a lack of API standardization across different ESG 
reporting tools—increasing operational inefficiencies, and taking 
time away from focusing on impact projects and business 
growth. 

Day-to-Day Processes

•	 Brands often require monthly data updates, while others 
request quarterly or order-based updates, leading to 
inconsistent reporting schedules. 

•	 A major inefficiency is that multiple brands often request 
identical ESG data in different formats and through different 
systems, rather than aligning with common standards. 

•	 Some manufacturers are developing centralized sustainability 
portals to consolidate data collection and improve efficiency, 
but still face brand-specific requirements.
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Challenges in Tracing Upstream Supply 
Chains 

Visibility Gaps

•	 Lack of visibility beyond direct suppliers is compounded 
by complex sourcing structures, subcontracting practices, 
and supplier reluctance to disclose details about their own 
upstream networks. 

•	 Trading agents and intermediaries in particular are hesitant to 
disclose supplier information, citing concerns over: 

•	 Losing business to competitors

•	 Commercial confidentiality and IP protection

•	 This reluctance is particularly common in sourcing regions 
known for subcontracting practices

Lack of Leverage

•	 Without direct contractual relationships with indirect suppliers, 
manufacturers struggle with the ability to enforce traceability 
standards or demand supplier data. 

•	 Without the leverage that brands typically hold, manufacturers 
struggle to incentivize upstream suppliers to engage in 
transparent data-sharing practices. 

Action Points to Improve Upstream 
Traceability 

Adopt “Declaration” Methods

•	 For example, a Tier 1 manufacturer asks a Tier 2 supplier to 
provide verified details about their own upstream suppliers 
(Tier 3/4). This refers to a method where direct suppliers are 
requested to disclose information about their own suppliers, 
further up the supply chain. 

•	 This method enables manufacturers to trace further up the 
supply chain, without direct relationships with every supplier, 
saving capacity and administrative burden.

Prioritize Risk-based for Upstream Focus 

•	 Use risk-based assessment to focus resources on upstream 
suppliers in high-risk regions or areas of the supply chain known 
for ESG concerns.
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•	 By identifying risk hotspots through country risks, supplier 
profiles, and material origins, manufacturers ensure their efforts 
target areas with the greatest impact. 

Establish direct relationships 

•	 While declaration models help expand supply chain visibility 
efficiently, they rely on second-hand information. Establishing 
direct relationships with key upstream suppliers helps to 
enhance trust, data quality, and risk management. 

•	 Upstream suppliers — particularly those at Tier 2 and Tier 3 — 
often handle critical processes such as dyeing, weaving, or 
material preparation, where environmental and social risks are 
elevated. 

•	 Direct engagement helps manufacturers: 

•	 Verify data at the source: Engaging directly reduces 
reliance on Tier 1 supplier declarations alone, improving 
data accuracy. 

•	 Build trust: Establishing personal relationships fosters 
greater transparency and encourages suppliers to 
disclose their sourcing details more openly.

•	 Improve compliance: By working directly with high-risk 
suppliers, manufacturers can better ensure compliance 
with ESG standards and regulatory requirements.

Assessment and Audit Fatigue 
•	 Manufacturers undergo 12-20 audits per facility per year, with 

some managing 30+ certifications simultaneously to meet 
buyer demands.

•	 Lack of audit alignment across brands increases the burden, 
especially for social compliance.

Communications & Resources Challenges

Buyer Communication

•	 60% report translation and formatting issues, such as 
inconsistent terminology, limited multilingual support, and 
unclear data fields, making ESG reporting time-consuming and 
prone to errors.

•	 50% highlight regional and cultural differences in buyer 
expectations, which often lead to misalignment and added 
reporting strain.
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Capacity, Training, and Resource Allocation

•	 Manufacturers interviewed spend US$90K-$200K annually on 
ESG compliance.

•	 ESG compliance and training represent a major investment, yet 
70% report minimal financial support from brands.

•	 60% say rising operational costs challenge their ability to 
continue investing in sustainability.

•	 55% mentioned varied ESG reporting platforms used by different 
brands that require ongoing training for manufacturers.

Additional Challenges & Future Aspirations

Inconsistent Buyer Demands

•	 50% of manufacturers worry that buyers misinterpret ESG data, 
leading to compliance expectations that do not reflect real-
world manufacturing constraints. 

•	 Manufacturers struggle with inconsistent sustainability 
demands from different buyers, making it difficult to align 
priorities. 

The Data Pool Concept

•	 The data pool concept is a shared ESG portal where verified 
sustainability data is uploaded and accessed by multiple 
buyers. 

•	 70% of manufacturers support a centralized ESG data pool 
concept.

•	 This “data pool” would:

•	 Streamline reporting and enable mutual recognition of ESG 
data (audit equivalency framework)

•	 Provide a potential solution to data request fatigue

•	 Improve compliance efficiency

The Need For A Common Response Framework 

•	 Manufacturers express strong interest in co-developing a 
standardized approach to ESG traceability and compliance.

•	 Such a framework could help:

•	 Reduce workload

•	 Improve consistency across buyers

•	 Support father compliance through automation
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Source: Cascale & IAF Manufacturer Interview Group Insights Webinar, March 20, 2025

These slides outline the proposed Common Response Framework—a standardized industry approach 
to ESG data submission. The framework builds on overlapping concepts including data pooling, audit 
harmonization, and unified supply chain definitions to reduce reporting burden and accelerate com-
pliance across buyers.
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Sources: Cascale & IAF Manufacturer Interview Group Insights Webinar, March 20, 2025

These slides were presented during the Manufacturer Interview Group insights webinar to illustra-
te the proposed ESG Traceability Data Pool concept and the strategy for disseminating traceability 
learnings across the industry.
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Cascale and IAF would like to once again thank all participating 
manufacturer members, partners, and key stakeholders for 
contributing their valuable insights. 

This summary not only raises visibility and clarity around 
manufacturers’ challenges in global legislation and ESG traceability, 
but also lays a foundation to facilitate policy and traceability strategy 
shifts across the industry. 

We have consolidated our key findings in the Traceability Intelligence 
Handbook, a members-only practical resource designed to provide 
insights, clarify key topics, outline requirements, and support risk 
identification. 

Looking ahead, Cascale and IAF are committed to strengthening 
manufacturer influence and collaboration, including but not limited 
to: 

•	 Developing joint actions to share risk and responsibility in supply 
chains and ensure manufacturers’ voices in legislation; 

•	 Organizing manufacturer-buyer discussions for joint learning; 
IAF will also lead manufacturer-led projects in collaboration with 
brands and advocate for fair, realistic regulations aligned with 
manufacturers’ realities; 

•	 Hosting and amplifying manufacturers’ voices at IAF & 
International Textile Manufacturers Federation (ITMF) Annual 
Conventions in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, on October 24-25, 2025. 
This is IAF’s 40th consecutive convention, bringing together 
manufacturers from across the globe;

•	 Leveraging the manufacturers’ insights to refine global public 
affairs strategy, launch the Cascale APAC Policy Member Expert 
Team (MET)—an advisory group aimed at establishing high-
level policy priorities for the second half of 2025—and elevate 
manufacturer voices at the Cascale Forum: Ho Chi Minh City 
in May 2025 and the Cascale Annual Meeting in Hong Kong in 
September 2025. 

Together, IAF and Cascale are committed to building a fairer, more 
collaborative, and resilient apparel industry.

Conclusion and Outlook 
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Cascale is the global nonprofit alliance empowering collaboration to 
drive equitable and restorative business practices in the consumer 
goods industry. Formerly known as the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 
Cascale owns and develops the Higg Index, which is exclusively available 
on Worldly, the most comprehensive sustainability data and insights 
platform. Cascale unites over 300 retailers, brands, manufacturers, 
governments, academics, and NGO/nonprofit affiliates around the globe 
through one singular vision: To catalyze impact at scale and give back 
more than we take to the planet and its people.

The International Apparel Federation (IAF) is the world’s leading 
federation for apparel manufacturers, (SME) brands, their associations, 
and the supporting industry. IAF’s membership now includes apparel 
associations and companies from more than 40 countries, a 
membership that directly and indirectly represents over a hundred 
thousand companies and over 20 million employees. IAF brings its 
members together to jointly create stronger, smarter, and more 
sustainable supply chains, it provides its members with valuable 
information and guidance and it represents its members on several 
international platforms working incessantly on more industry 
standardisation and harmonisation, industry collaboration, and 
inclusiveness of solutions.

Follow Cascale

Follow IAF

Disclaimer:The information contained in this executive summary is for general informational purposes only and 
should not be considered legal, tax, compliance, or professional advice. While every effort has been made to 
ensure accuracy, we do not guarantee that the content is complete, current, or free from errors. No rights can 
be derived from this material, and we disclaim any liability for actions taken or not taken based on its content. 
This guideline does not establish a legal, advisory, or professional relationship and does not constitute an offer of 
services. The information is provided “as is” without warranties of any kind and is subject to change without notice. 
Readers should seek appropriate professional advice tailored to their specific circumstances before making any 
decisions based on this summary.
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