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to low wages, people who survive rather than thrive and make 
choices based on that. And so on. And in our own chain alone, 
Schijvens indirectly takes responsibility for tens of thousands of 
people, while our office has just 100 employees.

Does that mean we can’t really do anything? Not at all. It means 
there are many opportunities for a small disruptor to try and 
challenge the status quo, build best practices, provide suppliers 
with new insights, inform stakeholders, and take steps forward. 
Is our entire supply chain already 100% amazing? No, certainly 
not, but we work hard every day to improve it. How do we do 
that? Read on below.

Until the year 2000, we produced everything in our own 
workshop in Hilvarenbeek, according to Dutch laws and with a 
solid social personnel policy. After that, we moved production 
abroad, first to Europe, then to Asia. We found that we had 
little control over what happened there, so when we visited 
our factories, we saw wide variations in organization and 
sustainability levels. In 2010, we decided that we needed an 
independent third party to uncover issues we could address. We 
chose the Fair Wear Foundation, a strict organization with high 
transparency. We also realized that we could better channel our 
production: too many factories require many more audits and 
make you less significant to each supplier, as your orders are 
spread across multiple factories. Less importance also means 
they’re less likely to work hard to improve the points you’d like 
to see improved. So we decided to reduce our supplier base to 
a few key suppliers: who do we really need? That became our 
Value Chain. In 2013, they met for the first time in Hilvarenbeek 
for our 150th anniversary. They met our customers, who they 
made workwear for every day, and they got to know each 
other. They also learned that they weren’t competitors but 
complemented each other, fostering trust to share and learn 
from each other. Each year, we meet somewhere around the 
world, our Value Chain, which is not only educational but also 
a lot of fun. And there’s daily contact in the app group. This 
trust is important because you stand together, for better or for 
worse.

The Covid-19 outbreak showed us what “for worse” means. And 
our industry suffered from it too. Not so much in workwear, but 
the fashion industry was at a standstill, causing many orders to 
be canceled or postponed at factories where employees often 
already had little to spare. A good policy means you also stand 
up for each other during hard times. And it goes both ways. If 
a company here in the Netherlands goes bankrupt because it 
has to pay all its suppliers directly, the supplier ultimately loses 
too, as they will no longer receive orders from a bankrupt client. 
That’s why dialogue is so important: what do you need, and 
what can I do? And vice versa. We’ve had a lot of contact with 
all our partners in the Value Chain and held joint online group 
meetings to understand each other’s needs, which we then met. 
This brought heartfelt responses, almost surprised that things 
could be done differently.
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Being an entrepreneur is often challenging. You want to keep 
your customers happy, your employees, the tax authorities, 
your suppliers ask for orders, the bank wants to see results, and 
in recent years, NGOs also demand proper due diligence on 
corporate social responsibility. 

Due diligence? It took me a while to even pronounce that 
term easily. But what does it actually mean? Due diligence is 
conducting a risk analysis: looking at what’s happening in your 
chain, probing when things are unclear, and ultimately taking 
steps to address issues that don’t align with your standards. 
This is no easy feat. Our supply chain consists of many steps, 
links that each add something to our product: it’s not just the 
sewing factory, but also the supplier of raw materials, whether 
recycled clothing or new cotton, the knitter or weaver, the dyer, 
the embroiderer and printer, the supplier of buttons, zippers, 
sewing threads, packaging materials, and finally the transporter. 
And often, it’s not just one factory per step, because one sewing 
factory might be great for jackets, but you need another to 
handle shirts, and so on. Plus, you want to spread your risk, so 
if one factory is closed for Eid, you can rely on another, which 
might close later for Chinese New Year. One factory may deliver 
100 pieces within two weeks (for a higher price), while another 
is cheaper but requires larger quantities and longer lead times. 
So for each product, multiple workshops are needed, each with 
its own links behind it in the chain.

Does this jungle of suppliers relieve us from the responsibility to 
ensure everything runs smoothly at every step? Of course not. 
And that’s where due diligence comes in. You first map out all 
the links, creating a kind of call tree: who is behind whom and 
why? Then you assess each link: how are they doing? What are 
they good at? What could be improved? Do you need all of 
them? Then you set priorities on where to start improving things. 
Because, as much as you and the NGOs might wish for a perfect 
world tomorrow, that seems like a utopia. We’re at the beginning 
of a sustainable transformation. There are so many ingrained 
patterns in our industry, such a vast cultural difference between 
us and countries across the world, governmental interests tied 
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Through this approach, Schijvens now scores 88 out of 100 points 
on the Fair Wear Brand Performance Check, placing us in the 
Leader category. Many social aspects are thus well-organized 
within Schijvens’ Value Chain. It has taken a lot of effort from 
our partners and our own team, but improving people’s lives 
makes you very happy, so it’s all worth it. But sometimes, you 
also encounter issues that haven’t gone well. And due diligence 
is crucial here too. You conduct audits to see what’s happening 
in a factory: regarding discrimination, union freedom (even 
in countries where unions are forbidden), safety measures, 
child labor, and forced labor, but also financial audits on wage 
payments. Recently, we started mapping out environmental 
risks with the dyers we work with: which chemicals are used? 
How is water discharge managed? Is energy used efficiently? 
And alongside all these complex issues, we still need to design, 
produce, deliver, and recycle workwear.

In 2020, we discovered something: a 14-year-old boy was 
working in our production. It was with a new Value Chain partner 
that had been audited by BSCI Amfori, with a good report. 
However, Schijvens wanted to audit the factory against FWF 
standards ourselves since it was a new partner, and we needed 
to be sure. The factory had its staff well organized, wages were 
paid properly, and the factory was safe. However, as the factory 
grew, they had added an extension where temporary workers 
were employed. When Schijvens staff, along with the audit team, 
visited the factory, they saw that things were not yet in order in 
this extension. Production was immediately halted. That same 
day, a construction crew began improving health and safety 
issues: fire extinguishers were installed, emergency exits were 
placed. And, of course, the 14-year-old boy was immediately 
dismissed. It turned out he was the breadwinner for his family. 
Is dismissal the best solution? Yes. But with a safety net 
behind it. Umer (his name) was immediately enrolled in school 
and received training in the factory to learn the textile trade. 
Schijvens continued to pay his monthly salary (a living wage) 
so he didn’t have to work. In addition, the factory received 
training on hiring temporary workers. It’s a tricky topic; in some 
countries or provinces, it’s legally prohibited to work with these 
agencies. Still, as an entrepreneur, I fully understand the need 
for extra hands to handle peaks, something we also experience 
in the Netherlands. But it’s essential to know which agency 
you’re working with. Does the agency have its records in order? 

Are all employees’ personal details accurate? Are they at least 
15 years old? For ages 15 to 18, are they employed according to 
regulations for underage workers (as in the Netherlands)? Are 
the employees adequately paid, and are social contributions 
made? For many countries and factories, checking all of this 
isn’t yet a given. That’s why training is vital for awareness of 
why you want to treat your employees this way. And there’s 
a responsibility here for the consumer (in our case, our B2B 
customers). By choosing products from companies that 
perform due diligence and take responsibility for their chain, 
you contribute to a better world. Because your contribution, 
by purchasing something, allows your supplier to use part of 
the revenue to conduct those audits, provide training, pay 
for fire extinguishers, afford better chemicals, achieve a living 
wage, set up a recycling process, and continue innovating in 
that. Everyone has their responsibility: you do too. But how 
can you be sure you’re making the right choice as a consumer? 
Everyone says all sorts of things, but what is true? Do I get 
the correct information? Isn’t it just that the company with the 
biggest advertising budget (which could’ve been invested in 
living wages…) gets the most attention? How do I see through 
that? That’s really your own due diligence. And you can rely 
on independent organizations for this, such as NGOs like CNV, 
FNV, UNICEF, Fair Wear Foundation, Clean Clothes Campaign, 
Solidaridad, Four Paws, and so on.

Fortunately, this past April, the CSRD/CSDDD directive was 
approved by the European Parliament, where my husband 
Jaap delivered a passionate speech in Brussels. Simply put, 
it means that large companies (and soon smaller companies 
too) must create a sustainable report alongside their regular 
financial statements, in collaboration with an auditor. This 
will put pressure on major polluters and socially irresponsible 
companies from both society and investors, while those who are 
already performing well will receive positive recognition. This will 
naturally accelerate sustainability efforts. And if we continue to 
believe in this and work on it, despite all the challenges, there’s 
a world to gain. Personally, I am also incredibly grateful for all 
the responses and media attention our company has received 
in recent years for our sustainable developments, and even 
that our King visited us, which gives us enormous energy to 
continue our mission!
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We took another step this past summer. Alongside implementing 
living wages since 2017 and launching our circular concept in 
2018, we started our research on gender equality in 2021, in 
Turkey, in India, but especially in Pakistan. On August 5, 2024, I 
officially opened three factories where we have given 90 women 
the opportunity to build a career. These women, who hadn’t 
had a chance to participate in the workforce since high school, 
have begun working as seamstresses for Schijvens and are also 
being trained in various other skills so they can shape their 
own lives, save money, and make their own choices. Meeting 
these passionate, enthusiastic women was heartwarming, and 
I will continue to invest in increasing gender equality, with the 
ultimate goal of helping to organically manage population 
growth. Our planet truly needs this; we must not take more than 
it can provide.

Because at Schijvens we see so much of the world, of raw 
materials, of other cultures, of our industry, and of the choices 
to be made, we launched a new platform this fall called Get 
Connected. Through this platform, we aim to connect the 
wearers of our clothing with the makers. We want to show 
wearers what it takes to make a garment (more than 45 people 
per blouse!) so that they appreciate it more and see it less as 
a disposable item. They can also express this appreciation to 
the makers, making them feel seen and valued. A bit more 
mutual respect will foster connection and collaboration, which 
is exactly what we think is needed to make this world a better 
place!

Shirley Rijnsdorp-Schijvens 
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