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Abstract 

Bangladesh's ready-made garment (RMG) sector is the world's second-largest apparel exporter, 

but its suppliers operate within buyer-driven global value chains (GVCs) where foreign buyers 

retain control over design, branding, and market access. This thesis examines how relationships 

between foreign buyers and Bangladeshi RMG firms shape supplier learning, capability 

development, and strategic options for buyer diversification. The study draws on semi-structured 

interviews with senior decision-makers across five firm cases: four export-oriented suppliers and 

one contrast case operating as a licensee for the local market. Interview data was analysed 

through a Gioia-style thematic structure, consolidating 337 source codes into eight aggregate 

themes. 

Foreign buyers govern suppliers through eligibility filters and continuous monitoring. 

Relationship heterogeneity operates within a single firm rather than only across firms, as 

suppliers manage legacy, corporate, and non-traditional buyer ties simultaneously. Learning is 

largely enforcement-based, occurring through rejected shipments, audit non-compliances, and 

corrective-action cycles rather than cooperative knowledge transfer. The central finding is the 

upgrading-dependence paradox: buyer-driven engagement strengthens supplier capability while 

transforming dependence into a narrower form. Across the four export cases, Path A (upgrading 

with continued dependence) is the dominant outcome. Path B (buyer diversification and reduced 

dependence) remains achievable but conditional on three conditions: built capability, deliberate 

deployment, and production-model fit. None of the cases had all three conditions in place. 

The study contributes to the upgrading-critique literature by identifying cost absorption and 

premium-buyer lock-in as the specific mechanism behind the paradox, refines the relational and 

captive governance typology through the intra-firm portfolio finding, and offers practical 

implications for Bangladeshi RMG firm strategy and industrial policy. 

Keywords: buyer-driven global value chains; Bangladesh; ready-made garments; 

buyer–supplier relationships; supplier learning; capability development; buyer diversification; 

upgrading paradox.​
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1. Introduction 

Bangladesh’s ready-made garment sector is one of the clearest examples of export-led growth 

within buyer-driven global value chains. The sector gives local firms access to foreign markets 

and long-term buyer relationships. At the same time, buyers control orders, prices, product 

requirements, compliance standards, and access to final customers. Suppliers therefore learn from 

these relationships, but also remain dependent on the buyers that create these learning 

opportunities. This thesis examines the connection between buyer relationships, supplier learning, 

capability development, and strategic options for buyer diversification in Bangladeshi RMG firms. 

The central research question is: 

How do relationships between foreign buyers and local Bangladeshi RMG firms within buyer-

driven GVCs impact firm learning, capability development, and strategic options for buyer 

diversification? 

The thesis focuses on how relationships shape learning, how firms convert buyer-related learning 

into capabilities, and how these capabilities affect diversification. 

The study uses semi-structured interviews with Bangladeshi RMG firms. The interview guide was 

developed from the literature review and the a priori framework, and the data was analysed through 

thematic coding. The findings show that buyer relationships create learning through standards, 

feedback, monitoring, product requirements, and repeated interaction. However, learning does not 

automatically become a capability. Firms need internal commitment, managerial systems, and 

learning intent to turn buyer knowledge into routines. Capability development improves 

performance, but does not automatically lead to diversification because suppliers still need stable 

orders and access to buyer-controlled markets. 

The thesis contributes by connecting relationships, learning, capability development, and buyer 

diversification in one framework. It shows that Bangladeshi RMG firms can become better 

producers without necessarily becoming less dependent. The thesis then moves from literature and 

methodology to findings, discussion, the a posteriori framework, and conclusion.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Literature Search Strategy 

The literature review was developed through a structured search process guided by the research 

problem and preliminary research question. The search focused on studies related to buyer-driven 

global value chains, buyer–supplier relationships, buyer power, supplier learning, capability 

development, upgrading, dependence, buyer diversification, and the Bangladeshi RMG sector. 

Peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, and influential conceptual works were prioritized 

for theory development, while institutional sources such as the World Bank, World Trade 

Organization (WTO) , International Labour Organization (ILO), Bangladesh Garment 

Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) and Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) were 

used for industry-level context. Sources were selected when they directly helped explain how 

foreign buyer relationships may create both learning opportunities and strategic constraints for 

Bangladeshi RMG supplier firms. Sources were excluded when they were not clearly connected 

to the research question, were mainly descriptive without analytical relevance, or lacked academic 

or institutional credibility. The search strings are shown in Appendix 1. 

2.2 Global Value Chains as the Structural Context 

2.2.1 From global production to buyer-driven value chains 

The Global Value Chain (GVC) framework explains that the complete production cycle is not 

concentrated in only one country. Value creation is instead spread across multiple companies and 

locations, with firms taking on different parts of the process. Production and marketing activities 

are distributed internationally according to cost structures, capabilities, and strategic priorities 

(Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2016). Globalization is not only about increased volumes of trade, 

but the restructuring of production into cross-border networks in which firms do not occupy equal 

positions. Since the present thesis focuses on Bangladeshi RMG suppliers, this general discussion 

is used to move toward the more specific context of buyer-driven apparel value chains. 
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Integration into global production does not automatically generate equal gains. Participating in 

GVCs can create access to markets, export opportunities, and industrial expansion, but the benefits 

of participation depend on where firms sit in the chain and the functions they perform (Gereffi, 

2020; Gereffi et al., 2005). 

Early GVC research captured this unevenness through the distinction between producer-driven 

and buyer-driven value chains. Producer-driven chains are more common for capital and 

technology intensive industries, where large manufacturers retain control over production 

technologies and key manufacturing assets. Buyer-driven chains, on the other hand, are more 

characteristic of labor-intensive consumer goods sectors where retailers, brand marketers, and 

merchandisers coordinate production without necessarily owning manufacturing facilities. In 

buyer-driven chains, power comes from controlling the valuable parts of the chain, with 

manufacturing being left to the weaker party (Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2016; Ponte & Sturgeon, 

2014). 

The global apparel industry is a classic example of the unequal positioning found in buyer-driven 

chains. Buyers retain control over high-value functions such as product development, branding, 

and marketing. Labor-intensive manufacturing is then outsourced to suppliers in lower-cost 

economies (Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014; Kwon et al., 2021a).  

2.2.2 Governance, coordination, and asymmetry in apparel GVCs 

Within apparel GVCs, these governance dynamics are especially visible because buyers coordinate 

production from a distance while retaining control over standards, market access, and higher-value 

functions. The early idea of producer-driven and buyer-driven chains explained the basic structure 

of global production. Later, GVC research increasingly focused on how governance in these chains 

works in practice. Gereffi et al. (2005) propose that governance patterns depend on three 

conditions: “(1) the complexity of transactions, (2) the ability to codify transactions, and (3) the 

capabilities in the supply-base.” These conditions produce different forms of governance, ranging 

from market-based relationships to more captive arrangements where suppliers become dependent 

on powerful buyers. 
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Governance types are not equal, as some arrangements provide suppliers with relatively 

independent transactions, while others leave suppliers tightly coordinated, monitored, and 

dependent upon powerful buyers. Relational value chain governance can emerge when 

transactions are complex and supplier capabilities are high, while captive governance occurs when 

suppliers have weaker capabilities and buyers closely specify and monitor their activities (Gereffi 

et al., 2005; Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014). 

In apparel GVCs, buyer-driven governance is often exercised from a distance. Buyers shape 

product specifications, processes, quality requirements, and sourcing conditions according to their 

preferences despite the externalization of production. Buyers keep strategic control without being 

directly involved in manufacturing responsibilities (Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014; Kwon et al., 2021a). 

This leads to an asymmetrical relationship between buyers and suppliers. Suppliers depend on 

buyers for orders and market access, while buyers hold valuable assets, such as brands and 

customer relationships. Because of this asymmetry, suppliers tend to be constrained in what they 

can do strategically. 

Governance also works beyond direct coordination between firms and instead through widely 

accepted standards, codification, and certification procedures. Ponte and Gibbon (2005) argue that 

these are key mechanisms of governance, and define who gets included and excluded from the 

chain. Buyers in apparel chains govern through commercial specifications, labor requirements, and 

environmental requirements that suppliers must meet in order to both enter and remain in the chain. 

Governance therefore becomes a mechanism of inclusion and discipline at the same time, 

connecting suppliers to global markets based on certain terms. 

The same governance structures that facilitate market access also reproduce dependence and 

unequal value capture. Dallas et al. (2019) explain that power is multidimensional and built into 

the wider structure of the chain, with buyers gaining influence through direct negotiation as well 

as through systems that shape what other firms can do. Suppliers carry out the production work, 

but the more valuable activities remain concentrated in lead firm functions such as design, 

branding, and retailing (Gereffi, 2020; Kwon et al., 2021a). The central issue for suppliers is 

whether participation in the chain under existing governance conditions creates room to move 

beyond low-value manufacturing roles. 
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2.3 Buyer Power and Governance in Buyer-Driven Apparel Chains 

2.3.1 Standards, compliance, and monitoring as governance tools 

With the structure of buyer-driven chains established, the question of how buyer power is exercised 

in practice remains. A common argument across the literature is that buyers govern suppliers 

without owning production by shaping the conditions under which suppliers can enter and remain 

in the chain. In apparel, this governance is increasingly exercised through standards, codes of 

conduct, auditing systems, compliance procedures, and sourcing requirements alongside direct 

buyer-supplier coordination (Nadvi, 2008; Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014). 

Global standards are not neutral coordination tools. They define how production should happen 

and what suppliers must do to be considered legitimate partners in the chain (Nadvi, 2008; Ponte 

& Sturgeon, 2014). Lead firms use standards as a requirement for accessing global markets, with 

non-compliance risking suppliers being cut off from the chain (Kwon et al., 2021a; Nadvi, 2008). 

Standards therefore facilitate coordination across distance while embedding supplier participation 

within externally defined rules. 

Oka (2010) shows that buyers regulate labor standards through both pre-order selection and post-

order monitoring. Before placing orders, buyers or their auditors assess whether factories meet 

minimum compliance expectations. Once orders are placed, factories remain subject to monitoring 

and corrective action demands, while persistent non-compliance can result in order cancellation. 

Market access is conditional on behavior, and that condition is itself a form of control. 

While standards can help suppliers enter global markets by providing clear requirements, Nadvi 

(2008) argues that they also create constraints. Standards are defined by powerful actors outside 

the production level, but are applied to suppliers, whom Nadvi calls “standard takers.” Suppliers 

gain market access, but often absorb the cost while having little influence over how those standards 

are defined. 

The effect of monitoring also depends on the nature of the buyer-supplier relationship. Locke et 

al. (2007) find that Nike factories designated as strategic partners were frequently visited by 

production and sourcing staff, who worked on manufacturing quality, efficiency, and lean 
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production systems. These visits strengthened relational ties and contributed to better scores. Oka 

(2010) also shows that reputation-conscious buyers are more likely to monitor suppliers 

proactively and build ongoing engagement before problems arise. Both studies show that 

monitoring is not uniform in its effects. It can discipline suppliers, but in some cases it can also 

create conditions for learning and operational improvement. 

Standards-based governance therefore appears developmental at the level of formal requirements 

while remaining disciplinary in commercial practice. Compliance systems often shape buyer-

supplier relationships before deeper relational dynamics begin. 

2.3.2 Buyer heterogeneity: control, capacity building, and engagement 

Buyers do not represent a single, uniform category. Standards-based governance sets up what 

buyer-supplier relationships look like before they begin, but the relationships that develop are 

shaped by the actions and interests of those buyers. Buyers differ in how they manage suppliers, 

how much pressure they apply, and their willingness to invest in supplier development (Oka et al., 

2020; Huq et al., 2016). 

These differences show up in different forms of supplier engagement. Auditing is the default and 

most common form. Fewer buyers go further into capacity building, working directly with 

suppliers to improve. Even fewer engage in advocacy, where change is pushed beyond their own 

supply chains and into the wider industry (Oka et al., 2020). Huq et al. (2016) explain why this 

distinction matters. Auditing mainly checks compliance and has limited developmental effects, 

while capacity building can help suppliers develop broader collaboration and innovation 

capabilities. 

The relationship between buyer and supplier is therefore a key determinant of whether governance 

becomes developmental. Yadlapalli et al. (2018) explain that socially responsible governance 

works through supplier selection and supplier development. Buyers select suppliers based on labor 

standards, environmental practices, and ethical production conditions, and then try to improve 

these same criteria. However, improvements are not guaranteed because information asymmetry, 

conflicting goals, and risk aversion can weaken supplier development efforts (Yadlapalli et al., 

2018). 
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The Rana Plaza building collapse in Bangladesh led to stronger safety audits, stricter compliance, 

and collective buyer initiatives. Research interprets this shift differently. Oka et al. (2020) note 

that post-Rana Plaza initiatives have been seen both as a breakthrough in buyer responsibility and 

as a reassertion of asymmetrical power. Buyer involvement increased, but much of it narrowed 

toward auditing rather than deeper collaboration or innovation capability (Huq et al., 2016). More 

buyer involvement does not always mean more equal power. It may improve regulation in some 

areas while leaving the broader asymmetry of the chain intact. This shift is also reflected in ILO-

supported post-Rana Plaza reforms, which strengthened labour inspection and workplace-safety 

governance in Bangladesh’s RMG sector (ILO, 2017). 

Buyers can support suppliers through collaboration and capacity building, but these efforts take 

place within buyer-driven chains where asymmetry remains an inherent factor. Developmental 

governance does not eliminate asymmetry; it changes how it operates. It is also selective. Buyers 

direct capacity-building investments toward strategic suppliers in selected locations, limiting the 

reach and impact of developmental governance (Oka et al., 2020). These suppliers often have 

established trust, stronger capabilities, ethical compliance records, and the ability to handle 

complex orders (Locke et al., 2007; Kwon et al., 2021a). What governance means in practice 

therefore depends on how the actual buyer-supplier relationship operates. 
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2.4 Buyer–Supplier Relationship Dynamics 

2.4.1 Power asymmetry, dependence, and control 

Buyer-supplier relationships in apparel GVCs experience structural asymmetry that strengthens 

through repeated interaction, making exit difficult. Suppliers provide buyers with production 

capacity, delivery reliability, and operational consistency, especially in repeated sourcing 

relationships (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Oliveira et al., 2025). However, buyers are usually in control 

of orders, continuity, and access to final markets, which are what suppliers need most. This gives 

buyers stronger bargaining positions and stronger influence over commercial terms. 

Power asymmetry, dependence, and control are connected rather than separate concepts. Power 

asymmetry gives buyers stronger influence over prices, orders, and requirements. Supplier 

dependence makes it difficult to reject those conditions because losing a buyer can threaten 

production continuity. Control is how this power and dependence become visible in practice, 

through specifications, monitoring, compliance demands, and order allocation. At the same time, 

control is not only one-directional. Buyers may also become dependent on reliable suppliers who 

can secure quality, lead times, and production stability. This means that unequal relationships can 

continue through a combination of buyer power, supplier dependence, and mutual operational 

need. 

Gulati and Sytch (2007) help explain this through the distinction between dependence asymmetry 

and joint dependence. Dependence asymmetry refers to the imbalance between one party relying 

more on the other, while joint dependence focuses on the extent to which both parties rely on each 

other. High joint dependence can create incentives for continuity and cooperation, even when the 

relationship is unequal. Their work has limits for this thesis, as suppliers in the US automotive 

industry typically have more exit options than suppliers in apparel GVCs. Still, the mechanism 

helps explain why unequal relationships persist and sometimes cooperate. 

Power in these relationships also influences value capture. Brito and Miguel (2017) explain that 

stronger buyers use both contractual and relational tools to protect their interests, while suppliers 

in weaker positions tend to prioritize maintaining relationships rather than capturing value. Zeng 
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et al. (2016) argue that buyer-seller ties are shaped by adjustments from the weaker party. This 

means that weaker parties may absorb pressure and adjust their behavior to preserve access to the 

relationship. Partnership and collaboration can therefore sit alongside highly uneven commercial 

realities without obvious contradiction. 

2.4.2 Trust, collaboration, and relational governance 

Relational governance built on trust is seen as supporting value creation by allowing information 

exchange and flexible coordination (Brito & Miguel, 2017; Gulati & Sytch, 2007). Trust, however, 

is not an alternative to power. Oliveira et al. (2025) emphasize that trust and power are closely 

linked, and the relationship between them shifts depending on the position of each partner. Chen 

and Lewis (2024) argue that trust and distrust can exist at the same time in the same relationship. 

Power asymmetry can therefore generate distrust even when relational norms generate trust. 

A relationship viewed as collaborative by both sides can be assigned different meanings depending 

on each partner’s position. Brito and Miguel (2017) show that collaboration is associated with 

transparency, knowledge sharing, and relational governance, but also that it is shaped by power 

asymmetry and by different buyer and supplier perceptions of the same relationship. Stronger 

buyers may view governance as a way to reduce uncertainty and secure compliance. Weaker 

suppliers may view trust and commitment as necessary for maintaining the relationship and 

improving their position over time. The same relationship can therefore look different depending 

on which side is being considered. 

Research on apparel exporters illustrates this further. Jajja et al. (2019) show that transactional and 

relational buyer-supplier relationships are associated with different governance outcomes. 

Transactional ties are positively associated with public standards, while relational ties are 

positively associated with private standards. This matters because the type of relationship shapes 

not only governance outcomes but also how trust functions within them. 

Trust may enable openness and joint action, but it does not dissolve structural inequality. Trust 

can strengthen commitment and continuity without preventing stronger partners from retaining 

commercial advantages or shaping the direction of collaboration (Brito & Miguel, 2017; Chen & 

Lewis, 2024). Trust and control are not opposites. They co-exist in many buyer-supplier 
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relationships. This is important for the present thesis, as the same relational qualities that enable 

cooperation and developmental exchange may also stabilize unequal ties and make exit more 

difficult for suppliers. 

2.4.3 Relationship forms, opportunity, and mutual learning 

Different relationship forms shape the possibilities available to suppliers. Transactional 

coordination can preserve supplier flexibility and reduce lock-in, but may leave little space for 

buyer-supplier collaboration (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Jajja et al., 2019). Relational ties can improve 

coordination and information exchange, but also increase the risk of lock-in (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; 

Oliveira et al., 2025). For a Bangladeshi supplier, a stable tie can help secure repeat orders and 

justify investments required for process upgrading. Yet that same stability allows buyers to extract 

concessions or impose conditions without offering equivalent reciprocity (Brito & Miguel, 2017; 

Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Chen & Lewis, 2024). These relationships are not simply good or bad. They 

are the channel through which both opportunity and constraint reach suppliers. 

These relationship dynamics matter because longer-term relationships create expectations of 

learning on both sides. Buyers expect suppliers to learn from specifications, monitoring, feedback, 

and repeated exchanges. Suppliers also expect buyers to learn about their production systems, 

reliability, and capabilities over time. This creates a form of mutuality, even inside unequal 

relationships. The question is whether this repeated exchange becomes only a way to secure 

compliance, or whether it becomes a source of learning that suppliers can turn into internal 

capability and wider strategic options. 
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2.5 Learning and Knowledge Transfer in Buyer–Supplier Relationships 

2.5.1 Learning opportunities within buyer-driven global value chains 

Participation in global value chains can expose suppliers to external knowledge, routines, and 

performance standards (Morrison et al., 2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2010). This is one of the 

central developmental claims associated with GVC participation. Suppliers learn through repeated 

interactions with buyers who possess knowledge of product specifications, process discipline, 

quality systems, and end-market requirements. 

In this study, learning refers to the process by which suppliers acquire and interpret knowledge 

through buyer interaction. This includes knowledge about quality, compliance, production 

processes, delivery expectations, and market requirements. Learning is different from capability 

development. A supplier may receive knowledge or comply with buyer instructions without 

necessarily embedding that knowledge into its own routines. 

At the same time, the literature does not treat learning as an automatic consequence of chain 

participation. GVCs are structured systems in which some suppliers access developmental 

knowledge while others remain confined to execution roles. The issue is not whether suppliers are 

connected to global markets, but whether those connections create meaningful opportunities for 

learning. Morrison et al. (2008) argue that technological learning in developing countries depends 

on the interaction between global chain linkages and firm-level technological capabilities. 

Pietrobelli and Rabellotti (2010) add that the extent to which suppliers benefit depends on the type 

of chain governance. In chains characterized by low supplier capability and high buyer control, 

learning tends to be confined to narrow tasks rather than broader development (Gereffi et al., 2005; 

Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2010). 

In buyer-driven apparel chains, buyers set standards around product quality, production processes, 

and labor compliance that suppliers must meet to remain in the chain. In doing so, they expose 

suppliers to knowledge regarding what should be produced and how production should be 

organized (Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014; Nadvi, 2008). But exposure alone does not guarantee 

developmental gains. Suppliers can comply with buyer requirements in a narrow operational sense 
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without necessarily internalizing the knowledge or converting it into broader learning. Learning 

opportunities in apparel GVCs are real, but unevenly distributed and constrained by the same 

governance structures that make them possible. 

2.5.2 Buyer-led interventions and supplier development 

Buyers don’t only set standards. They also actively intervene in supplier operations, using 

coordination and collaboration to develop supplier capabilities and improve outcomes (Huq et al., 

2016; Yadlapalli et al., 2018). This kind of active involvement shows that learning in buyer-driven 

chains can occur outside of market pressure. The opportunity for that learning depends on whether 

buyers are willing to go beyond compliance. 

In the Bangladesh apparel context, Hoque’s study of buyer-assisted lean intervention shows that 

indirect buyer support can improve productivity performance and contribute to longer-term 

production capability development, but results were limited and dependent on internal 

commitment (Hoque, 2022). Hoque and Maalouf’s study of buyer involvement in quality 

intervention showed improvements in product quality performance and the buyer-supplier 

relationship (Hoque & Maalouf, 2022). In both cases, the developmental effect lies not in buyer 

pressure alone, but in buyer-supplier collaboration. 

Monitoring is recognized in the broader literature as the most common form of buyer engagement, 

producing compliance with limited developmental effects (Huq et al., 2016; Oka et al., 2020). 

Collaboration, on the other hand, supports the development of broader production capability (Huq 

et al., 2016). The kind of engagement identified in the Bangladesh studies belongs to the 

collaborative form, but that form is not the norm. 

Buyer-led intervention is selective toward suppliers that have strategic value and a relationship 

stable enough to justify investment. Switching to alternatives would risk buyers losing supplier 

demonstrated capabilities (Oka et al., 2020; Hoque, 2022). Buyer-supported learning is therefore 

not a universal feature of buyer-driven chains, but a conditional governance practice shaped by 

buyer priorities and sourcing strategies. For suppliers outside of that selection, monitoring remains 

the default. 
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2.5.3 Why learning is conditional rather than automatic 

Taken together, the literature supports the claim that learning in buyer-driven GVCs is possible, 

but not automatic. Supplier connection to global buyers and exposure to compliance standards are 

not enough to facilitate learning. What suppliers gain from these connections depends on 

governance mode, relationship form, depth of interaction, and internal conditions within the 

supplier firm (Morrison et al., 2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2010; Hoque, 2022). This is 

important for the present thesis because it establishes that GVC participation is not inherently 

developmental. 

Even under favorable conditions, relational governance alone is not enough to produce meaningful 

development (Islam et al., 2026). Strategic learning capability is the mechanism suppliers need to 

transform the knowledge they receive through relational governance into tangible upgrading 

outcomes (Islam et al., 2026). The Bangladesh intervention studies demonstrate what this looks 

like in practice. Hoque (2022) and Hoque and Maalouf (2022) both found that the results of buyer-

assisted lean and quality intervention depended on suppliers’ internal managerial commitment, 

worker involvement, training, and learning culture. External support therefore creates opportunity, 

but internal organizational response determines whether that opportunity becomes learning. 

Relational governance creates conditions for long-term exchange and buyer investment, while 

transactional arrangements are based on contractual enforcement and compliance (Jajja et al., 

2019). Buyers provide support where they see strategic value in current suppliers, but avoid deeper 

investment where suppliers are treated as replaceable production units (Oka et al., 2020). 

2.6 Capability Development in Supplier Firms 

2.6.1 From exposure to absorption 

If learning is conditional and dependent upon buyer priorities, the next question is what happens 

inside the supplier firm after exposure to external knowledge. Whether through passive 

observation or active buyer intervention, exposure does not by itself produce stronger firms. 

Exposure becomes developmentally meaningful only when suppliers are able to absorb, interpret, 
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and apply knowledge in ways that alter routines, improve performance, and expand strategic 

options (Morrison et al., 2008; Khan et al., 2019). This internal organizational process of 

transforming knowledge into stronger capabilities is defined as capability development. 

Buyer interaction may create exposure to knowledge, but only supplier-side absorption and 

implementation can transform that exposure into capability. Receiving information, observing 

better practices, or responding to buyer demands does not necessarily lead to strengthened internal 

capabilities. Khan et al. (2019) argue that realized absorptive capacity relies on acquiring 

knowledge and being able to transform and exploit it. This requires internal organizational 

conditions that not every firm has. 

GVC participation can create opportunities, but whether firms benefit depends on local and firm-

level conditions that shape whether knowledge can be absorbed and transformed (Morrison et al., 

2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2010). The move from exposure to capability is therefore mediated 

by organizational processes inside the supplier firm. 

In buyer-driven apparel chains, suppliers often face buyer demands related to quality, delivery, 

compliance, and process efficiency that expose firms to new knowledge. However, these demands 

do not always strengthen supplier capabilities unless firms develop internal systems that sustain 

improvement. Hoque’s study in Bangladesh apparel chains (2022) shows that buyer-assisted lean 

intervention improved supplier productivity and production capability only when firms had the 

right internal conditions, specifically managerial commitment, worker involvement, training, 

incentives, and learning culture. Hoque and Maalouf (2022) similarly found that buyer-assisted 

quality intervention improved quality performance, but that the results depended on systematic 

quality control routines, managerial support, and sustained follow-up. Whether suppliers can 

transform and embed better methods they gain from exposure is more important than the exposure 

itself. 

2.6.2 Strategic learning capability as a dynamic capability 

Identifying what type of internal capability matters for moving beyond absorption requires an 

understanding of dynamic capabilities. Dynamic capabilities refer to a firm’s ability to sense and 

seize opportunities and threats and maintain competitiveness by reconfiguring resources and 
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routines (Teece, 2007). This concept shifts attention from static operational competence to the 

firm’s capacity for adaptation and strategic renewal. In buyer-driven GVCs, where suppliers 

operate under changing buyer demands, compliance expectations, and competitive pressures, 

dynamic capabilities help explain why some firms respond to external pressures more effectively 

than others. 

In this thesis, strategic learning capability is treated as a form of dynamic capability. Learning is 

not static, because firms learn differently over time, and their ability to use knowledge depends on 

changing relationships, routines, and managerial priorities. A supplier that learns to meet one 

buyer’s immediate requirements does not always develop the capability to diversify across buyers 

or move into higher-value chain functions. The issue is whether the supplier can reconfigure what 

it has learned into routines and competences that work beyond a single buyer relationship. 

Strategic learning capability is how this transformation capacity has been theorized in GVC 

research. Islam et al. (2026) argue that relational governance enables suppliers’ strategic learning 

capability, which then supports supplier upgrading and improved performance. This argument has 

not been widely tested in the Bangladesh RMG context, which makes it particularly relevant for 

the present thesis. Repeated interaction, socially embedded governance, and stronger relational 

conditions can create access to valuable knowledge and resources. However, suppliers still need 

the capability to interpret and transform these inputs strategically in order to move beyond low-

value positions (Islam et al., 2026). This makes capability development the bridge that connects 

buyer relationships with new positions, new functions, and new buyers. 

2.6.3 Why firms differ in converting learning into competence 

Having better buyers and better relational governance does not automatically make suppliers 

capable of transforming learning into development. The difference lies in learning intent. Firms 

must actively direct effort toward understanding and using the knowledge they receive from 

partners (Khan et al., 2019). This matters for the present thesis because similar governance 

conditions may produce different outcomes across suppliers. 

Khan et al. (2019) show the difference between potential absorptive capacity and realized 

absorptive capacity. Learning intent helps explain the gap between the two. Firms with strong 
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intent interpret external knowledge, integrate it into routines, and exploit it. Firms without it may 

receive the same knowledge and not transform it. These internal differences help explain why 

some suppliers learn more effectively than others in buyer-driven supply chains, where many firms 

face similar standards and commercial pressures. 

The Bangladesh intervention studies support this point. Buyer-assisted improvements depended 

on internal conditions such as top management commitment and worker involvement rather than 

on buyer support alone (Hoque, 2022). Hoque and Maalouf’s (2022) quality intervention study 

showed similar results. Supplier firms had to systematically diagnose causes and implement 

solutions for quality improvements to last. Buyers created the opportunities, but what the firm did 

internally determined the outcome. Improvements may remain temporary or narrowly task-specific 

where knowledge is not internalized. 

A supplier that only learns to satisfy one buyer remains dependent on that buyer. Embedding 

learning into wider routines allows for better positioning to serve different buyers and reduce 

dependence on a narrow customer base. However, this connection is not automatic, because buyer-

driven chains reward specialization. When margins are tight and buyer relationships are unstable, 

suppliers may prioritize short-term compliance and order retention over broader capability 

investment (Morrison et al., 2008). More capable suppliers, on the other hand, use buyer-led 

learning as a platform for wider organizational upgrading and strategic repositioning (Islam et al., 

2026). Buyer-driven chains create exposure to advanced practices, but the commercial conditions 

of those same chains may reduce suppliers’ room to invest in broader capability formation. 
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2.7 Strategic Outcomes: Upgrading, Dependence, and Buyer 

Diversification 

2.7.1 Upgrading trajectories and dependence in buyer-driven GVCs 

Upgrading and buyer diversification are related but distinct outcomes. Upgrading means 

improvements in products, processes, functions, or performance, while buyer diversification refers 

to expanding the supplier’s buyer base to reduce dependence on a narrow set of buyers. The 

literature often treats upgrading as the primary developmental outcome, suggesting that 

diversification follows naturally from it. But suppliers may upgrade operationally within the chain 

while still remaining dependent on the same powerful buyers. 

The GVC literature views upgrading as an outcome of participation that exposes suppliers to 

demanding buyers, advanced routines, and tighter quality and performance requirements 

(Morrison et al., 2008). Humphrey & Schmitz (2002) group upgrading into four types: process, 

product, functional, and inter-sectoral. Process upgrading improves how inputs are transformed 

into outputs. Product upgrading moves suppliers into more sophisticated product lines. Functional 

upgrading means acquiring new functions in activities such as sourcing, design, logistics, or 

branding. Inter-sectoral upgrading involves using knowledge from one sector in another. Apparel 

GVCs usually offer more favorable conditions for process and product upgrading, while functional 

upgrading remains more limited (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002). 

This developmental promise has limits. Upgrading is neither linear nor uniform. Supplier 

upgrading trajectories depend on interactions between governance, firm-level capabilities, and 

environmental dynamics (Ma et al., 2025). Morrison et al. (2008) point out that a misleading 

assumption in GVC literature is that suppliers naturally progress through the value chain. Many 

firms improve capabilities at the same level without moving into higher-value functions. Relational 

governance and strategic learning capability shape whether suppliers can progress from low-value 

manufacturing to higher-value upgrading (Islam et al., 2026).  

Suppliers in buyer-driven apparel chains usually first upgrade through areas directly tied to buyer 

requirements and sourcing expectations, such as process improvements, manufacturing 
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coordination, quality control, and production efficiency (Kwon et al., 2021b). These trajectories 

begin with buyer requirements before moving toward strategic functions, if they move toward 

them at all. Therefore, buyer-driven upgrading often improves how suppliers perform existing 

roles before changing what roles they perform. 

Upgrading does not always reduce dependence. However, more recent literature argues that 

upgrading remains limited by the governance structure of buyer-driven chains (Humphrey & 

Schmitz, 2002; Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014). The issue is what kind of upgrading happens and whether 

it changes the underlying distribution of power and value capture. 

Process and product upgrading are not the same as strategic autonomy. Suppliers can become more 

efficient, compliant, and capable of higher-quality production while remaining dependent on 

buyers who control higher-value functions such as design, branding, and market access (Kwon et 

al., 2021b; Gereffi, 2020). 

Apparel suppliers in Bangladesh can become locked into the upgrading ladder even when they 

become highly capable in manufacturing. This upgrading ladder focuses on buyer-serving 

improvements instead of broader strategic positioning (Kwon et al., 2021b; Rana & Allen, 2021). 

Supplier development can therefore coexist with dependence, meaning suppliers can improve 

without escaping the structural conditions of buyer-driven chains. Even capability development 

does not end dependence. Islam et al. (2026) show that strategic learning capability can enable 

suppliers to overcome dependency constraints and upgrade, but buyers may withhold knowledge 

and resources to prevent suppliers from becoming competitors. Suppliers need to gain influence 

over core value chain activities in order to strategically reposition (Song et al., 2025b). 

Even resilient suppliers do not become more independent. Research on apparel supplier resilience 

during crisis conditions shows that the most adaptive suppliers built resilience by strengthening 

relationships with buyers, adapting within buyer-controlled frameworks rather than moving 

beyond them (Choksy et al., 2022). 
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2.7.2 Buyer diversification as a strategic outcome 

Despite being one of the most relevant concepts for understanding whether suppliers can reduce 

dependence, buyer diversification has received less attention than governance and upgrading. It 

refers to the effort to broaden the customer base, reduce reliance on a narrow set of lead firms, and 

improve room for negotiation and strategic action. Studies describe it as a response to concentrated 

dependence and a route toward greater strategic autonomy (Song et al., 2025a; Rana et al., 2021). 

Diversification is not simple, as suppliers are not dealing with one uniform buyer type. Buyers 

differ in their sourcing models and commercial terms, which shape the conditions suppliers face 

(Cajal-Grossi et al., 2023). A supplier tied to one type of buyer is exposed to that buyer’s specific 

commercial logic, which can make diversification difficult. It requires suppliers to navigate 

different sourcing logics rather than only improve under one buyer relationship. 

Suppliers are not only passive recipients governed by GVCs. They can remain captive to one buyer 

or actively reposition through diversifying the buyer portfolio and developing the necessary 

capabilities, even if this risks the existing relationship (Sako & Zylberberg, 2019). Rana et al. 

(2021) make a related point by showing how diversification became possible through 

entrepreneurial capability, institutional context, and buyer business models.  

Buyer-driven chains reward specialization and compliance, making diversification difficult. 

Suppliers may remain tied to existing buyers even when they improve. Stable relationships are 

good for learning but can deepen dependence asymmetry, which can lock in suppliers and make it 

hard to diversify (Rana & Allen, 2021). Upgrading and diversification are not the same process, 

and one does not automatically lead to the other. 

Diversification is therefore a distinct strategic outcome rather than a natural extension of 

upgrading. Process efficiency, product quality, and internal capability can all be improved without 

a supplier broadening its buyer base. But diversification requires the ability to work across 

different buyers and market demands, and the ability to reduce dependence on existing 

relationships (Sako & Zylberberg, 2019; Song et al., 2025a; Rana et al., 2021). The unresolved 

issue is whether suppliers can use improvements within buyer-driven chains to widen their 

strategic options and reduce concentrated dependence.  
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2.8 The Bangladesh RMG Industry as the Empirical and Contextual 

Setting 

2.8.1 Economic importance of the Bangladesh RMG sector 

Bangladesh’s ready-made garments (RMG) sector combines global significance with structural 

dependence. Bangladesh has become the world’s second-largest apparel exporter, growing from 

$13 billion in 2006 to $34.1 billion in 2019 (World Bank, 2020). With over 4,000 firms, 95% of 

which are locally owned, the industry is responsible for 81% of total export earnings (Chowdhury 

et al., 2019). This growth has taken place through buyer-driven apparel GVCs (Rahman, 2023; 

Swazan & Das, 2022; Kwon et al., 2021b). BGMEA industry data is useful for supporting this 

sector-level picture because it documents the scale, export performance, and institutional 

organisation of Bangladesh’s apparel industry, rather than claims about labour conditions or buyer 

power (BGMEA, 2019). 

Manufacturing performance has been the key to Bangladesh’s success, rather than control over 

high-value functions. Over time, Bangladeshi firms have transitioned from exporting raw materials 

to exporting manufactured garments (Chowdhury et al., 2019). Production has centered on cutting, 

sewing, and assembly, while buyers retain control over designing, branding, and retailing (World 

Bank, 2020; Kwon et al., 2021b). Power over value capture and market access therefore remains 

controlled by foreign buyers. 

2.8.2 Structural dependence and vulnerability in the Bangladesh context 

Bangladesh is also an important setting because the sector is highly concentrated and therefore 

vulnerable. This concentration takes more than one form. First, Bangladesh’s apparel exports are 

heavily dependent on a small number of major markets, especially the European Union and the 

United States, which together hold the largest share of the country’s RMG exports (WTO, 2024). 

Second, the export products are also concentrated. A small range of RMG products makes up a 

substantial share of Bangladesh’s apparel exports (World Bank, 2024). CPD research also 

highlights Bangladesh’s reliance on a narrow export base as a structural vulnerability, especially 
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after LDC graduation, when market access and diversification pressures are expected to increase 

(CPD, 2021) 

This concentration risk is also supported in the academic literature on Bangladesh. Chowdhury et 

al. (2019) show that the sector faces operational challenges such as compliance costs, raw material 

dependency, lead time pressure, and weak infrastructure. Ahmed and Nathan (2014) also show 

that wages and working conditions have been improving, but asymmetrical buyer-supplier 

relationships constrain how far those improvements can go. 

This vulnerability is most apparent when buyer power intensifies in conditions of crisis. Islam et 

al. (2023) found that during COVID-19, over 50% of factories reported at least one unfair practice 

such as cancellations, price reductions, refusal to pay for completed orders, and delays. Most 

importantly, not a single supplier took their buyer to court because they feared losing the business. 

The literature on resilience has similar findings. Suppliers faced severe pressure when global 

demand weakened, but recovered differently depending on governance type and upgrading 

strategy before the crisis (Choksy et al., 2022; Hossain & Mahmud, 2025). Vulnerability in 

Bangladesh is therefore experienced especially through asymmetrical buyer-supplier relations. 

The time after Rana Plaza is a good example of this upgrading and vulnerability pattern. 

Bangladesh went through major safety reforms, stricter compliance requirements, and collective 

buyer initiatives like the Accord, which was widely seen as a positive step (Oka et al., 2020; Kwon 

et al., 2021a). Bangladeshi firms had to improve operationally and organizationally while 

functioning in unequal external conditions (Oka et al., 2020). 

2.8.3 Why Bangladesh is a critical setting for studying learning and diversification 

These structural features make Bangladesh especially relevant for a study of buyer-supplier 

relationships, learning, capability development, and buyer diversification. In Bangladesh, power 

asymmetry and governance intensity are visible because of the depth of buyer integration and 

exposure to international buyer pressure. Suppliers deal with demanding international buyers, 

formal standards, compliance systems, and constant pressure to perform. These mechanisms are 

documented in studies about supplier operations and buyer engagement (Rahman, 2023; Hoque & 

Maalouf, 2022).  
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Firms do not respond in the same way to buyer pressure and governance demands. Some suppliers 

have improved their production systems by adopting lean or quality practices and building stronger 

operational capabilities (Hoque, 2022; Hoque & Maalouf, 2022). In contrast, many firms remain 

dependent on buyers and focused on basic manufacturing roles (Rahman, 2023). This difference 

matters because it helps us ask why some firms are more able than others to turn buyer-led learning 

into wider organizational capability and strategic action (Islam et al., 2026). 

Finally, Bangladesh’s export industry is concentrated in a narrow range of products and powerful 

buyers, making dependence a structural condition. Studies show that some firms have tried to 

improve by building new capabilities and in some cases expanding internationally (Hoque, 2022; 

Hoque & Maalouf, 2022; Rana et al., 2021). However, the literature does not fully explain when 

these strategies can become possible for most Bangladeshi RMG suppliers. Overall, ILO, 

BGMEA, and CPD strengthen the Bangladesh context by linking compliance reform, sector-level 

export data, and diversification pressures to the study’s focus on buyer dependence and 

diversification. Bangladesh is a relevant case because it is a setting where the tensions between 

integration and dependence, learning and constraint, and upgrading and autonomy are especially 

visible. It therefore helps address the practical and theoretical question of whether foreign buyer 

relationships mainly help suppliers become better producers within existing chains, or can also 

help firms develop capabilities that widen their strategic options through buyer diversification. 
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2.9 Synthesis and Research Gap 

2.9.1 What the literature explains well 

Taken together, the literature gives a clear picture of the structural conditions in buyer-driven 

apparel chains. Production is dispersed across many firms and countries, but control concentrates 

with buyers who outsource manufacturing while retaining higher-value functions such as branding, 

design, sourcing, and market access (Gereffi et al., 2001; Gereffi, 2020; Gereffi et al., 2005). 

Buyers exercise this power through standards, monitoring, compliance systems, supplier selection, 

and sourcing practices that are commercial and disciplinary, but in some cases developmental as 

well (Nadvi, 2008; Oka, 2010; Oka et al., 2020; Yadlapalli et al., 2018; Huq et al., 2016; Dallas et 

al., 2019; McWilliam et al., 2020). Governance is therefore unequal before a supplier even enters 

the chain. 

Governance works through actual buyer-supplier relationships, shaped by dependence asymmetry, 

trust, collaboration, and value appropriation (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Brito & Miguel, 2017; Oliveira 

et al., 2025). The same buyer requirement can be received as discipline in one relationship and as 

developmental support in another. These relationships also create learning opportunities through 

repeated contact with demanding buyers, particularly around product specifications, quality 

systems, compliance, and production routines (Morrison et al., 2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 

2010). However, learning does not happen automatically. It depends on how external knowledge 

is absorbed and used inside the supplier firm. 

Learning only becomes strategically meaningful when it is transformed into internal capability. 

Supplier development depends on whether firms can absorb knowledge, embed it into their 

routines, and use it strategically (Teece, 2007; Khan et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2026). This places 

capability development as the connecting link between external buyer relationships and 

organisational outcomes. 

2.9.2 Tensions and unresolved debates in the literature 

The literature also points to several tensions relevant to the present thesis. The first tension 

concerns GVC governance. Governance can be both enabling and restrictive, as the same systems 
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that coordinate production and create market access can also strengthen dependence and reinforce 

buyer control (Nadvi, 2008; Oka et al., 2020; Kwon et al., 2021a). Governance therefore cannot 

be treated as either developmental or restrictive. Its effects depend on the type of buyer 

engagement, the relationship, and how suppliers respond internally. 

A second tension is about buyer-supplier relationships. Trust and continuity can support 

knowledge exchange and cooperation (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Brito & Miguel, 2017). However, 

these same relational qualities may also stabilize unequal ties and make exit more difficult. Trust 

and control can coexist, and stronger relationships are therefore not automatically better for 

suppliers (Oliveira et al., 2025; Chen & Lewis, 2024). 

A third tension concerns learning and capability development. Participation in GVCs is often 

associated with learning opportunities, but the literature shows that learning is uneven and 

conditional (Morrison et al., 2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2010; Islam et al., 2026). Working 

with buyers or meeting standards does not always create deeper organizational change. Learning 

may remain narrow and tied to immediate production unless firms have the capacity and intent to 

absorb external knowledge and embed it into routines (Khan et al., 2019; Hoque, 2022). Even 

when learning happens, it does not automatically create independence. 

A fourth tension concerns upgrading. The literature often treats upgrading as a developmental path, 

but upgrading does not always reduce dependence (Pasquali et al., 2021; Kwon et al., 2021b; Rana 

& Allen, 2021). Suppliers may improve process efficiency, quality performance, and internal 

routines while still remaining restricted to buyer-serving roles and lower-value functions.  

Improvement within the chain therefore does not automatically translate into autonomy within or 

beyond the chain. 

The literature covers governance, relationships, learning, capability development, and upgrading, 

but often treats them separately. The gap appears when the literature explains how suppliers 

improve, but does not fully explain whether this improvement reduces dependence or expands 

strategic options for buyer diversification. 
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2.9.3 Research gap and positioning of the present study 

The main issue is not that these topics are unstudied. Existing literature has examined buyer-driven 

governance, dependence, compliance, supplier learning, capability development, and upgrading in 

apparel GVCs. But these areas are often studied separately. There has been less focus on how 

specific buyer-supplier relationship dynamics connect these processes by shaping learning, 

capability development, and strategic options for buyer diversification. This is especially important 

in Bangladesh, where suppliers are deeply integrated into global apparel chains but remain 

dependent on powerful foreign buyers. 

However, existing literature still does not clearly explain how buyer-supplier relationships become 

capabilities inside the supplier firm, and whether those capabilities reduce dependence through 

buyer diversification. This gap is clearest in the Bangladeshi RMG context. In Bangladesh, there 

is still limited explanation of when buyer-shaped learning helps firms diversify and reduce 

dependence on a small number of buyers. 

The gap is therefore a problem of connection between governance, learning, capability, and 

diversification, rather than one of missing research. As a result, an important question remains 

unresolved: under what conditions do buyer-supplier relationships in buyer-driven apparel GVCs 

become a basis for broader strategic development among suppliers, and not only for compliance 

and operational improvement? 

In such a setting, buyer diversification is potentially a strategy for reducing dependence and 

widening supplier room for maneuver. This study therefore addresses the gap by examining how 

relationships between foreign buyers and local Bangladeshi RMG firms shape supplier learning, 

capability development, and strategic options for reducing buyer dependence through 

diversification. 
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3. A priori conceptual framework 

This thesis developed an a priori framework based on the literature review to build the empirical 

investigation. The framework gives direction to the study, but it is not treated as fixed or final. It 

provides an analytical pathway for examining how buyer–supplier relationships within buyer-

driven GVCs may shape supplier learning, capability development, and strategic options for buyer 

diversification among Bangladeshi Ready-Made Garment (RMG) firms. 

The study starts with the idea that Bangladeshi RMG suppliers operate within buyer-driven Global 

Value Chains (GVCs), where participation provides access to international markets but does not 

generate equal returns for all firms. The concept is illustrated in Tier 1 of the diagram. Knowing 

the conditions of the market, which are typically favourable to the buyers, the suppliers agree to 

enter (Gereffi et al., 2005; Dallas et al., 2019; Kwon et al., 2021a). Furthermore, buyer–supplier 

relationships are seen as the main way governance is experienced by suppliers and they can differ 

in many ways, such as how much trust or distrust exists, how collaborative or controlling the 

relationship is, and how different buyers behave (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Brito & Miguel, 2017), as 

depicted in Tier 2. 

Learning does not happen automatically; it depends on how much the suppliers are exposed to 

conditions like buyer standards, monitoring and feedback, as Tier 3 reflects. Whether these 

conditions lead to learning depends on how the supplier acquires, adapts and implements that 

learning within its firm (Teece, 2007; Khan et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2026). 

When this process works well, suppliers can build stronger capabilities and may get better chances 

to work with more buyers. But when suppliers are too dependent on buyers, lack the ability to 

absorb learning, or become locked into certain relationships, the learning may stay limited. In that 

case, suppliers may only improve basic operations and compliance, without achieving deeper 

upgrading (Kwon et al., 2021b; Rana & Allen, 2021; Pasquali et al., 2021). These possible strategic 

outcomes are shown in Tier 4. 

In this study, buyer diversification refers to the supplier’s ability to reduce concentrated 

dependence by broadening or rebalancing its buyer portfolio. However, a supplier may improve 
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operationally while remaining dependent on a narrow buyer base (Rana et al., 2021; Cajal-Grossi 

et al., 2023). 

The framework guides the empirical part of the study by shaping the interview themes and the 

initial coding structure, while remaining open to interview findings that may support, refine, or 

challenge the proposed relationships (see Chapter 4 for methodology detail). 

Overall, the model reflects the central argument of the thesis: foreign buyer relationships may 

create learning opportunities for Bangladeshi RMG suppliers, but these opportunities only become 

strategically meaningful when suppliers convert them into internal capabilities. Even then, 

capability development does not automatically lead to buyer diversification. Diversification 

depends on whether firms can use accumulated capabilities to reduce dependence and widen their 

strategic options. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: A priori conceptual framework: buyer–supplier relationships, capability development, and buyer 

diversification in buyer-driven GVCs 

Source: Authors own conceptualization based on the literature review. Diagram generated using AI-based 

visualization tools and adapted by the authors.  
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Research Philosophy: Interpretivism 

The paper uses an interpretivist research philosophy (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). This is 

appropriate for this study because the research is not fixed in terms of the relationship between 

variables, but is more about understanding how directors, CEOs, owners and senior decision-

makers interpret their relationships with foreign buyers and how they make sense of learning, 

capability development, dependence, and buyer diversification. So, the research mainly focuses 

on how people feel, experience, perceive and interpret rather than on objective numerical 

measurement. In this view, knowledge is shaped through the interpretations of the people involved, 

and also through the researcher’s interpretation of those meanings (Creswell, 2009). 

This matters because interpretations can vary across individuals and firms. For instance, one 

manager may interpret strict buyer monitoring as useful guidance for improvement, while another 

may experience it as pressure and control. The interpretivist approach therefore allows the research 

to explore these differences in perception and experience instead of assuming that all firms 

experience buyer-driven governance in the same way. This position also supports the use of semi-

structured interviews, because respondents can explain their own experience and how they 

understand their situation (Gephart, 2004; Tracy, 2010). 

The interpretivist approach also fits with the a priori conceptual framework. The framework acts 

as an initial guide and does not have a fixed assumption on the data. It helps guide the interview 

themes while still leaving room for respondents’ own interpretations and for themes that may 

emerge during analysis. 

Since the study is interpretivist, we also recognize that our own background and position can 

influence how the interview material is understood. To reduce this risk, we tried to stay close to 

the respondents’ wording during coding, compare interpretations across cases, and connect the 

claims back to the interview evidence. This reflexive position is important in management research 

because the researcher is also part of the process of making sense of organizational data (Easterby-

Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). 
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4.2 Research Approach: Deductive Framework-Guided Approach 

The research paper follows a deductive framework-guided research approach (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2015). This is suitable for the research because it uses existing research to guide 

empirical enquiry. The study begins with an a priori conceptual framework built from the literature 

review, and this framework supports the interview guide and initial coding. This approach uses 

established concepts such as buyer-driven governance, dependence asymmetry, relational 

governance, upgrading and buyer diversification as an initial analytical structure for examining the 

empirical material. 

The deductive approach is used in a qualitative sense. In this study, deduction means starting with 

an existing framework from the literature rather than testing hypotheses with statistics (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). The framework also guides the analysis after the interviews are 

conducted, because the empirical material is compared with the relationships suggested in the 

literature. 

Although the analysis begins deductively, it remains open to additional empirical themes that may 

not be fully captured by the initial framework. So, if new themes appear in the interviews that the 

framework does not explain well, they can still be included. This fits with interpretivist 

management research, where theory can guide qualitative enquiry without turning it into a 

positivist hypothesis test (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). In this way, the thesis can 

move beyond the a priori framework and develop a more grounded understanding of how buyer–

supplier relationships shape learning, capability development and buyer diversification among 

Bangladeshi RMG firms. 

4.3 Research Design: Qualitative Exploratory Multi-Firm Study 

The study uses a qualitative exploratory multi-firm design, with data collected through interviews 

across a number of firms. The unit of analysis is the supplier firm’s experience of buyer 

relationships from the perspective of senior decision-makers. This is appropriate because the core 

issue of the research, how buyer–supplier relationships within buyer-driven GVCs shape supplier 

learning, capability development and buyer diversification strategies among Bangladeshi RMG 
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firms, depends on context, situation and personal experience. The study therefore does not aim to 

produce statistical results but to understand the process of strategy implementation influenced by 

relationships with buyers. 

The study is exploratory because the connection between GVC governance, supplier learning, 

capability development and buyer diversification in Bangladesh’s RMG sector is not yet fully 

understood. The exploratory approach is suitable for examining processes, meanings and 

relationships that have not been fully explained in existing theory (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; 

Gephart, 2004; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). 

The study is described as multi-firm because the data was collected from five interviews across 

five firm cases: four export-oriented firms and one contrast case (Company C). The role of the 

contrast case is explained in section 4.4. This allowed the research to capture variation without 

making the stronger claim of a formal multiple-case study. The use of more than one firm helps 

compare patterns across cases, which is similar to the logic of theoretical comparison in multi-case 

research (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018). The respondents provided variation in buyer relationships, 

managerial experience and strategic exposure, rather than representing the entire Bangladeshi 

RMG sector. 

4.4 Sampling and Respondent Selection 

The study used purposive sampling, where participants are selected because they can provide rich 

and relevant insight into the phenomenon under study rather than because they represent a 

statistically random population (Patton, 2002; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). In this 

research, the respondents were selected based on their expertise in core operational and strategic 

activities in Bangladeshi apparel-related firms. This approach helps answer the research problem 

by focusing on experienced decision-makers who can explain buyer-driven governance and its 

effects on supplier strategy. 

The data was collected through interviews with respondents connected to five Bangladeshi 

apparel-related firm cases. The target group of respondents were owners, directors, CEOs and 

senior decision-makers because they have direct experience with foreign buyers and are involved 

in decisions about strategy implementation. They also deal with the main issues that arise from 
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maintaining buyer–supplier relationships and supplier development. Senior respondents are 

important because decisions about buyer dependence, upgrading and diversification are usually 

made at the top level of a firm. 

The final sample size for the research was five respondents across five firm cases (four export-

oriented, one contrast). The goal was not to have a statistically representative sample. The topic is 

also commercially sensitive, so a sample size of five respondents was realistic. Creswell (2009) 

notes that qualitative research normally relies on smaller, information-rich samples rather than 

statistical representativeness. Access to senior decision-makers in Bangladeshi RMG firms is also 

not easy because of their availability and because the population of firms matching the inclusion 

criteria is relatively narrow. The five interviews were enough to find consistent patterns across the 

cases. 

Three criteria guided selection: direct experience with foreign buyers, involvement in decisions 

related to production, compliance, merchandising or strategy, and enough knowledge to speak 

about how the firm learns from buyers or manages buyer dependence. This sampling fits the 

interpretivist orientation of the study because it focuses on people who can explain the real 

experiences and decisions behind how suppliers respond to buyer-driven GVC conditions. 

The research also includes one contrasting case. Unlike the other firms, this firm holds the license 

of international brands and manufactures and sells the products in the domestic market under those 

brand names. It does not operate as an export-oriented supplier within a buyer-driven GVC in the 

traditional sense. Including this contrast case allowed the study to scope what is specific to buyer-

driven GVC engagement against what is common to foreign brand involvement more broadly. The 

analytical use of the contrast case is developed in section 5.11 and section 6.5. 

However, this sampling approach also has limitations. Since respondents were selected 

purposively and access was mainly possible through senior decision-makers, the sample may 

reflect the perspectives of people who are more visible, more available, or more willing to discuss 

buyer relationships. This creates a risk of selection bias, so the findings should not be treated as 

representing all Bangladeshi RMG firms. 
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Case Respondent Firm Type Product Focus Buyer channel Role in analysis 

Companies 

     A/B 
R1 

Export-oriented / 

dual structure 

Sweaters + small-

batch service model 

Traditional buyers + non-

traditional buyers 
Export case 

Company C R2 
Licensed local-

market firm 

Local retail under 

foreign licences 

Licensor relationship, not export 

buyer 
Contrast case 

Company D R3 
Export-oriented 

factory 

Woven bottoms, 

jackets, swimwear 
Direct buyers + buying houses Export case 

Company E R4 
Export-oriented 

sweater factory 
Knitwear / sweaters 

Direct brands + legacy buying 

houses 
Export case 

Company F R5 
Export-oriented 

factory 

Activewear, 

loungewear, technical 

knitwear 

Direct buyers + buying houses Export case 

Table 1. Overview of interview cases and respondents  

 

4.5 Data Collection: Semi-Structured Online Interviews 

The primary data for the research was collected through semi-structured online interviews, as the 

research is looking to understand managers’ experiences, interpretations and strategic reasoning 

rather than collect standardized numerical responses (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015; 

Creswell, 2009). The semi-structured format guided the researcher to follow a set of themes while 

leaving space for respondents to share their own experience, which was important because answers 

varied across firms (Kallio et al., 2016; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Each interview lasted 

approximately 45 to 60 minutes, depending on respondent availability and the depth of discussion. 

The interviews were offered in both English and Bangla; in practice all five respondents chose 

English . 

The interviews were carried out online because the researchers are based in Denmark and the 

respondents are from Bangladesh, making online interviews a practical choice. As per Archibald 

et al. (2019), video-conferencing can work well for qualitative interviews when participants are 

geographically dispersed because it allows direct interaction and follow-up questions. At the same 

time, online interviews can create limitations such as reduced rapport, technical difficulties and 

less access to non-verbal cues, which were managed by starting with introductory questions, 
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checking sound quality and asking follow-up questions when answers were unclear (Archibald et 

al., 2019). 

4.6 Interview Guide Development 

The interview guide was developed from the research question, the literature review and the a 

priori framework (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). The guide gave the interview a structure 

which the researchers used while conducting the interviews, but as the interview style is semi-

structured, it also allowed respondents to explain their own experiences and allowed the 

researchers to ask follow-up questions. 

The interview guide was prepared around the main themes of the study. The first theme involved 

the background of the firm and its position in GVCs. The second theme covered buyer governance, 

standards, monitoring, compliance and pressure. The third theme explored relationship dynamics, 

trust, distrust, dependence, collaboration and differences between buyers. These themes were 

chosen because buyer-driven governance is experienced through actual relationships, which shape 

what suppliers can learn and achieve. 

The guide then moved to supplier learning and capability development. Interviewees were asked 

how their firms learn from buyers, whether buyers provide feedback or support, and how the firm 

uses such knowledge internally. Questions also explored absorptive conditions, including 

management systems, learning intent, internal routines and capability development. A slightly 

different guide was developed for the contrast case because the firm is a manufacturing license 

holder serving the domestic market. The questions followed a similar semi-structured format, but 

focused more on how capability development works without direct foreign buyer pressure, how 

the firm learns from the licensing relationship, and how decisions are made internally. 

4.7 Transcription and Data Preparation 

All interviews were transcribed after data collection as part of preparing the material for thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As mentioned in 4.5, all five interviews were conducted in 

English because the respondents were comfortable working in English throughout the discussion. 

Because all interviews were in English, the transcripts reflect respondents’ original wording 
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without intermediate translation, removing the risk of meaning shifting between languages 

(Temple & Young, 2004). 

The data was also anonymized before analysis to protect respondents’ privacy. The names of 

respondents, firms and buyers were removed or replaced with neutral labels such as R1 to R5 for 

respondents and Company A through Company F for firms.  

4.8 Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis 

The interview data was analysed using thematic analysis. This method was selected because the 

research aims to recognize patterns in how respondents describe their experience regarding buyer 

relationships, learning, capability development and diversification. Thematic analysis allows 

qualitative data to be organized into meaningful themes while remaining close to participants’ own 

accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). It was chosen instead of 

content analysis or discourse analysis because the study is not mainly counting word frequency or 

examining language use in detail. 

Initially the coding started with a deductive approach from the framework, which provided themes 

before the collected data was analysed. The initial themes included buyer governance, relationship 

quality, learning opportunities, absorptive conditions, capability development, upgrading, 

dependence and buyer diversification. However, the coding process remained open to introducing 

new themes as the data was analysed. This is similar to the hybrid approach described by Fereday 

and Muir-Cochrane (2006), where coding can move between theory-driven templates and themes 

that emerge from the data. 

In the beginning stage of the analysis, the interview transcripts were read thoroughly to become 

familiar with the data. Initial codes were developed from the interviewees’ responses in their own 

words. Related codes were then grouped into broader themes connected to the conceptual 

framework. For example, codes about monitoring and compliance pressure fell under buyer 

governance, while codes about internal routines and managerial commitment fell under capability 

development. To strengthen the consistency of the thematic analysis, the coding process was cross-

checked between the two researchers. Each researcher first coded two interview transcripts 

independently. The initial codes were then compared, discussed, and refined. Codes were only 
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added to the shared code list when both researchers agreed on their meaning and relevance. Where 

disagreements appeared, the code definitions were discussed until a common interpretation was 

reached. This process helped reduce individual interpretation bias and improve the consistency of 

the coding structure.  

In order to make the analysis transparent and traceable, the study applied a four-level Gioia-style 

data structure (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). The first pass produced 337 source-level codes 

taken directly from respondents’ words. These were then consolidated into 81 master analytical 

codes. The master codes were grouped into 20 second-order themes that interpret the patterns 

within the respondent accounts. The second-order themes were then aggregated into 8 framework-

level themes which connect back to the conceptual framework developed earlier in the thesis. This 

hierarchy made the analytical process from raw interview data to framework-level findings visible 

and traceable. 

After the themes were developed, they were reviewed and compared across different respondents 

and firms. The reason for this is not to achieve a statistical conclusion, but to look for similarities, 

differences and patterns in how firms experience buyer relationships and strategic outcomes. In 

the final stage, the empirical themes from the interviews were compared with the a priori 

framework, and the framework was revised into an a posteriori form developed in section 6.4. 

4.9 Research Quality and Trustworthiness 

The quality of this research is measured through credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. Since this research is interpretivist and qualitative, it aims to provide a transparent 

and well-supported interpretation of respondents’ experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 

2010; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). 

The credibility of this study is strengthened by interviewing senior decision-makers with direct 

knowledge of buyer relationships. Follow-up questions were used when needed, and unclear 

answers were clarified so that the data was understood more accurately. 

Transferability is supported by giving details about the context so the reader can judge whether 

the findings may be relevant in another setting (Creswell, 2009). The study focuses on one country 
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and one sector, the RMG sector of Bangladesh, but the issues of buyer governance, supplier 

learning and dependence may also appear in other buyer-driven GVC contexts. 

The dependability of this study is strengthened by documenting the research process clearly across 

section 4.4 to section 4.8, including respondent selection, interview guide development, coding 

decisions, and the movement from the a priori framework to the final interpretation. This 

transparency allows the reader to follow the journey from raw interview data to themes and 

findings. Coding consistency was also strengthened through independent coding, comparison, and 

discussion between the two researchers.  

Lastly, confirmability is about making sure that the findings come from the data and not just from 

the researchers’ assumptions or biases. Since the study is dependent on subjective managerial 

accounts, there is a risk that respondents may present their firms or buyer relationships in a 

favourable way. The analysis did not take everything respondents said at face value. Instead, it 

looked for tensions, inconsistencies and concrete examples in their accounts. The coding also 

stayed closely connected to what was actually said in the interviews rather than relying on 

researcher assumptions. 

4.10 Ethical Considerations 

Because the research explores commercially sensitive matters such as buyer relationships, business 

strategy and dependence, the interviews were handled with care. Before the start of every 

interview, respondents were informed about the purpose of the study. Their consent was taken 

before the interview started, and they were told that participation was voluntary and that they could 

withdraw at any stage. Consent for audio recording was also asked in advance. These steps follow 

the basic ethical principles of informed consent, confidentiality and voluntary participation in 

social science research (Israel & Hay, 2006). 

The researchers ensured anonymity and confidentiality. The real names of firms and respondents 

have not been used in the thesis. As Kaiser (2009) explains, even when names are removed, 

qualitative data can still include details that make people or organizations identifiable. For this 

reason, buyer names and firm-identifying details were removed or generalized where needed, 

while still keeping enough detail for the analysis to remain meaningful. 



43 

 

5. Findings and Analysis 

5.0 Chapter introduction 

This chapter presents the empirical findings from the four export cases and the contrast case. The 

findings are organised through the eight aggregate themes developed from the thematic analysis 

and linked back to the a priori framework. Sections 5.1 to 5.9 present the export-case findings, 

moving from firm context and governance conditions to relationship dynamics, learning, capability 

development, and strategic outcomes. Section 5.10 reflects on country-level conditions, section 

5.11 presents the contrast case, and section 5.12 synthesises the chapter before moving to the 

discussion.  

5.1 Within-case profiles and the Bangladesh structural setting 

The four export-oriented firms in this study differ in scale, product specialisation, and buyer-

channel composition, yet operate within a common set of country-level conditions that shape what 

is feasible for any Bangladeshi RMG supplier. Brief profiles of each firm follow, with the 

structural backdrop set out at the end of the section. 

Companies A and B (Respondent 1). Companies A and B share an owner/director and form a 

dual structure built around two distinct buyer logics. Company A is the older firm of the two, a 

family-run sweater factory serving traditional, large-volume export buyers. Its workforce, line 

planning, and order routines are organised around large-MOQ traditional production. At the time 

of interview the firm depended heavily on a single main buyer, who alone covered a majority of 

its capacity. Company B was created to serve buyer segments that the family factory could not 

accommodate: drop-shippers, private label brands, Shopify and Amazon sellers, designers, 

schools, and universities. Where Company A sells garments, Company B sells a service that 

bundles consultancy, development, sourcing, and production support, and it accepts orders with 

no minimum quantity, down to single pieces. R1 treats Company B partly as the group’s 
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diversification vehicle and partly as a response to a local and online buyer segment that expanded 

heavily after COVID. 

Company D (Respondent 3). Founded in 1983 and run by R3, one of its owners and directors, 

Company D is a family-oriented medium-sized factory operating 17 production lines with around 

2,600 workers and between 1,200 and 1,300 sewing machines. Its core products are woven bottoms 

and jackets, along with “shakets” (a combination of shirts and jackets, made with heavier 

materials) and swimwear. The firm works with seventeen buyers in total, but its core business is 

concentrated in three major customers who together account for roughly 65 per cent of monthly 

production. Buyers are geographically concentrated in Europe (about 80 per cent), with smaller 

shares in North America (15 per cent) and Australia (5 per cent). During peak season, covering 

eight to nine months of the year, the factory works almost entirely with direct customers; off-peak 

capacity in June, July, and August is filled through buying-house orders. 

Company E (Respondent 4). Company E is the sweater factory within a larger industrial group 

of six manufacturing plants employing roughly 12,000 workers across knitting, woven, and 

spinning operations. The sweater factory itself has 1,200 employees and a knitting-sector 

specialism. R4, one of the owners and directors, recently took over the responsibilities of the late 

chairman, his father. The firm is one hundred per cent export-oriented, with relationships split 

between direct brands and long-standing buying houses based in Bangladesh. R4 draws a clear 

distinction between “legacy” buying-house relationships, some lasting more than twenty years, 

and newer corporate-style buyers where penalties and T&A (Time & Action) discipline are 

automatically enforced. The firm has invested heavily in computerised Stoll knitting machines 

from Germany and holds the principal European compliance certifications. 

Company F (Respondent 5). With around 1,500 workers and 18 sewing lines, Company F is a 

medium-sized export factory specialising in activewear, loungewear, children’s sleepwear, and 

technical knitwear that requires controlled stretch, recovery, and finish properties. R5, one of the 

owners and directors, holds formal responsibility for business development and operations. The 

firm has moved away from basic knit production, where margins are low and buyers repeatedly 

press for price reductions. Its buyer portfolio splits roughly into 45 per cent direct European brands, 

40 per cent buying houses and liaison offices, and 15 per cent smaller digital and private-label 
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buyers; the top three buyers cover 55 to 60 per cent of annual sales. Europe accounts for around 

60 per cent of business overall, with smaller exposure to Japan, Australia, and North America. 

Bangladesh structural conditions. All four firms operate within a common country-level setting 

that the cross-case findings in subsequent sections repeatedly intersect with. Logistics 

infrastructure is one such element. R4 describes the lack of a Bangladeshi deep sea port, port 

strikes, and road blockades that damage lead times and, indirectly, the relationships with buyers 

who treat lead time as a rigid contractual constraint. Material capability is another. The country 

has built a strong garment-making base, but R1 identifies a relatively weak textile and fabric-

innovation base, with continued dependence on cotton and limited capability in synthetic, blended, 

and performance fabrics. Sweater manufacturing in particular runs on a marked seasonal cycle, 

with eight or nine peak months and a significant off-season capacity gap. Payment infrastructure 

also matters: traditional Letters of Credit (LC) work for established export buyers but exclude 

smaller digital and online buyers who transact through PayPal and Stripe. Local intermediary 

practices add a further layer; R3 noted that some local staff in foreign-brand liaison offices act 

against supplier interests by pressing prices below sustainable levels and routing orders to factories 

that cannot deliver high-quality products, which in the long run affects foreign buyers’ 

expectations from Bangladeshi suppliers. Automation is also reshaping competitiveness with 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and China, but at the cost of significant workforce displacement. The findings 

in subsequent sections recur to these conditions, and section 5.10 develops them as a cross-cutting 

reflection in its own right. 
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Aggregate theme R1 R3 R4 R5 Evidence strength 

Eligibility-based buyer governance ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case 

Power asymmetry and value extraction ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case 

Conditional partnership ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case, strongest in R4/R5 

Uneven learning channels ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case 

Internal capability conversion ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case 

Upgrading-dependence paradox ✓ partial ✓ ✓ Strongest in R4/R5 

Strategic-room trajectory partial ✓ ✓ ✓ Strongest in R4/R5 

Buyer diversification as portfolio strategy ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Cross-case 

 Table 2. Cross-case coverage of aggregate findings themes  

 5.2 Eligibility-based buyer governance 

Foreign buyers in this study govern supplier behaviour largely through eligibility filters: technical 

specifications, recognised certifications, continuous monitoring, audits, and increasingly 

demanding documentation. Firms that meet these requirements become eligible for orders; those 

that do not risk being excluded from export markets. This pattern corresponds closely to the a 

priori framework’s Tier 1 category of GVC drivers, particularly private standards, compliance 

monitoring, and buyer heterogeneity (Gereffi, Humphrey & Sturgeon, 2005). These requirements 

shape not only the final product, but also suppliers’ production systems, management routines, and 

compliance practices. Across the four export cases, respondents described a broadly similar 

dynamic, although the intensity of pressure varied by buyer type. 

Across the cases, governance now reaches far beyond product specifications. R4 (Company E) 

captured the shift clearly: “It’s no longer just ‘can you knit this sweater?’ It’s ‘how was the 

building built?’ and ‘where did the yarn come from?’” Detailed tech packs, described by R1 

(Companies A/B) as functioning as twelve to fifteen-page production blueprints, structure how the 

product is made, but they sit alongside parallel requirements of building-safety, social-compliance, 

and environmental requirements. Certifications such as BSCI, the Accord, Oeko-Tex, and (for 
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specialised buyers) RWS (Responsible Wool Standard) act as barriers: R4 noted that failing an 

Accord audit effectively blacklists a factory from the European market. The Accord and Alliance 

institutions established after Rana Plaza have intensified the building-safety dimension in 

particular, and environmental governance is also growing rapidly: R3 (Company D) and R5 

(Company F) both reported rising pressure for recycled materials, wastewater treatment, restricted-

substance documentation, and in some cases carbon or energy data. 

Enforcement does not occur only at the final inspection stage; it continues throughout production. 

R5 reported that monitoring runs through inline checks, scorecards, certification updates, and 

portal-based reporting, and is no longer concentrated at final inspection. Point-based performance 

evaluation creates a quieter form of discipline than immediate penalties: a falling score reduces 

future orders, which R3, R4, and R5 identified as the more powerful sanction. Where audits 

identify gaps, corrective- and preventive-action plans (CAP and PAP) translate findings into 

binding commitments, and they recur as the central enforcement mechanism across R1, R3, R4, 

and R5. Over time, this enforcement reshapes shop-floor and management practices in ways that 

outlast any single buyer. The most concrete illustration came from R3, describing a Customs-Trade 

Partnership Against Terrorism (CTPAT) zone where metal contamination is prohibited: “Inside 

this zone, even using a pen is forbidden—only pencils are allowed.” That degree of routine 

specification, generated by a buyer security programme rather than internal preference, recurs in 

different forms across the cases, from buyer-mandated fire drills four times a month at R3’s factory 

to documented fabric-relaxation logs introduced in R5’s cutting unit. 

The documentation burden generated by these mechanisms is most strongly articulated by R5, who 

observed that the firm sometimes spends more time proving that work has been done than doing 

it. This single-case observation is consistent in tone with what R1, R3, and R4 describe of 

certification, audit, and reporting workload, but the documentation-as-overhead point is sharpest 

in R5. 

Eligibility-based governance therefore pushes suppliers to become more professionalised 

organisations by establishing the minimum requirements that export-oriented firms must meet to 

remain in the market. Section 5.3 turns to what happens after firms pass this initial barrier, 

examining how power relations and value distribution operate once eligibility has been secured. 
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5.3 Power asymmetry and value extraction 

Passing market-access requirements does not free suppliers from buyer pressure; rather, it changes 

the form that pressure takes. Once firms enter buyer relationships, commercial pressure shifts 

much of the cost and risk onto suppliers while limiting the value they are able to retain. Buyer 

concentration creates firm-wide dependence, and buyers retain significant control over prices, 

payment terms, and lead times. Rising input costs are generally pushed down to suppliers rather 

than absorbed by buyers, while the possibility of shifting orders to other countries remains a 

constant source of leverage. As a result, suppliers often accept low-margin or even break-even 

orders to keep production lines active, retain workers, and protect cash flow. 

This pattern fits the a priori framework’s characterisation of buyer-driven GVCs: buyer 

concentration creates dependence, and dependence enables unequal value capture (Cajal-Grossi et 

al., 2023; Islam et al., 2023). It also illustrates the broader GVC asymmetry that runs across all 

tiers of the framework. Suppliers remain responsible for meeting production, delivery, and 

compliance requirements, but they have limited influence over the commercial terms under which 

those responsibilities are carried out. 

Dependence is acute and broadly consistent across the export cases. R5 (Company F) reported that 

its top three buyers account for roughly 55 to 60 per cent of annual sales, while R3 (Company D) 

cited a similar figure of around 65 per cent for three major customers. R4 (Company E) and R1 

(Companies A/B) were even more exposed, as both depended heavily on a single primary buyer 

at the time of interview. Losing a major buyer therefore affects line planning, cash flow, and 

workforce utilisation at the same time; it is not simply a loss of sales. This dependence translates 

directly into weaker bargaining power. R3 described the asymmetry in terms of numbers: a limited 

pool of buyers faces a very large pool of suppliers, making it easy for buyers to shift orders to a 

competitor offering a marginally lower price. R1 added that this substitution is no longer confined 

to local competitors, but extends across Vietnam, India, Cambodia, and Turkey. 

Cost pressure is passed down the chain through routine commercial negotiations. R1 noted that 

raw material costs have risen while unit prices have remained stagnant or declined. R3 described 

a similar pattern in relation to gas, electricity, fuel, and the mandatory nine per cent annual wage 
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increment, despite buyers continuing to request discounts on repeat orders. R5 reported a slightly 

different version of the same dynamic, where buyers explicitly treat external cost shocks as the 

supplier’s responsibility. In some cases, price competition is further formalised through buyer 

systems. R1 reported that some large buyers use auction-style bidding: “Some big brands even use 

auction-like systems.” This mechanism does not appear in the other transcripts, but the broader 

logic of competitive price compression is consistent across the cases. 

The supplier response is largely defensive. When fixed costs continue to run against empty 

production lines, firms accept orders below their preferred margin simply to keep capacity active. 

R3 described this in concrete terms: “Just to keep my 17 lines running, I often have to ‘catch’ 

orders even without a profit margin.” R1 and R5 described the same logic, with R5 reporting that 

break-even orders are sometimes necessary to keep the factory running. 

Power asymmetry therefore appears not only in compliance requirements, but also in the 

distribution of commercial risk and value. Its main components are buyer concentration, buyer 

control over prices, cost pass-down, and the credible possibility of buyer exit. These pressures 

operate against the supplier’s need to keep workers employed, machines utilised, and bank 

obligations covered. How firms experience this asymmetry varies by buyer type, and section 5.4 

examines this variation through the lens of relationship dynamics. 

5.4 Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and conditional partnership 

Buyer relationships across the four export cases are not uniform. The cross-case data show three 

coexisting relationship types: legacy ties built on accumulated trust and informal flexibility; newer 

corporate relationships governed by automated contractual penalties; and a smaller set of non-

traditional buyer ties in which the usual power balance can partially reverse. Across these 

relationship types, trust remains conditional, partnership rhetoric is reversible, and the 

concealment of problems emerges as a sector-wide weakness that respondents consciously try to 

avoid. 

This pattern corresponds to Tier 2 of the a priori framework, which conceptualises buyer–supplier 

relationships through dependence asymmetry, trust and distrust, collaboration, and buyer 

heterogeneity (Gereffi, Humphrey & Sturgeon, 2005). The findings here refine the framework by 
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showing that buyer heterogeneity, which the a priori framework places in Tier 1 as a governance 

condition, also operates at the relationship-dynamics level: the same firm manages heterogeneous 

relationship types simultaneously. 

R4 (Company E) articulated this heterogeneity most directly by distinguishing between “legacy” 

and “corporate” buyers. Legacy relationships, including some buying-house ties that span more 

than twenty years, allow informal renegotiation during disruption: “We can pick up the phone, 

explain the situation, and they will often negotiate with the end-retailer to give us a one-week 

grace period.” Newer corporate buyers, by contrast, are governed by automated time-and-action 

calendars, where a missed port deadline can trigger immediate penalties or discount demands. R1 

(Companies A/B) added a further variation: the smaller non-traditional buyers served by Company 

B’s consultancy-based model, where the firm holds more bargaining power than in its traditional 

export relationships. 

Trust within these relationships is built incrementally, but remains asymmetrically vulnerable. R3, 

R4, and R5 all reported that transparency and early disclosure of problems strengthen trust, while 

concealment damages the relationship more quickly than the underlying problem itself. At the 

same time, R5 observed that buyers’ language of partnership is itself conditional: “When they need 

capacity, they call us partner. When there is a claim, they treat us like supplier.”  

The non-traditional buyer reversal articulated by R1 is a single-case finding within this dataset. 

Relationship dynamics therefore add a moderating layer between the structural asymmetry 

described in section 5.3 and the supplier learning processes considered in section 5.5. Whether a 

buyer relationship becomes a channel for learning depends largely on the type of relationship 

involved. 
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Relationship type Main features Benefits for supplier Risks for supplier 
Main 

evidence 

Legacy buyers 
Long-term ties, informal 

renegotiation, accumulated trust 

Flexibility during 

disruption 
Continued dependence R4, R3 

Corporate buyers 
T&A discipline, automated 

penalties, formal scorecards 

Operational discipline, 

clearer standards 

Less flexibility, penalty 

exposure 
R4, R5 

Price-focused buyers 
Strong cost pressure, limited 

technical support 
Volume/orders 

Efficiency pressure 

without capability depth 
R1, R5 

Technical/compliance 

focused buyers 

More support, technical transfer, 

standards guidance 
Capability development 

Higher compliance 

burden 
R3, R4, R5 

Non-traditional small 

buyers 

Smaller orders, 

consultancy/service logic 

More supplier bargaining 

room 

Production-model 

mismatch 
R1 

Table 3. Buyer relationship types observed across export cases  

 

 

5.5 Buyer relationships as uneven learning channels 

All four export cases reported substantial learning from foreign buyer relationships. However, the 

mechanisms are enforcement-based rather than instructional, which means that buyers mostly 

enforce standards like quality and compliance rather than teaching suppliers in a supportive way. 

Also, the depth of learning is not the same for all the suppliers, as it depends on the type of buyer 

they are dealing with. Direct knowledge transfer mostly happens when buyers think that it is 

commercially worth their time; otherwise, suppliers learn it the hard way through rejection, claims, 

and audit-driven corrective action. 

The findings reflect the “Learning and Knowledge Transfer” component of Tier 2 in the a priori 

framework, which identifies different ways through which buyer relationships can influence how 

suppliers gain knowledge: tacit knowledge transfer, buyer engagement, buyer-led interventions, 

and standards-based learning (Morrison, Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2008; Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 

2010). The findings show that these mechanisms exist in real life, but are skewed toward learning 
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through the pressure of maintaining certain standards rather than through close, cooperative 

sharing. 

As R4 (Company E) stated: “This learning doesn’t happen in a classroom. It happens through 

what I call ‘Painful Lessons.’” Across the interviewed cases, the painful lessons take the same 

form: rejected shipments over colour mismatches, audit non-compliances, quality claims, and the 

CAP (Corrective Action Plan) and PAP (Preventive Action Plan) cycles described in section 5.2. 

R5 (Company F) has a slightly different perspective: the factory learns when an issue affects 

production, shipment, or money. R3 (Company D) estimated that around 75 per cent of buyer 

sessions result in some form of learning, which shows that the cycle is routine rather than 

occasional. R5 also made it clear that audits by themselves are only checking tools, not real 

learning tools, unless the factory uses the findings to change its internal routines. 

Supportive learning does happen, but not with every buyer. It is mostly linked to specific buyers 

and specific technical help. R4 described a UK buyer’s chemical specialist who spent three days 

in the factory teaching a new softening cycle for sweater finishing. R3 described an upstream-

inspection method that taught the firm to inspect textile mills directly, alongside a precision 

shrinkage-testing technique that now applies to every order in the factory. R5 was the most explicit: 

“Price-focused buyers make us more efficient, but not always more capable.” Buyers who care 

about technical quality and compliance are more likely to help suppliers develop real capabilities, 

while price-focused buyers mostly create cost pressure. Once the firm learns something useful 

from one buyer, it often applies that knowledge more widely in the factory. 

R1 made an important point that the other cases did not stress as much: suppliers do not learn 

everything from buyers. Technical knowledge can also come from other outside actors, such as 

machine providers, raw material suppliers, or foreign specialists. These sources can be 

significantly important to the firm’s development. This observation was mentioned by only one 

respondent, but it is a useful caveat: not all capability development comes from buyer relationships 

alone. 
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5.6 Internal capability conversion and its barriers 

Buyers’ requirements alone are not the only criterion that leads to learning and capability 

development; it happens when the firm invests money, builds routines, and gets management 

support behind them. The cases also show clear ways through which firms turn outside demands 

into internal capability, including buying better machines, creating SOPs, holding pre-production 

meetings, and making middle managers responsible. At the same time, the cases also show clear 

obstacles, such as workers resisting change, high staff turnover, and pressure to keep costs low. In 

addition, some firms have developed broader capabilities in areas like sustainability and supply-

chain control, which also have value in the market. 

This dynamic corresponds to Tier 3 of the a priori framework, which distinguishes between 

supplier absorptive conditions (management systems, learning intent, managerial agency, prior 

capabilities) and capability development (dynamic capabilities, embedded routines) (Khan, Lew 

& Marinova, 2019; Teece, 2007). External buyer-related knowledge becomes internal capability 

only when these absorptive conditions are present and management actively builds the knowledge 

into embedded routines. 

The most concrete way a firm can convert learning into capability is by buying better and more 

advanced machinery. R4 (Company E) described improving its production capability by investing 

in advanced machines that allowed the firm to move from simple products to higher-value 

Jacquard and Intarsia knitwear. R1 (Companies A/B) reported a similar shift from manual to 

computerised knitting at Company A. These machinery investments require complementary 

worker skills. R1, R3, and R4 stated that new equipment is only useful when matched to training 

and skilled operation. Machinery alone is not the key factor here; it also depends on internal 

systems development. R4 noted: “Every new technical lesson must be documented in our SOP 

immediately.” The same firm holds weekly knowledge-sharing sessions where the heads of 

merchandising, quality, and production each report one new lesson learned that week from a buyer 

or auditor. R5 specifically noted that new routines only last when middle managers take 

responsibility for them, instead of depending only on the director. 
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The data also shows what slows down this conversion process. R4 identified worker mindset as 

the central blocker, noting that workers often perceive a more precise method as additional work 

rather than a quality investment. R3 and R5 described experiencing the same situation. Worker 

turnover increases the problem, as R1 noted that even when training is provided, workers may 

leave for other factories, taking their capability with them. R5 reported the same issue with 

merchandisers and quality staff. The biggest and most widely shared obstacle across firms is 

pressure to keep costs low. As R5 stated: “Cost pressure is the biggest difficulty. Buyers want 

better systems, but they also want lower prices.” Building capability needs money, time, and effort. 

However, the buyers who demand these improvements also reduce the supplier’s profit margin, 

making it harder to invest in them. R1 mentioned a forty per cent cut in management structure and 

changes to factory layout as part of the firm’s response to this pressure. 

Firms are developing new capabilities that are broader than just dealing directly with one buyer’s 

current demands. R3 described investments in organic and recycled fabrics, a biological effluent-

treatment plant, solar generation, and rainwater harvesting. R5 described a reduced-plastic 

packaging system developed with one European buyer and now offered to others. Both firms 

described how they are improving their wider supply-chain management. These capabilities are 

useful not just for one buyer’s requirement, but for strengthening the firm more generally. Firms 

do convert learning into internal capability, but only partly, and the barriers are deep and structural 

rather than temporary or accidental. 

5.7 The upgrading-dependence paradox 

The most distinctive finding to emerge across the export cases is that buyers push firms to upgrade 

in ways that make firms more capable, but this also creates a new kind of dependence. Firms invest 

heavily in equipment, certifications, and skills to meet buyer standards which are constantly being 

raised. These investments shift the firm into a more specialised market position. These 

improvements are expensive, so the firm needs buyers who can pay enough to cover those higher 

costs. As a result, firms may now depend even more strongly on a smaller group of high-end 

buyers, because only those buyers can make the investment worthwhile. 
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The findings show the pattern labelled as Path A in the a priori framework, where firms might 

improve in different ways, such as better manufacturing processes, better products, or broader 

functions, but may still remain dependent or locked into certain buyer relationships. The findings 

are also consistent with a group of studies that argue upgrading does not always make suppliers 

more independent (Pasquali, Krishnan & Engel, 2021), particularly in the Bangladeshi context 

(Rana & Allen, 2021). 

Firms upgrade in order to survive in the market, so it is more of an obligation than a choice. R4 

(Company E) and R1 (Companies A/B) both moved from manual to computerised knitting because 

remaining on older technology meant losing access to better buyers. The investment changed the 

firm’s market position from basic production to a more advanced and valuable role. Its 

certifications and capabilities help show new buyers that it is qualified and credible enough to 

work with. R4 directly referred to it as a “Global Passport”: “I just show them our BSCI Gold or 

Accord certificate. It’s like a ‘Global Passport.’” R3 (Company D) and R5 (Company F) also 

made the same point. R5 identified operational capabilities such as heat-transfer process control, 

fabric-relaxation logs, and reduced-plastic packaging as strategic tools that help firms approach 

and qualify for new buyers. 

The same investment that helps firms improve is also what keeps them dependent. R4 clearly 

mentioned: “The ‘upgrade’ hasn’t reduced our dependence but it has just made us dependent on a 

smaller, more elite group of buyers.” R5 also made the same observation, noting that upgrading 

does improve the quality of the buyer relationship, but the firm still remains dependent on buyers. 

R1 added another part of the contradiction, acknowledging that buyer requirements can make the 

firm stronger in capability while simultaneously creating extra costs, and the firm itself has to carry 

those costs. Both sides of the paradox, stronger capability and continued dependence, appear 

across all four cases. R4 articulates the connection most clearly. 

Upgrading can make a firm more expensive to run. R4 noted that millions of takas were spent on 

fire doors, sprinkler systems, and structural reinforcements to meet European compliance 

standards. The firm’s fixed cost is now higher than before, so it requires premium buyers who can 

support the price level needed to recover those investments. R5 echoed this, stating that better 

capability is costly, and firms need buyers who are willing to pay for that higher standard. The 
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retention of premium buyers therefore becomes more important, because they are now the only 

buyers who can fund the capability they originally demanded. 

The process does not move in one straight direction from upgrading to independence. Instead, one 

outcome leads back into the same structure and creates a repeating cycle. Buyer demands push the 

firm to invest and improve. That improvement helps the firm become stronger in the market. At 

the same time, the higher costs and higher standards mean that only a smaller group of buyers can 

now work with that firm in a commercially sustainable way. The findings support the feedback 

loop already proposed in the a priori framework, in which changes in bargaining power move from 

Tier 4 outcomes back to Tier 1 structural conditions. Whether this paradox makes diversification 

impossible, or whether firms can still use their improved capability to gain some real strategic 

freedom, is discussed in sections 5.8 and 5.9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Cost absorption and premium-buyer lock-in mechanism  

Source: Authors own conceptualization based on the findings. Diagram generated using AI-based visualization 

tools and adapted by the authors.  
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5.8 Supplier agency and the strategic-room trajectory 

The previous section mainly showed Path A of the a priori framework, where firms upgrade but 

still remain dependent on buyers. The cases also show some movement toward Path B. In other 

words, as firms build more capability over time, they may start to diversify buyers, reduce 

dependence to some extent, and gain more strategic freedom. Strategic freedom does not ensure 

complete independence. Firms are still dependent on buyers, but the nature of that dependence 

changes. The supplier firms now have a stronger and more favourable position inside buyer 

relationships, which enables them to reject buyers that are not profitable, because they have 

stronger capability and better alternatives. 

This finding connects to debates in the GVC literature about supplier agency and when suppliers 

move from passive actors to more active participants in the governance of the chain (Ponte & 

Sturgeon, 2014; Choksy et al., 2022). 

Capability gives firms more bargaining power by reducing the pool of substitutable factories. R4 

(Company E) framed this in concrete terms: a complex multi-colour Jacquard sweater in RWS-

certified wool reduces a buyer’s substitution pool from around 5,000 Bangladeshi factories to 

perhaps 50, within which the firm has materially more room to negotiate. R3 (Company D) and 

R5 (Company F) made the same point in relation to high-end woven products and technical 

activewear. Stronger capability not only improves negotiation; it also gives firms more confidence 

to reject buyers who offer unprofitable prices. R4 stated they would walk away from an 

unprofitable buyer, and R5 described a data-driven contribution-margin review that can lead to a 

buyer being gradually de-prioritised. Strategic freedom in this context can be best defined as a 

positional advantage within buyer relationships rather than full independence from buyers. R4 

explained it directly: “Our ‘Freedom’ is not in having no buyers; it’s in having the skills that make 

us ‘hard to replace.’” 

The path that the supplier firm follows to reach this position is gradual and described as a 

developmental arc. R4 framed it as a transition from a total-dependence phase, in which the buyer 

is teacher and supplier is student, through capability accumulation toward strategic room, in which 

the firm becomes a strategic partner rather than a vendor. R5 described that buyer relationships 
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can help firms improve, but they also involve control. A firm gains strategic room only when it 

turns buyer-driven learning into its own internal capability and then uses that capability beyond 

the original buyer. The conditions for the transition are well specified by R5: the buyer’s behaviour 

must support improvement; the firm must have built the underlying capability; and management 

must think long-term rather than only about today’s shipment. As R5 stated: “Buyers can push us 

to improve, but they will not make us independent.” 

The theme appears most clearly in the accounts of R4 and R5. R3 also supports the theme, mainly 

by showing how capability gives firms more bargaining leverage. R1 did not clearly talk about 

this gradual movement toward strategic room. Supplier agency in the four cases is therefore real 

but conditional. It depends on the capability the firm has built, the kind of buyers it works with, 

and the orientation of its management. 

5.9 Buyer diversification as capability-conditional portfolio strategy 

All four export cases report attempts to diversify their buyer base, with a similar pattern across the 

cases: diversification is widely desired but difficult to achieve. Suppliers see it not as buyer count 

but as portfolio quality. Success depends on three conditions: demonstrated capability, deliberate 

use of that capability to attract new buyers, and a production model that can accommodate the 

volume-price profile of new buyers. These findings address Path B in the a priori framework, 

which the study identified as the research gap. Path B is achievable but conditional, rather than an 

automatic consequence of upgrading (Pasquali, Krishnan & Engel, 2021). 

R5 (Company F) noted that production pressure routinely pulls capacity back toward existing 

major buyers, an observation echoed by R3, R4, and R1. R5 stated that “buyer diversification 

means reducing risk, not just adding names.” R3 made the same point differently, observing that 

too many buyers create extra layout changes, communication overhead, and management 

workload, with the strategic preference being a smaller number of stable, higher-volume buyers. 

Capability is necessary but not sufficient: R4 noted that new buyers are drawn to the firm’s 

compliance portfolio (BSCI Gold, Accord, Stoll machinery), but the firm must use that capability 

actively to attract new buyers through concrete business development efforts. 
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Diversification stalls because of production limits and order-size mismatch. R4 explicitly 

mentioned: “My factory needs 100,000 pieces a month to break even.” New buyers typically offer 

trial volumes of perhaps 5,000 pieces, at attractive prices but quantities too small to fill core 

capacity. R3 described the same volume-price trap, and R1 added that the traditional production 

model is geared to large MOQs, making small-batch diversification structurally awkward. R5 

reported that major current buyers absorb so much focus that firms cannot give enough attention 

to developing new buyers during heavy production periods. Overall, all three conditions matter for 

diversification, but they are unevenly present: capability is variable, deliberate deployment more 

evident in R3 and R5, and production-model fit remains a constraint for all four. 

 

Dimension 
Path A: upgrading with continued 

dependence 

Path B: buyer diversification and reduced 

dependence 

 Empirical status  Dominant across export cases  Conditional alternative 

 Main driver  Buyer requirements and survival pressure  Capability plus deliberate deployment 

 Capability outcome  Stronger production, compliance, and routines  Capability used to approach new buyers 

 Dependence outcome  Dependence narrows around premium buyers  Dependence reduced only partially 

 Main constraint  Cost absorption and premium-buyer lock-in 
Production-model fit, buyer development time, order-size 

mismatch 

 Cases  All four export cases  Most visible in R4/R5, partly R3/R1 

Table 4. Strategic outcome paths observed in the export cases  

 

5.10 Cross-cutting reflection: Bangladesh’s structural conditions across the findings 

The country-level conditions discussed in section 5.1 correspond to what the a priori framework 

describes as cross-cutting contextual constraints (GVC asymmetry and relational lock-in), and 

these constraints affect all parts of the framework. They are not conceptually separate from the 

buyer–supplier dynamics discussed through sections 5.2 to 5.9. They create the wider context of 
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the study, strengthen some patterns, limit others, and appear often enough to deserve a separate 

overall discussion. 

Country conditions most visibly amplify the governance and power-asymmetry findings (sections 

5.2 and 5.3). Bangladesh’s logistics constraints, including port congestion and road blockades, 

give buyers more reason for penalty enforcement and reinforce the credibility of country-switching 

threats. As Bangladesh is viewed as a cost-competitive country for buyers, supplier firms’ ability 

to charge premium prices even when capability has been built is limited, as stated by R5 (Company 

F). Liaison offices sometimes behave opportunistically by directing buyers toward factories that 

offer lower prices, regardless of the capability that the supplier firm possesses, as described by R3 

(Company D). 

Country conditions are also a major challenge for the upgrading and diversification of firms 

(sections 5.7 and 5.9). The weak textile base and continued cotton dependence (R1, Companies 

A/B) hinder access to certain technical-fabric buyer segments. Factories are mainly built for large 

MOQs, which makes small-batch diversification structurally awkward across R1 and R4. 

Payment-infrastructure restrictions, also identified by R1, exclude small digital and online buyers 

from the supplier portfolio. The need for automation, which appears in R3 and R4, is important 

for both capability and upgrading. It is necessary if firms want to stay competitive with countries 

like Vietnam and China. At the same time, it may reduce jobs or displace workers, and none of the 

firms have fully solved that problem. 

The findings in sections 5.2 to 5.9 should therefore be read against these country-level conditions 

rather than independently of them. Capability accumulation, supplier agency, and strategic-room 

building all operate inside a national context that imposes its own constraints, and any account of 

supplier strategy in Bangladeshi RMG must keep that context visible. 

5.11 The contrast case: Company C and licensed local-market production 

Company C (R2) operates a different business model from the four export cases. It holds 

Bangladesh licences for European Brand 1 (EUB 1) and European Brand 2 (EUB 2) and serves 

the local market through in-house manufacture and retail, not export. R2 is included as a contrast 

case rather than as evidence for the cross-case findings. The analytical purpose is to show what 
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changes when the buyer-driven GVC structure is replaced by a licensed brand-and-retail structure, 

and how the firm’s strategies are shaped when the company maintains a licensee-licensor 

relationship with a foreign brand rather than the typical buyer-supplier relationship explored 

throughout this study. 

The biggest difference is where the dependence comes from. While the four export firms depend 

on a concentrated set of foreign buyers, Company C depends on its end-consumer market: “In 

export, the buyer definitely has the power... In retail, we are not forced by one individual buyer, 

but we are forced by the market.” Company C does not negotiate prices with buyers in the same 

way export firms do. Instead, it pays royalties to the parent brands based on sales revenue. As a 

result, there is less direct price pressure from one buyer trying to reduce supplier margins, which 

removes the price-extraction dynamic described in section 5.3. The firm still faces serious risk, but 

it is a different kind of risk. Instead of buyer pressure, the firm is exposed to market problems such 

as weak economic conditions, fuel prices, and political instability. 

The learning relationship is also structured differently. R2 described the relationship with the 

parent brands as “more support for innovation” than pressure, with the brands sharing global R&D 

and design knowledge as part of the licensing arrangement. This is the opposite pole of the 

enforcement-driven, CAP-and-claim-based learning described in section 5.5. Cooperative 

relationships exist because of the way the business model is set up. The parent brands have an 

interest in licensee success because their royalty income depends on local sales, not on extracting 

margin from a supplier on individual orders. 

The contrast shows how much of the export-case findings depend on the specific structure of 

buyer-driven GVC governance. The governance, dependence, and coercive-learning patterns 

described in sections 5.2 to 5.5 are features of buyer-supplier engagement structured around 

purchase orders, price negotiation, and country-switching, rather than features of foreign brand 

engagement as such. Change the structure to licensing, and the same firm engaging with similar 

international brands operates inside a substantially different relational logic. Company C is a single 

contrast case and is not representative of any wider sample of licensed local-market producers; the 

contrast above is analytical, not statistical. 
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5.12 Chapter summary 

The findings present a coherent but conditional picture of supplier strategy under buyer-driven 

GVC governance. Suppliers first have to fulfil the eligibility criteria to enter or stay in the chain, 

creating dependence. Learning is largely enforcement-driven through pressure, rules, audits, and 

correction, and becomes a durable capability only if the firm invests internally and builds it into 

its own systems. The resulting capability strengthens the firm’s position while transforming 

dependence into a narrower form; this paradox is evident through the data. Path A, upgrading with 

continued dependence, is the dominant empirical reality across the cases; Path B, the framework’s 

identified research gap of buyer diversification and reduced dependence, is real but conditional on 

capability and its deliberate deployment, against a national context that amplifies some pressures 

and constrains others. The contrast case shows that these dynamics follow from the buyer-driven 

GVC structure, not from foreign brand engagement in general. Chapter 6 develops these findings 

into an a posteriori revision of the conceptual framework. 

6. Discussion 

6.1 Chapter introduction 

Chapter 5 presented the empirical findings of the study, organised against the a priori conceptual 

framework’s four tiers and contextual constraints layer. Eight aggregate themes were developed 

from cross-case coding of the four export-oriented interviews, with a contrast case (Company C) 

used to clarify the boundary of the findings. The chapter’s central claim was that buyer-driven 

engagement strengthens supplier capability while transforming dependence into a narrower form. 

Path A (upgrading with continued dependence) emerged as the dominant empirical outcome across 

all four export cases; Path B (buyer diversification and reduced dependence) was achievable but 

conditional on capability, deliberate deployment, and a production-model fit. 

This chapter develops the implications of those findings. It returns to the research question with 

an empirical answer, positions the findings against the existing literature on buyer-driven GVCs, 

relationship dynamics, learning, capability, and upgrading, and presents an a posteriori revision of 

the conceptual framework that reflects what the empirical material added to it. It then sets out the 
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scope and transferability of the findings, draws theoretical and practical implications, and bridges 

to the conclusion. 

6.2 Returning to the research question 

The research question asks how relationships between foreign buyers and local Bangladeshi RMG 

firms within buyer-driven GVCs shape supplier learning, capability development, and strategic 

options for buyer diversification. Across the four export cases, these relationships shape supplier 

learning primarily through enforcement, in the form of rejected shipments, audit non-compliances, 

claims, and corrective-action cycles. More cooperative knowledge-sharing happens mainly with 

technically involved or compliance-focused buyers. Buyer requirements become supplier 

capability only when firms convert them into internal routines, documentation, and management-

supported standards. This depends on the firm’s absorptive capacity and the commitment of 

management. For buyer diversification, the picture is more paradoxical: capability development 

helps suppliers become attractive to new buyers, but it also increases their costs. This cost structure 

makes them dependent on a smaller group of premium buyers who can pay enough to support 

those investments. Diversification is therefore achievable but conditional, requiring capability, 

deliberate deployment, and a production model that fits new buyer profiles. 

In framework terms, the empirical result is that Path A (upgrading with continued dependence) is 

the dominant outcome across all four export cases, and Path B (buyer diversification and reduced 

dependence) is possible but only under specific conditions. Supplier strategy in this context is 

therefore less about escaping buyer dependence than about managing the dual effects buyer 

engagement produces. 

6.3 Findings against the literature 

6.3.1 Governance, dependence, and the buyer-driven GVC literature 

The eligibility-based governance and power-asymmetry findings in section 5.2 and section 5.3 

confirm the buyer-driven structure described in the GVC literature (Gereffi, Humphrey & 

Sturgeon, 2005; Ponte & Sturgeon, 2014). Foreign buyers in the four export cases coordinate 
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production without owning it. They use standards, certifications, audits, and continuous 

monitoring to govern from a distance. High-value functions like design and branding stay with the 

lead firms, while manufacturing concentrates on suppliers who participate from positions of lower 

value capture (Gereffi, 2020).  

The findings show more clearly how powerful buyers place commercial pressure on Bangladeshi 

suppliers. Four mechanisms recur across the cases: cost pass-down, country-switching as a 

credible buyer exit option, auction-style price competition in some large-buyer relationships, and 

survival-driven order acceptance in which firms accept break-even orders just to keep the factory 

running. These confirm Cajal-Grossi et al.'s (2023) work on buyer sourcing strategies and supplier 

markups in Bangladeshi garments, and align with Islam et al.’s (2023) account of buyer practices 

during COVID-19. The main contribution is showing that these buyer pressures are part of normal 

business practice, not exceptional events. 

The findings also support the argument that buyer involvement after Rana Plaza intensified 

compliance without changing the distribution of power (Oka et al., 2020; Huq et al., 2016).  

6.3.2 Relationship dynamics and the intra-firm portfolio 

The relationship-dynamics findings in section 5.4 confirm the broader picture in the literature: 

buyer-supplier ties are asymmetric, and trust within them is conditional (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; 

Chen & Lewis, 2024). Relationship heterogeneity in the four cases works within the firm, rather 

than only across firms. The same Bangladeshi supplier holds legacy, corporate, and (in R1’s case) 

non-traditional buyer relationships at the same time, each working under a different relational 

logic. 

The findings complicate the relational/captive governance typology (Gereffi, Humphrey & 

Sturgeon, 2005), as the literature has largely treated firms as having one dominant relationship 

type. R4’s distinction between “legacy” buyers (informal renegotiation, 20-year ties) and 

“corporate” buyers (automated penalties, contractual T&A discipline) is intra-firm heterogeneity.  

The findings also support the argument that trust and power coexist rather than substitute (Chen & 

Lewis, 2024). The buyer’s partnership language is likely to change depending on the situation they 
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are facing, and they often stop behaving like partners at the exact moment when suppliers most 

need support. 

6.3.3 Learning, capability, and the question of bidirectional transfer 

The learning-channel and capability-conversion findings in section 5.5 and section 5.6 engage with 

two literatures: inter-firm learning in GVCs (Morrison, Pietrobelli & Rabellotti, 2008; Pietrobelli 

& Rabellotti, 2010) and absorptive capacity in emerging-economy contexts (Khan, Lew & 

Marinova, 2019; Teece, 2007). The findings confirm the central claim that buyer requirements 

alone do not create capability. It happens when the supplier has the internal systems and 

management commitment needed to turn it into regular routines. 

The findings clarify what absorptive capacity looks like in the Bangladeshi RMG context. It is 

about turning buyer corrections into documented, repeatable practice. This is realised absorptive 

capacity (Khan et al., 2019) in a labour-intensive manufacturing form. 

The findings also question an assumption in some of the learning literature that buyer-supplier 

knowledge transfer is bidirectional or cooperative. The most common pattern found from the 

interviews is enforcement-based learning through rejected shipments, audit non-compliances, 

claims, and CAP/PAP cycles, captured in R4’s “Painful Lessons” framing. They happen mainly 

when the buyer is technically involved or strongly focused on compliance. This is consistent with 

Hoque’s (2022) Bangladesh-specific finding that buyer support only creates capability when the 

supplier has the right internal conditions, and with Islam et al. (2026) on strategic learning 

capability as the conversion mechanism. 

6.3.4 The upgrading-dependence paradox and the upgrading literature 

The chapter’s central finding in section 5.7 is that buyer-driven upgrading strengthens capability 

while transforming dependence in a new and narrower form. This finding connects to academic 

debates about whether upgrading actually makes apparel suppliers more independent.  

The first is the broad claim that upgrading does not reliably translate into supplier autonomy. 

Pasquali, Krishnan, and Engel (2021) ask whether upgrading trajectories in apparel GVCs lift 
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suppliers up or bind them further in dependent paths. The four export cases answer in the second 

direction: upgrading raises capability across all four cases and reduces structural dependence in 

none. 

The second is the Bangladesh-specific version. Rana and Allen (2021) argue that Bangladeshi 

suppliers become locked into an upgrading ladder focused on buyer-serving improvements rather 

than broader strategic repositioning. The findings support this across all four cases and add some 

key insights: lock-in is a recurring cycle, as every new round of buyer-driven upgrading can create 

another layer of dependence. Each round of capability development raises overheads to a level that 

further narrows the viable buyer pool. 

The third concerns the relationship between capability and dependence. Existing work argues that 

capability development is necessary for strategic progress but not sufficient on its own to reduce 

dependence (Islam et al., 2026; Kwon et al., 2021b). When suppliers invest in capability because 

buyers demand it, it creates a cost structure that only premium buyers can support. The firm 

therefore depends on those buyers to fund the capability they originally demanded. This is the 

study’s specific contribution: it shows how cost absorption and premium-buyer lock-in work in 

practice, using suppliers’ own accounts. 

The paradox is also consistent with Choksy et al.’s (2022) observation that suppliers can become 

more resilient under crisis conditions without becoming strategically independent. 

6.4 A posteriori framework 

6.4.1 How the a priori framework held up 

Figure 1 shows an a priori framework with four connected tiers. It also includes a layer of 

contextual constraints across all tiers and a feedback loop from Tier 4 back to Tier 1. The empirical 

findings support this structure as a sequencing logic for understanding the supplier experience.  

Tier 1 (GVC drivers) is supported by section 5.2 and section 5.3. Governance conditions (private 

standards, compliance monitoring, buyer heterogeneity) and GVC structure (concentration, 

dependence asymmetry, unequal value capture) do precede and shape what happens in the 
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relationship. Tier 2 (relationship dynamics) is supported by section 5.4 and section 5.5. 

Relationship quality and learning and knowledge transfer are interactive and run through the 

buyer-supplier interface. Tier 3 (firm-level response) is supported by section 5.6. The distinction 

between supplier absorptive conditions (management systems, learning intent, managerial agency, 

prior capabilities) and capability development (dynamic capabilities, embedded routines) shows 

how learning becomes capability in the cases. Tier 4 (strategic outcomes) is supported by section 

5.7 to section 5.9. 

The contextual constraints layer is supported by section 5.10. Bangladesh-specific country 

conditions (logistics, weak textile base, mass-production legacy, payment infrastructure, 

automation pressure) affect every stage of the framework. The feedback loop from Tier 4 back to 

Tier 1 is also visible in the findings, especially in the upgrading-dependence paradox in section 

5.7. 

6.4.2 Where the framework needed revision 

Three points came out of the findings that need to be revised in the framework. The first is about 

how Path A and Path B are shown in Tier 4. The a priori framework treats them as two parallel 

outcomes sitting next to each other. Path A captures upgrading with continued dependence; Path 

B captures buyer diversification, reduced dependence, and strategic autonomy. However, the 

findings show that Path A is what actually happened across all four export cases. Path B remains 

in the framework, but the findings show it is conditional rather than parallel to Path A. It only 

becomes possible when three specific conditions are met at the same time. Those three conditions 

are the firm has the capability, it deliberately deploys that capability, and its production model is 

a fit for diversification. None of the cases had all three conditions together.  

The second point is the feedback loop. The a priori framework had altered bargaining power 

flowing back from Tier 4 to Tier 1, but it was left quite general. The findings show there is a 

specific mechanism behind it. When firms invest in capability because buyers demanded it, that 

investment creates a cost structure that only premium buyers can actually sustain. So the firm ends 

up needing to keep those same premium buyers just to cover the costs those buyers originally 

created.  
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The third is buyer heterogeneity. In the a priori framework it sits in Tier 1 as a governance 

condition alongside private standards and compliance monitoring. The same firm can have very 

different relationships with different buyers at the same time, and how buyer engagement feels and 

works varies as much by which specific buyer it is as by which firm you are looking at. 

6.4.3 The a posteriori framework: Figure 3 

Figure 3 presents the a posteriori conceptual framework, revised based on what the empirical 

findings showed. The four-tier structure from Figure 1 is kept, along with the contextual 

constraints layer and the feedback loop running from Tier 4 back to Tier 1.. 

The first change is in Tier 4. The two paths are redrawn to reflect what the findings actually 

showed. Path A, which covers upgrading with continued dependence including process, product 

and functional upgrading alongside possible lock-in, is now shown as the dominant position across 

the four cases. Path B, which covers buyer diversification, a broader buyer portfolio, reduced 

dependence and greater strategic autonomy, is shown as conditional rather than parallel. It only 

becomes reachable when three specific conditions come together at the same time. These 

conditions are shown as an annotated gate in the framework. The firm needs to have built genuine 

capability through Tier 3, it needs to deliberately deploy that capability toward developing new 

buyers, and its production model needs to fit the volume and price profile that new buyers typically 

require. 

The second change concerns the feedback loop from Tier 4 to Tier 1. In Figure 1 this loop was 

present but fairly general. The a posteriori framework adds an annotation that describes the actual 

mechanism the findings revealed. The annotation captures cost absorption and premium-buyer 

lock-in working together. When firms invest in capability because their buyers pushed for it, the 

overhead costs rise to a point where only premium buyers can realistically sustain the relationship. 

This means the firm ends up depending on the very buyers who created the cost pressure in the 

first place.  

The third change is about buyer heterogeneity. Previously it sat only in Tier 1 as a governance 

condition, sitting alongside private standards and compliance monitoring. Heterogeneity also 

shapes what happens at Tier 2, where the same firm can be managing quite different buyer 
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relationships at the same time. The a posteriori framework reflects this by showing buyer 

heterogeneity as a bridging element that runs across both tiers. At Tier 1 it works as a governance 

condition where buyers differ in their standards and monitoring intensity. At Tier 2 it works as a 

relationship variable where buyers differ in how they actually engage with the supplier. The rest 

of Figure 3 is preserved. The contextual constraints layer covering GVC asymmetry and relational 

lock-in remains across all tiers.  

 

 

Figure 3. A posteriori conceptual framework: buyer-supplier relationships, capability development, and buyer 

diversification in buyer-driven GVCs. Source: authors’ own conceptualisation. 

Source: Authors own conceptualization based on the findings and analysis. Diagram generated using AI-based 

visualization tools and adapted by the authors.  
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6.5 Generalisability, scope conditions, and the contrast case 

The four export cases come from a specific setting, so the reach of the findings needs to be scoped 

carefully before any broader claims are made about supplier strategy in buyer-driven GVCs. 

The findings apply most directly to medium-to-large export-oriented Bangladeshi RMG firms. The 

four cases ranged from 1,500 to 12,000 workers and shared a number of structural features 

including mature buyer relationships, a European-dominant buyer mix, and product specialisation 

across knit, woven, and technical-knit categories. Both direct-brand and buying-house channels 

were represented. Within these conditions, the cross-case patterns that emerged, covering 

eligibility-based governance, power asymmetry, enforcement-based learning, internal capability 

conversion, the upgrading-dependence paradox, conditional supplier agency, and capability-led 

diversification, are reasonably likely to recur in firms that share a similar structural position. 

Extending the findings beyond this setting requires further empirical work. Small Bangladeshi 

firms and new market entrants sit outside the scope because the capability-accumulation arc 

described in section 5.8 is unlikely to be in place at that stage of development. Firms operating in 

the domestic market rather than through export channels are also outside the boundary, as section 

5.11 discusses. Firms with North-America-dominant or non-Western buyer portfolios would need 

separate examination since governance and relationship dynamics can work quite differently 

depending on the buyer origin. Non-apparel light manufacturing sectors and other South Asian or 

Southeast Asian RMG contexts such as Vietnam, Cambodia and India would also need 

independent testing. The country-level conditions identified in this study, particularly around 

logistics, the textile base and payment infrastructure, are specific enough to Bangladesh that they 

cannot simply be assumed to transfer elsewhere without verification. 

The contrast case adds an important boundary on the buyer side. Company C, discussed in section 

5.11, sits outside the export-case pattern because its foreign brand engagement is structured as 

licensing for a local market rather than purchase orders for export. That structural difference is 

enough to change how dependence, learning and value extraction work. The findings are therefore 

specific to buyer-driven GVC engagement and should not be read as applying to all forms of 

foreign brand involvement in Bangladeshi firms. 
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Given all of this, generalisation in this study is best understood as analytical transferability rather 

than statistical generalisation. This is consistent with the qualitative multi-case design used in the 

methodology. The aim is not to claim that these patterns hold universally but to give other 

researchers a grounded basis for examining whether the same dynamics recur in firms with similar 

conditions. Anything beyond that requires further testing. 

6.6 Theoretical and practical implications 

Theoretical implications 

The study contributes to three areas of literature. 

The first contribution is to the upgrading-critique literature, particularly Pasquali, Krishnan and 

Engel (2021) and Rana and Allen (2021). The paradox mechanism identified in this study gives a 

more specific explanation for why upgrading in apparel GVCs so often ends up reproducing 

dependence rather than reducing it. What the findings show is that cost absorption and premium-

buyer lock-in work together in a way that makes each round of capability investment actually 

narrow the viable buyer pool instead of opening it up. The literature had described this kind of 

outcome in broader terms before, but the mechanism behind it was not fully worked out. This study 

makes that process more concrete. 

The second contribution is to the relationship-dynamics literature (Gulati & Sytch, 2007; Brito & 

Miguel, 2017). The intra-firm portfolio finding pushes this conversation forward by showing that 

relationship heterogeneity is not just something that varies across firms but also within them. A 

single Bangladeshi supplier can be managing legacy buyer relationships, corporate buyer 

relationships, and non-traditional buyer relationships all at the same time, and each of those carries 

a different relational logic. This suggests the relational and captive governance typology needs 

some refinement to properly account for that kind of within-firm variation. 

The third contribution is to the supplier agency literature. The findings build on Ponte and Sturgeon 

(2014) and Choksy et al. (2022) by showing that agency does not follow automatically from 

capability accumulation. The developmental arc across the cases makes clear that capability 

creates the conditions for strategic room, but strategic room only actually appears when that 
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capability is deliberately deployed and when management shifts its orientation from selling 

capacity to selling capability. That distinction matters for how the supplier agency is theorised 

going forward. 

Practical implications 

For Bangladeshi RMG directors, the findings point to something that goes beyond just responding 

to what buyers ask for. Capability investments matter most when they are built in a way that can 

transfer across different buyers rather than being tied to the requirements of existing ones. Shifting 

from selling capacity to selling capability is not a quick adjustment. It is a longer-run strategic 

move that depends on management actively pursuing new buyer relationships and orienting the 

firm toward where it wants to be in five or ten years rather than just protecting the orders it already 

has. 

For policy, the findings point to several country-level constraints that individual firms cannot fix 

on their own. Logistics and port infrastructure slow down turnaround times in ways that rule out 

certain buyers before any conversation even starts. The textile base is heavily cotton-dependent, 

and that is a real problem because more buyers now want synthetic and blended fabrics that 

Bangladeshi suppliers simply cannot source domestically at scale. Payment infrastructure is 

another sticking point. It cuts smaller and more digital buyers out of the picture, which matters 

because those buyers could otherwise open up diversification routes that larger traditional buyers 

do not offer. Workforce skills are also uneven, both on the factory floor and at middle-management 

level, and that limits how far firms can actually take the capabilities they are investing in. Targeted 

industrial policy on these specific areas, as Khan, Kabir and van Huellen (2026) also argue, would 

do considerably more than broad support measures to reduce supplier vulnerability and give 

Bangladeshi firms real strategic room within buyer-driven GVCs. 
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6.7 Bridge to conclusion 

What the discussion has shown is that buyer-driven engagement in Bangladeshi RMG works in 

two directions at the same time. It builds supplier capability through enforcement-based learning 

and survival-driven investment, but it also closes off some of the strategic options that capability 

was supposed to open up. Supplier strategy in this setting is therefore less about escaping buyer 

dependence and more about managing the dual effects that buyer engagement itself produces. Path 

B remains achievable but only under specific conditions, and even then firms are working against 

a national context that adds its own layer of constraint. The conclusion picks up from here and 

looks at what this means for future research and for supplier strategy in contexts that share similar 

characteristics. 

 

7. Conclusion 

7.1 Returning to the research aim 

This thesis examined how relationships between foreign buyers and Bangladeshi RMG firms 

within buyer-driven GVCs shape supplier learning, capability development, and ultimately, buyer 

diversification as a strategic option.  

This thesis used qualitative semi-structured interviews with managers at five Bangladeshi RMG 

firms. Four were export-oriented cases, and one contrast case (Company C, licensed local-market).   

The findings show that buyer-driven engagement supports supplier capability. This support, 

however, also reproduced dependence in a more concentrated form. Path A (upgrading with 

continued dependence) is the most common outcome across all four export cases. Path B (buyer 

diversification and reduced dependence), which was the main focus of this thesis, is possible but 

dependent on supplier internal capabilities, deliberate strategic choices, and whether their 

production model allows for it.. 
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7.2 Contributions of the study 

Theoretical contributions. Three theoretical claims have developed across the four export cases. 

The paradox mechanism shows that upgrading in apparel GVCs reproduces dependence rather 

than reducing it, because cost absorption and premium-buyer lock-in work against the supplier, as 

seen in section 6.3.4. Intra-firm portfolio heterogeneity, discussed in section 6.3.2, refines the 

existing relational and captive governance typology by showing that one firm can hold multiple 

relationship types at once. The developmental arc finding, discussed in sections 6.3.3 and 6.4.2, 

shows that supplier agency is dependent on internal capability and deliberate strategic choices, 

rather than an automatic outcome of capability accumulation. 

Methodological contributions. The use of a single contrast case (Company C, licensed local-

market) allowed the study to define the limits of the findings without expanding the sample, and 

showed that the dynamics observed in the four export cases depend on the buyer-driven GVC 

structure specifically, not on foreign brand engagement in general, as discussed in sections 5.11 

and 6.5. The Gioia-style data structure (337 source codes consolidated through 81 master codes 

and 20 second-order themes into 8 aggregate themes) made the analytical process transparent and 

easy to follow. 

Practical contributions. For Bangladeshi RMG directors, the findings suggest that capability 

investments are most valuable when designed to be transferable across buyers instead of being tied 

to current buyer requirements only. The findings also suggest that selling capability rather than 

capacity is a long-run shift that requires active new-buyer development. For industrial policy, the 

findings identify specific country-level constraints (logistics infrastructure, textile-base capability, 

payment infrastructure, skills development) where intervention would reduce supplier 

vulnerability and give Bangladeshi firms more strategic options (Khan, Kabir & van Huellen, 

2026). 

  



75 

7.3 Limitations 

The first limitation involves sample size and scope. The sample consists of four export cases and 

one contrast case. All five cases are from the Bangladeshi RMG sector, and all were interviewed 

during a single time period. Patterns observed across the cases may not be applicable in different 

settings, industries, or historical moments.  

The second limitation involves design. Capability accumulation and the developmental arc, as 

described in section 5.8, unfold over years. But interviews can only capture respondents’ current 

view and cannot show how these processes developed in real time. The study also uses the 

supplier-side perspective alone. Interviews did not involve foreign buyers, buying-house staff, 

shop-floor workers, or trade association representatives. 

The third limitation involves researcher positionality and access. Interviews were conducted 

remotely in English with respondents whose first language is Bengali. The language difference 

may have affected how respondents were able to express their experiences. The senior positions 

of the respondents (owners, directors, CEOs) likely produced findings that reflect a strategic view 

rather than an operational one. Also, social desirability may have shaped some responses. Claims 

about buyer treatment or firm capability may reflect how respondents wanted their firms to be 

viewed.  

7.4 Future research directions 

The first direction concerns where the findings can be tested. The paradox mechanism, described 

in section 5.7, and the developmental arc, described in section 5.8, were observed in Bangladeshi 

RMG export firms. Whether these patterns occur in Vietnam, Cambodia, India, or other South and 

Southeast Asian RMG contexts requires further testing, since country-level conditions (logistics, 

textile base, payment infrastructure) likely operate differently. Similar work in non-apparel 

manufacturing (leather, electronics assembly, packaging) would also show whether the paradox is 

specific to apparel or can be identified more broadly under buyer-driven GVC governance. 

The second direction concerns longitudinal work. The arc from total dependence to capability 

accumulation to strategic room, as seen in section 5.8, was based on how respondents recalled the 
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process. A longitudinal design tracking individual firms over five to ten years would observe this 

process in real time.  

The third direction is comparative case design, building on the contrast-case logic used in this 

study. A larger sample could combine export-oriented and licensed-local-market firms, or could 

compare direct-brand and buying-house channels more systematically. This would clarify which 

dynamics depend on the buyer-driven GVC structure specifically and which apply to other forms 

of foreign brand engagement (Pasquali, Krishnan & Engel, 2021). 

The fourth direction is quantitative validation of the paradox mechanism. The cost absorption plus 

premium-buyer lock-in mechanism, described in section 6.3.4, could be tested at scale through 

survey or panel data combined with financial records. This would show how capability 

investments shape supplier margins and buyer concentration over time, and would work alongside 

qualitative studies like this one. 

7.5 Closing reflection 

This thesis started with a question about how buyer-supplier relationships shape supplier strategy 

in Bangladeshi RMG firms, and ended with a more conditional answer than existing buyer-driven 

GVC literature often suggests. Capability development and dependence operate together, with 

each round of buyer-driven learning making the firm both more capable and more committed to 

buyers who drove that learning.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Literature Search Areas and Search Strings 

Literature area Example search strings 

Global Value Chains 

and governance 

“global value chains” AND governance; “buyer-driven value chains” 

AND apparel; “global production networks” AND lead firms; “GVC 

governance” AND suppliers 

Buyer power and 

compliance 

“buyer power” AND apparel suppliers; “lead firm governance” AND 

compliance; “private standards” AND global value chains; 

“monitoring” AND “garment suppliers” 

Buyer–supplier 

relationships 

“buyer supplier relationships” AND trust; “dependence asymmetry” 

AND suppliers; “relational governance” AND buyer supplier 

relationships; “power asymmetry” AND buyer supplier relationships 

Learning and 

knowledge transfer 

“supplier learning” AND global value chains; “knowledge transfer” 

AND buyer supplier relationships; “learning by interacting” AND 

suppliers; “supplier development” AND apparel 

Capability 

development 

“absorptive capacity” AND suppliers; “dynamic capabilities” AND 

global value chain upgrading; “strategic learning capability” AND 

suppliers; “organizational capability” AND garment industry 
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Upgrading and 

dependence 

“supplier upgrading” AND apparel global value chains; “upgrading” 

AND “continued dependence”; “lock-in” AND apparel suppliers; 

“functional upgrading” AND garment suppliers 

Buyer diversification 

and strategy 

“buyer diversification” AND suppliers; “customer diversification” 

AND manufacturing suppliers; “supplier strategy” AND global value 

chains; “supplier capability” AND “buyer diversification” 

Bangladesh RMG 

context 

“Bangladesh RMG” AND global value chains; “Bangladesh garment 

industry” AND buyers; “Bangladeshi apparel suppliers” AND 

upgrading; “Bangladesh RMG” AND compliance; “Bangladesh 

garment suppliers” AND buyer dependence 

Appendix 2: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Purpose 

The interview guide was developed from the literature review and the a priori conceptual 

framework. The questions are organised around eight themes that map to the four tiers of the 

framework (GVC drivers, relationship dynamics, supplier-side firm response, and strategic 

outcomes), with a final reflection theme to allow respondents to step back from the specific 

questions. The guide is semi-structured. Themes and core questions are kept consistent across 

interviews to allow cross-case comparison, while follow-up questions are adjusted to each 

respondent’s experience. Respondents are encouraged to give concrete examples rather than only 

general opinions. 

A slightly different guide was used for the contrast case (Company C), reflecting that the firm is a 

licensee for the local market rather than an export supplier within a buyer-driven GVC. The 

contrast-case guide retains the same eight themes but reframes the questions around licensor-
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licensee dynamics, local-market pressure, and the absence of order-by-order buyer governance. 

Where this guide refers to “foreign buyer,” the contrast version refers to “parent brand” or 

“licensor.” 

Opening statement to the participant 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview. We are conducting this research for our 

master’s thesis on Bangladeshi RMG firms and their relationships with foreign buyers. We are 

interested in your experience and perspective. There are no right or wrong answers. 

Your name, firm name, and buyer names will remain confidential. The information you provide 

will only be used for academic purposes. With your permission, we would like to record the 

interview so that we can accurately transcribe and analyse the discussion. You may choose not to 

answer any question, and you may stop the interview at any time. 

Theme 1: Respondent and firm background 

Aim. To establish the respondent’s role, the firm’s position in the chain, and the composition of its 

buyer portfolio. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 1 — GVC structure and buyer heterogeneity. 

Q1. Could you briefly describe your role in the firm and your involvement with foreign buyers? 

Probes: Main responsibilities; whether the respondent is involved in buyer communication, 

merchandising, production, compliance, or strategic decisions; years in the firm; years in the RMG 

sector. 

Q2. What types of foreign buyers does your firm usually work with, and roughly how is the buyer 

portfolio composed? 

Probes: Brands, retailers, buying houses, or agents; geographic mix (Europe, North America, Asia, 

other); long-term vs short-term relationships; rough number of active buyers; whether a small 

number account for most orders. 
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Theme 2: Nature of buyer relationships 

Aim. To capture the form and quality of relationships across the buyer portfolio and any 

meaningful variation. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 2 — Relationship quality, dependence asymmetry, and buyer 

heterogeneity at the relationship level. 

Q3. How would you describe your firm’s relationships with foreign buyers? 

Probes: Long-term vs short-term; close vs distant; collaborative vs transactional; formal vs 

informal; whether buyers treat the firm as a partner or as a supplier. 

Q4. Do relationships differ across buyers, and if so, in what way? 

Probes: Differences in support, flexibility, technical guidance, focus on price vs compliance vs 

delivery; examples comparing a supportive buyer with a more demanding one; whether some 

buyers help the firm improve more than others. 

Theme 3: Buyer requirements, governance, and pressure 

Aim. To understand how buyers govern the firm through standards, monitoring, and commercial 

requirements, and how the firm experiences this pressure. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 1 governance conditions (private standards, compliance 

monitoring) experienced through Tier 2 relationship dynamics. 

Q5. What kinds of requirements do foreign buyers usually place on your firm? 

Probes: Product specifications and quality; delivery deadlines and lead times; pricing; labour and 

safety compliance; environmental standards; documentation, audits, and reporting. 

Q6. How do buyers monitor or evaluate your firm? 

Probes: Factory visits, audits, third-party inspections, corrective action plans, production tracking, 

scorecards or performance ratings; what happens when the firm misses an expectation. 
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Q7. Do buyer requirements mainly create pressure, support, or both? 

Probes: Examples of requirements that improved internal systems but also created cost or 

compliance pressure; whether some requirements are unrealistic; whether some buyers help the 

firm meet their own requirements. 

Theme 4: Trust, dependence, collaboration, and power 

Aim. To explore the relational side of buyer–supplier ties, including trust, bargaining power, 

dependence, and the extent of collaboration. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 2 — Trust/distrust, dependence asymmetry, and collaboration. 

Q8. How would you describe the level of trust between your firm and foreign buyers, and what 

builds or damages it? 

Probes: What creates trust (long-term orders, reliable quality, transparent communication); 

whether trust is easier with some buyers than others; situations where trust was weakened. 

Q9. How would you describe the balance of power between your firm and foreign buyers? 

Probes: Who has more influence in price and order-term negotiation; how much room the firm 

has to negotiate or refuse difficult demands; how easy it is for buyers to switch suppliers, and for 

the firm to replace a buyer. 

Q10. How dependent is your firm on its main buyers, and how does that dependence affect 

decisions? 

Probes: Whether a small number of buyers account for most orders; what would happen if a major 

buyer stopped ordering; how dependence affects negotiation and strategic decisions; whether the 

firm has actively tried to reduce dependence. 

Q11. Do buyers involve your firm in problem-solving or improvement discussions, and how? 
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Probes: Joint work on production issues, quality, compliance, delivery, product changes, cost 

reduction, or technical improvement; whether buyers point out problems without helping or 

whether they work with the firm to solve them; concrete examples. 

Theme 5: Learning from foreign buyers 

Aim. To identify what the firm learns from foreign buyers, and how that learning takes place. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 2 — Learning and knowledge transfer (tacit transfer, buyer 

engagement, buyer-led interventions, standards-based learning). 

Q12. What has your firm learned from working with foreign buyers? 

Probes: Quality control, production planning, compliance systems, documentation, delivery 

management, product development, merchandising, costing, lean and efficiency practices, 

communication with international buyers. 

Q13. How does learning from buyers usually happen? 

Probes: Buyer feedback; audits and corrective action plans; factory visits; training; technical 

support; daily communication; rejected orders; trial and error. Whether learning happens through 

formal training or everyday interaction; whether audits are mainly checking tools or also learning 

tools. 

Q14. Can you give an example of a change your firm made because of buyer feedback or buyer 

requirements? 

Probes: The original issue; what the buyer asked for; how the firm responded; who inside the firm 

was involved; whether the change continued afterwards and whether it was useful for other buyers. 

Theme 6: Capability development inside the firm 

Aim. To understand whether buyer-related learning becomes embedded in the firm’s routines and 

systems, and what enables or constrains this conversion. 
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Framework link. Framework Tier 3 — Supplier absorptive conditions (management systems, 

learning intent, managerial agency) and capability development (dynamic capabilities, embedded 

routines). 

Q15. When your firm learns something from buyers, how is that knowledge used internally? 

Probes: Whether knowledge is shared with production, compliance, or quality teams; written into 

procedures or SOPs; embedded through worker training; built into systems, routines, new roles, 

or new teams. 

Q16. Have buyer requirements led to lasting changes in the firm’s routines or systems? Can you 

give an example? 

Probes: Quality control or compliance systems; production planning; documentation; worker 

training; internal communication; management practices; technology or machinery. Which 

changes have stayed in the firm even after the original buyer requirement was completed. 

Q17. What helps, and what makes it difficult, for the firm to turn buyer-related learning into 

internal capability? 

Probes: Enablers: management commitment, skilled employees, investment, long-term buyer 

relationship, internal training, worker involvement, technology. Constraints: cost pressure and low 

margins, short lead times, unstable orders, lack of skilled staff, internal resistance, buyer-specific 

requirements that do not transfer. 

Q18. Does the firm use knowledge gained from one buyer when working with other buyers? 

Probes: Whether systems, compliance, quality, or production improvements developed for one 

buyer are useful for others; whether some buyer-specific requirements are difficult to reuse. 

Theme 7: Upgrading and continued dependence 

Aim. To explore whether buyer relationships have helped the firm upgrade, and whether such 

upgrading has reduced dependence on existing buyers. 
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Framework link. Framework Tier 4 — Strategic outcomes (Path A: upgrading with continued 

dependence). 

Q19. Has your firm improved its products, processes, quality, or compliance because of foreign 

buyer relationships? 

Probes: Process improvement; product upgrading; better compliance; productivity; delivery 

performance; ability to handle more complex orders; documentation and systems. Whether 

improvements are mainly operational or also strategic. 

Q20. Have these improvements reduced dependence on existing buyers, or has dependence 

remained? 

Probes: Whether the firm has gained more options or stronger bargaining power; whether 

improvement has attracted new buyers or opened new markets; whether the firm has become more 

capable but no less dependent. 

Theme 8: Buyer diversification 

Aim. To understand whether the firm has tried to broaden or rebalance its buyer portfolio, what it 

means by diversification, and what enables or constrains the process. 

Framework link. Framework Tier 4 — Strategic outcomes (Path B: buyer diversification, broader 

portfolio, reduced dependence). 

Q21. Has your firm tried to diversify its buyer base, and what triggered this? 

Probes: When diversification became important and why (risk, growth, buyer pressure, market 

opportunity); whether the firm has actively searched for new buyers; the role of management 

priorities. 

Q22. What does buyer diversification mean for your firm in practice? 
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Probes: More buyers or better buyers; new geographic markets; different buyer types (direct 

brands vs buying houses); product diversification; reducing dependence on one or two major 

buyers. 

Q23. What helps the firm attract or manage new buyers? 

Probes: Compliance reputation and certifications; product quality and production capacity; 

delivery reliability; existing buyer references; management capability; product development; 

networking; direct contact with brands. 

Q24. What makes buyer diversification difficult? 

Probes: Limited market access; dependence on existing buyers; narrow product range; price 

competition; compliance costs; capacity constraints; buyer-specific systems; reliance on buying 

houses; minimum order quantity mismatches; fear of losing stable buyers. 

Theme 9: Final reflection 

Aim. To allow the respondent to step back from the specific questions and give a broader 

perspective. 

Framework link. Synthesis across all four framework tiers. 

Q25. Overall, do foreign buyer relationships give firms more strategic room, or do they mainly 

keep firms dependent? 

Probes: Whether the answer depends on the type of buyer, the supplier’s own capability, or market 

conditions; whether buyers can be both helpful and controlling; whether strategic room has 

changed over time. 

Q26. Is there anything important about buyer relationships, learning, capability development, or 

buyer diversification that we have not discussed? 

Probes: Any important experience to add; any challenge missed; any future trend in buyer 

relationships; advice for Bangladeshi RMG firms. 
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Closing statement 

Thank you for your time and for sharing your experience. Your insights are very helpful for our 

research. As mentioned earlier, your identity, firm name, and buyer names will remain 

confidential. If we need to clarify anything later, may we contact you again? 

Short field version 

When interview time is limited, the following questions are prioritised. They cover all four 

framework tiers. 

1. Could you briefly describe your role and your involvement with foreign buyers? 

2. What types of foreign buyers does your firm usually work with, and how is the portfolio 

composed? 

3. How would you describe your firm’s relationships with foreign buyers, and do they differ across 

buyers? 

4. What kinds of requirements do foreign buyers place on the firm, and how do they monitor 

compliance? 

5. Do buyer requirements mainly create pressure, support, or both? Can you give an example? 

6. How would you describe the balance of power, and how dependent is the firm on its main 

buyers? 

7. What has the firm learned from foreign buyers, and how does that learning happen? 

8. Can you give an example of a change the firm made because of buyer feedback or buyer 

requirements? 

9. What helps or blocks the conversion of buyer-related learning into internal capability? 

10. Does learning from one buyer help the firm work with other buyers? 
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11. Has the firm improved because of buyer relationships, and have those improvements reduced 

dependence? 

12. Has the firm tried to diversify its buyer base? What helps and what makes it difficult? 

13. Overall, do foreign buyer relationships create more strategic room or more dependence? 

Appendix 3: Final Aggregate Themes for Export Cases 

Presents the final aggregate themes, framework tiers, framework concepts, and linked 

findings sections used in the analysis.  (Attached below) 

Appendix 4: Gioia-Style Data Structure 

Shows how aggregate themes, second-order themes, and first-order master codes were connected 

in the final data structure. (Attached below) 

Appendix 5: Aggregate Theme Coverage Check  

Summarises the coverage of aggregate themes across second-order themes, master codes, and 

respondent cases. (Attached below) 

Appendix 6: Master Analytical Code List for Export Cases  

Lists the 81 master analytical codes used for the export-case analysis. (Attached below) 

Appendix 7: Cross-Case Triangulation Grid  

Shows the supporting cases and example evidence used to check cross-case support for the 

analytical codes. (Attached below) 

Appendix 8: Interview 5 Coding Table — R5 / Company F  

Presents the individual coding table for Interview 5. (Attached below) 

Appendix 9: Interview 4 Coding Table — R4 / Company E  

Presents the individual coding table for Interview 4.  (Attached below) 
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Appendix 10: Interview 3 Coding Table — R3 / Company D  

Presents the individual coding table for Interview 3. (Attached below) 

Appendix 11: Interview 2 Coding Table — R2 / Company C  

Presents the individual coding table for Interview 2, the contrast case. (Attached below) 

Appendix 12: Interview 1 Coding Table — R1 / Companies A and B  

Presents the individual coding table for Interview 1. (Attached below) 

 



# Aggregate Theme Framework Tier Framework Concept
Findings 
Section

1 A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

Tier 1 (context) GVC context; sectoral conditions §5.1

2 A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance Tier 1 → Tier 2 Standards-based / regulatory GVC 
governance

§5.2

APPENDIX 3- FINAL AGGREGATE THEMES FOR EXPORT CASES 



# Aggregate Theme Framework Tier Framework Concept
Findings 
Section

3 A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction Tier 2 Buyer-driven GVC power asymmetry §5.3

4 A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and 
conditional partnership

Tier 2 Relational governance; trust and 
asymmetric interdependence

§5.4



# Aggregate Theme Framework Tier Framework Concept
Findings 
Section

5 A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

Tier 2 → Tier 3 Inter-organisational learning; 
coercive vs supportive knowledge 
transfer

§5.5

6 A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

Tier 3 Absorptive capacity; organisational 
routines; dynamic capabilities

§5.6



# Aggregate Theme Framework Tier Framework Concept
Findings 
Section

7 A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox Tier 4 GVC upgrading and its limits §5.7

8 A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

Tier 4 Supplier agency in GVCs; strategic 
positioning

§5.8



# Aggregate Theme Framework Tier Framework Concept
Findings 
Section

9 A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

Tier 4 Buyer diversification; strategic 
options under GVC dependence

§5.9

10 A9. Cross-cutting reflection: how Bangladesh’
s structural and institutional conditions run 
through every theme

Tier 1 / cross-
cutting

Institutional embeddedness; 
country-level GVC conditions

§5.10



#

1

2

Theme Statement Included Second-Order Themes
No. of 
Master 
Codes

Context for the findings chapter, not an aggregate finding. Establishes the buyer 
channels, firm scale, market geography and boundary-spanning roles through which 
export firms engage foreign buyers, and the Bangladesh-specific structural and 
institutional conditions — logistics, cotton dependence, mass-production legacy, 
seasonality, payment infrastructure and intermediary opportunism — within which all 
subsequent dynamics unfold. These conditions are revisited as a cross-cutting reflection 
in §6.10.

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure; SO19. Structural 
country-level constraints: logistics, 
materials, seasonality and production 
model; SO20. Institutional and market-
level constraints: payments, 
intermediaries, reputation and 
automation

15

Foreign buyers gate market access through detailed technical specifications, 
certifications (BSCI, Accord, Oeko-Tex, RWS), continuous monitoring, audits, CAP/PAP 
cycles, scorecards and increasingly heavy documentation. These mechanisms operate as 
eligibility filters: firms either meet the standards and become eligible for orders, or they 
are excluded from premium markets. Compliance reshapes shop-floor routines and 
internal management systems and — over time — disciplines suppliers into more 
professionalised organisations.

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance; SO3. Continuous 
monitoring and audit-based discipline

10



# Theme Statement Included Second-Order Themes
No. of 
Master 
Codes

3

4

Once inside the buyer relationship, suppliers operate under structural commercial 
pressure. Buyer concentration creates firm-wide dependence; buyers dictate price, 
terms and lead time; rising input costs are passed down rather than absorbed; and 
country-switching is institutionalised. Suppliers respond by accepting low-margin or 
break-even orders to keep lines, workers and cash flow active. Where eligibility-based 
governance disciplines, power asymmetry extracts.

SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence; SO5. Commercial pressure 
and survival-driven order acceptance

7

Buyer relationships are systematically heterogeneous — legacy buyers operate 
relationally with informal grace during disruption; corporate buyers operate strictly 
through contractual penalties; small non-traditional buyers can reverse the usual power 
balance. Trust is built through transparency and consistent delivery and damaged faster 
by concealment than by the underlying problems. Partnership rhetoric is conditional and 
frequently withdrawn during claims, while concealment of problems is recognised by 
respondents as a sector-wide weakness against which they consciously work.

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, 
corporate and non-traditional 
relationships; SO7. Trust, transparency 
and partnership conditionality

7



# Theme Statement Included Second-Order Themes
No. of 
Master 
Codes

5

6

Supplier learning happens primarily through enforcement and painful experience — 
rejected shipments, audit non-compliances, CAP and PAP cycles. Direct buyer-supported 
knowledge transfer (specialist visits, technical floor interaction) accelerates capability 
building where it occurs, and learning depth varies systematically by buyer type: 
technical and compliance-focused buyers generate genuine capability, price-focused 
buyers mainly produce efficiency without capability. Buyers also serve as a window onto 
end-market expectations, although technical knowledge also flows from machinery 
suppliers and external experts — not buyers alone. Audits become learning only when 
findings change internal routines.

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning 
through pain, CAP and corrective action; 
SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

9

Buyer-related knowledge becomes capability only when firms translate it into 
investment in advanced machinery, SOPs, pre-production meetings, knowledge-sharing 
routines and management-backed standards. Conversion is blocked by worker mindset 
and resistance, by employee turnover that drains trained skill, and by cost pressure — 
buyers want better systems and lower prices simultaneously. Sustainability and supply-
chain control capabilities extend beyond the immediate buyer interface and become 
market-facing signals of capability rather than only operational responses.

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines; 
SO11. Organisational and resource 
barriers to capability conversion; SO12. 
Sustainability and supply-chain capability 
extensions

11



# Theme Statement Included Second-Order Themes
No. of 
Master 
Codes

7

8

Buyer-driven upgrading is largely survival-driven — firms upgrade not by choice but to 
remain eligible. Compliance and capability investments function as a "global passport" 
that opens doors to premium buyers. But upgrading does not eliminate dependence; it 
shifts it onto a smaller, premium-buyer segment, and the firm absorbs the cost of the 
very investments buyers required. Premium buyers must then be retained specifically to 
fund the capability investment they triggered. Upgrading therefore strengthens 
capability while reproducing dependence in a new, narrower form.

SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and 
global-passport signalling; SO14. The 
upgrading-dependence paradox: 
absorbed cost and premium-buyer lock-in

6

Specialised technical capability reduces replaceability and creates concrete bargaining 
leverage — the confidence to walk away from unprofitable buyers. Strategic freedom is 
reframed not as escape from buyer relationships but as occupying a "hard-to-replace" 
position. Respondents describe a developmental arc from total dependence through 
capability accumulation toward partial strategic room, in which buyer relationships 
remain simultaneously developmental and controlling. Independence is contingent on 
the supplier’s deliberate use of buyer-driven learning, conditioned by buyer behaviour, 
firm capability and management mindset — ultimately a strategic shift from selling 
capacity to selling capability and solutions.

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position; SO18. 
Strategic-room trajectory and conditions 
for supplier agency

8



# Theme Statement Included Second-Order Themes
No. of 
Master 
Codes

9

10

Diversification is reframed by respondents as portfolio quality and risk reduction rather 
than buyer count. It depends on demonstrated capability (technical, compliance, 
sustainability), on capability being actively deployed in new-buyer development rather 
than left inside the factory, and on the firm’s production model accommodating the 
volume–price profile of new buyers. The volume–price trap — attractive new-buyer 
prices coming with insufficient volume — MOQ-driven production logic, and the 
attention demands of existing buyers create persistent constraints even when capability 
exists.

SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment; SO16. Production-
model and volume-price barriers to 
diversification

8

A brief integrative subsection rather than a free-standing theme. Bangladesh’s logistics, 
lead-time disadvantage and political-instability risk amplify A1 governance and A2 power 
asymmetry. The weak textile base, cotton dependence and mass-production legacy 
constrain A6 upgrading and A8 diversification. Payment-infrastructure restrictions 
exclude small online buyers (A8). Liaison-office opportunism intensifies A2 price 
pressure. The automation imperative is part of both A6 upgrading and the workforce-
displacement implications of A5 capability change. These country-level conditions are 
not a separate finding so much as a structural backdrop against which all the other 
findings should be read.

— (cross-cutting reflection) —



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

1. Mixed buyer channels across direct brands, buying houses and 
digital-first buyers

2. Director-level respondents handle strategic buyer interface

3. Firm scale ranges from medium factories to multi-plant groups

4. Buyer base remains concentrated in Europe with limited 
diversification beyond

5. Some firms create separate sub-units to serve buyer segments 
the main factory cannot accommodate

6. Off-peak capacity often filled through buying houses and 
subcontracted local orders

SO19. Structural country-level constraints: 
logistics, materials, seasonality and 
production model

73. Logistics and infrastructure constraints damage delivery and 
order eligibility

74. The Bangladeshi textile base is weak and cotton-dependent

75. Sweater manufacturing is seasonal, creating off-season 
production gaps

77. The industry is configured for mass production, not small-
batch variety

81. Country-level political and trade-policy risk shapes buyer 
sourcing decisions

APPENDIX 4 - GIOIA STYLE DATA STRUCTURE



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

76. Payment and financial infrastructure restricts access to small 
and online buyers

78. Local buyer-liaison offices in Bangladesh sometimes act 
against supplier interests

79. Country pricing reputation constrains premium positioning

80. Automation is reshaping the industry — necessary but 
worker-displacing

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance SO2. Specification- and certification-based 
governance

7. Buyer governance extends far beyond product specifications

8. Tech packs and detailed product specifications structure 
production governance

9. International certifications function as gates to market access

10. Post-Rana Plaza governance significantly tightened structural 
and safety requirements

16. Sustainability and environmental governance are growing 
requirements

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

11. Monitoring has shifted from final inspection to continuous 
evaluation

12. Scorecards and the threat of future-volume reduction 
discipline supplier behaviour



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

13. Buyer requirements are enforced through audits, CAP and PAP 
cycles

14. Compliance has reshaped shop-floor routines and 
management systems

15. Documentation and evidence requirements have grown so 
heavy they rival the work itself

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence

17. Firms remain highly dependent on a small number of major 
buyers

19. Buyer power rests on supplier replaceability

23. Dependence is operational, financial and workforce-related, 
not only commercial

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

18. Buyers dictate price, lead time and order terms

20. Buyers push their own cost and profit pressure down onto 
suppliers

21. Survival pressure forces acceptance of low-margin or break-
even orders

22. Buyer-side price competition is institutionalised

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and 
conditional partnership

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, corporate 
and non-traditional relationships

24. Long-term and legacy buyer relationships provide flexibility 
during disruptions

25. Newer corporate buyer relationships are strictly contractual 
and time-driven



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

26. Buyers differ along multiple dimensions, creating 
heterogeneous relationship types

29. Bargaining power can reverse with smaller, non-traditional 
buyers

SO7. Trust, transparency and partnership 
conditionality

27. Trust is built through transparency and consistent delivery

28. Partnership language is conditional and can be withdrawn 
during disputes

30. Concealment of problems is framed as a wider sector 
weakness

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning through 
pain, CAP and corrective action

31. Learning happens primarily through enforcement and painful 
experience

32. CAP and PAP cycles convert audit findings and quality failures 
into operational learning

39. Audits become learning only when findings change internal 
routines

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

33. Direct buyer-supported technical knowledge transfer 
accelerates capability building

34. Buyer requirements reveal end-market expectations suppliers 
cannot easily see otherwise

35. Buyers’ accumulated efficiency knowledge often exceeds local 
experience



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

36. Learning depth varies by buyer type

37. Knowledge from one buyer transfers across the firm and 
becomes a general capability

38. Technical knowledge also flows from machinery suppliers, 
material suppliers and external experts

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

40. Buyer-driven requirements force investment in advanced 
machinery and equipment

41. Learning is institutionalised through SOPs, pre-production 
meetings and knowledge-sharing routines

42. Middle managers must own new routines for capability to 
take hold

48. New technology requires complementary worker skills and 
training

49. Compliance routines reshape internal management systems 
and discipline

50. Cost-driven internal restructuring sits alongside buyer-driven 
upgrading

SO11. Organisational and resource barriers 
to capability conversion

43. Worker mindset and resistance are central barriers to 
capability conversion

44. Worker turnover undermines retention of trained capability



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

45. Cost pressure constrains capability building

SO12. Sustainability and supply-chain 
capability extensions

46. Sustainability and ESG capabilities have become market-facing 
signalling tools

47. Supply-chain control strengthens internal capability beyond 
direct buyer requirements

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and global-
passport signalling

51. Buyer-driven upgrading is largely survival-driven

52. Compliance and capability investments operate as a "global 
passport"

56. Operational capability becomes strategic when used in buyer 
development

SO14. The upgrading-dependence paradox: 
absorbed cost and premium-buyer lock-in

53. Upgrading strengthens capability but the firm absorbs the cost

54. Upgrading does not remove dependence — it shifts to a 
smaller, premium-buyer segment

55. Premium buyers must be retained specifically to fund the 
capability investment they required

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position

65. Specialised technical capability reduces replaceability and 
creates leverage

66. Internal capability gives firms the confidence to walk away 
from unprofitable buyers



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

67. Strategic freedom is being "hard to replace," not being free of 
buyers

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

68. The buyer-supplier relationship arc moves from dependence 
to partial strategic room

69. Buyer relationships are simultaneously developmental and 
controlling

70. Supplier autonomy depends on buyer behaviour, firm 
capability and management mindset

71. The future requires selling capability and solutions, not 
capacity

72. Independence ultimately depends on the supplier’s use of 
buyer-driven learning

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

57. Buyer diversification is widely desired but constrained in 
practice

58. Diversification is capability-dependent, not marketing-
dependent

59. Capability without active marketing does not generate 
diversification

62. Existing buyer dependence diverts attention from 
diversification

63. Routes to new buyers combine capability signalling, referrals 
and outreach



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme First-Order Master Code

64. Diversification is reframed as portfolio quality, not buyer 
count

SO16. Production-model and volume-price 
barriers to diversification

60. Production model and capacity constraints limit diversification

61. Volume-price trap: attractive new-buyer prices come with 
insufficient volume

A9. Cross-cutting reflection: how Bangladesh’
s structural and institutional conditions run 
through every theme

— cross-cutting; revisits SO19/SO20



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

SO19. Structural country-level constraints: 
logistics, materials, seasonality and 
production model

Supporting Cases

R1, R3, R4, R5

R3, R4, R5

R3, R4, R5

R3, R5

R1, R4

R1, R3

R1, R4

R1

R1

R1, R4

R3



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance SO2. Specification- and certification-based 
governance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

R1

R3

R5

R3, R4

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R3

R3, R4, R5

R1, R4

R3, R5

R3, R5

R3, R5



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and 
conditional partnership

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, corporate 
and non-traditional relationships

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R3, R5

R3, R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R3, R5

R1, R3

R3, R4

R4, R5



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

SO7. Trust, transparency and partnership 
conditionality

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning through 
pain, CAP and corrective action

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1

R3, R4, R5

R5

R4

R1, R3, R4, R5

R3, R4, R5

R5

R3, R4, R5

R1, R5

R3



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

SO11. Organisational and resource barriers 
to capability conversion

R1, R3, R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1

R1, R4

R3, R4, R5

R4, R5

R1, R3, R4

R3, R4

R1

R3, R4, R5

R1, R5



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

SO12. Sustainability and supply-chain 
capability extensions

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and global-
passport signalling

SO14. The upgrading-dependence paradox: 
absorbed cost and premium-buyer lock-in

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position

R1, R3, R5

R3, R5

R3, R5

R1, R4

R4, R5

R3, R5

R1, R4, R5

R4, R5

R4, R5

R3, R4, R5

R3, R4, R5



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

R4, R5

R4, R5

R5

R5

R5

R5

R1, R3, R4, R5

R1, R4, R5

R5

R5

R1, R3, R5



Aggregate Theme Second-Order Theme Supporting Cases

SO16. Production-model and volume-price 
barriers to diversification

A9. Cross-cutting reflection: how Bangladesh’
s structural and institutional conditions run 
through every theme

— cross-cutting; revisits SO19/SO20

R3, R5

R1, R3, R4

R3, R4, R5



Aggregate Theme
Second-Order 
Themes

Master Codes R1 R3 R4 R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

3 15 8 8 7 5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance
2 10 5 8 5 8

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction
2 7 6 7 3 6

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and 
conditional partnership 2 7 2 3 5 4

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels 2 9 5 6 4 7

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers 3 11 5 7 6 7

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox
2 6 2 1 5 5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory 2 8 0 2 4 8

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy 2 8 4 5 4 7

A9. Cross-cutting reflection: how Bangladesh’s 
structural and institutional conditions run 
through every theme

— — — — — —

TOTAL 20 81

APPENDIX 5 - AGGREGATE THEME COVERAGE CHECK



Aggregate Theme

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions
A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics and 
conditional partnership

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

A9. Cross-cutting reflection: how Bangladesh’s 
structural and institutional conditions run 
through every theme
TOTAL

Cross-case strength

Context only; not an aggregate finding.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

Three cases provide substantial evidence; one 
is thin.

Three cases provide substantial evidence; one 
is thin.

All four cases provide substantial evidence — 
strong cross-case support.

Cross-cutting reflection; not coded separately.



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

1 Mixed buyer channels across direct brands, buying 
houses and digital-first buyers

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

2 Director-level respondents handle strategic buyer 
interface

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

3 Firm scale ranges from medium factories to multi-
plant groups

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

4 Buyer base remains concentrated in Europe with 
limited diversification beyond

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

5 Some firms create separate sub-units to serve 
buyer segments the main factory cannot 
accommodate

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

6 Off-peak capacity often filled through buying 
houses and subcontracted local orders

T1. Firm background and 
buyer channels

SO1. Firm positioning, scale and buyer-
channel structure

7 Buyer governance extends far beyond product 
specifications

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance

8 Tech packs and detailed product specifications 
structure production governance

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance

APPENDIX 6 - MASTER ANALYTICAL CODE LIST FOR EXPORT CASES



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

9 International certifications function as gates to 
market access

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance

10 Post-Rana Plaza governance significantly tightened 
structural and safety requirements

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance

11 Monitoring has shifted from final inspection to 
continuous evaluation

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

12 Scorecards and the threat of future-volume 
reduction discipline supplier behaviour

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

13 Buyer requirements are enforced through audits, 
CAP and PAP cycles

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

14 Compliance has reshaped shop-floor routines and 
management systems

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

15 Documentation and evidence requirements have 
grown so heavy they rival the work itself

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO3. Continuous monitoring and audit-
based discipline

16 Sustainability and environmental governance are 
growing requirements

T2. Buyer-driven 
governance and 
compliance

SO2. Specification- and certification-
based governance

17 Firms remain highly dependent on a small number 
of major buyers

T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

18 Buyers dictate price, lead time and order terms T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

19 Buyer power rests on supplier replaceability T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence

20 Buyers push their own cost and profit pressure 
down onto suppliers

T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

21 Survival pressure forces acceptance of low-margin 
or break-even orders

T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

22 Buyer-side price competition is institutionalised T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO5. Commercial pressure and survival-
driven order acceptance

23 Dependence is operational, financial and 
workforce-related, not only commercial

T3. Buyer dependence 
and power asymmetry

SO4. Buyer concentration and structural 
dependence

24 Long-term and legacy buyer relationships provide 
flexibility during disruptions

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, 
corporate and non-traditional 
relationships

25 Newer corporate buyer relationships are strictly 
contractual and time-driven

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, 
corporate and non-traditional 
relationships



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

26 Buyers differ along multiple dimensions, creating 
heterogeneous relationship types

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, 
corporate and non-traditional 
relationships

27 Trust is built through transparency and consistent 
delivery

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO7. Trust, transparency and partnership 
conditionality

28 Partnership language is conditional and can be 
withdrawn during disputes

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO7. Trust, transparency and partnership 
conditionality

29 Bargaining power can reverse with smaller, non-
traditional buyers

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO6. Buyer heterogeneity: legacy, 
corporate and non-traditional 
relationships

30 Concealment of problems is framed as a wider 
sector weakness

T4. Relationship quality, 
trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

SO7. Trust, transparency and partnership 
conditionality

31 Learning happens primarily through enforcement 
and painful experience

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning 
through pain, CAP and corrective action

32 CAP and PAP cycles convert audit findings and 
quality failures into operational learning

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning 
through pain, CAP and corrective action

33 Direct buyer-supported technical knowledge 
transfer accelerates capability building

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

34 Buyer requirements reveal end-market 
expectations suppliers cannot easily see otherwise

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

35 Buyers’ accumulated efficiency knowledge often 
exceeds local experience

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

36 Learning depth varies by buyer type T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

37 Knowledge from one buyer transfers across the 
firm and becomes a general capability

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

38 Technical knowledge also flows from machinery 
suppliers, material suppliers and external experts

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO9. Direct knowledge transfer, market 
exposure and learning variation by buyer 
type

39 Audits become learning only when findings change 
internal routines

T5. Buyer-enabled 
learning

SO8. Enforcement-driven learning 
through pain, CAP and corrective action

40 Buyer-driven requirements force investment in 
advanced machinery and equipment

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

41 Learning is institutionalised through SOPs, pre-
production meetings and knowledge-sharing 
routines

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

42 Middle managers must own new routines for 
capability to take hold

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

43 Worker mindset and resistance are central barriers 
to capability conversion

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO11. Organisational and resource 
barriers to capability conversion

44 Worker turnover undermines retention of trained 
capability

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO11. Organisational and resource 
barriers to capability conversion

45 Cost pressure constrains capability building T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO11. Organisational and resource 
barriers to capability conversion

46 Sustainability and ESG capabilities have become 
market-facing signalling tools

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO12. Sustainability and supply-chain 
capability extensions

47 Supply-chain control strengthens internal capability 
beyond direct buyer requirements

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO12. Sustainability and supply-chain 
capability extensions

48 New technology requires complementary worker 
skills and training

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

49 Compliance routines reshape internal management 
systems and discipline

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

50 Cost-driven internal restructuring sits alongside 
buyer-driven upgrading

T6. Capability 
development and 
internal embedding

SO10. Technology investment and 
institutional embedding of routines

51 Buyer-driven upgrading is largely survival-driven T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and 
global-passport signalling

52 Compliance and capability investments operate as 
a "global passport"

T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and 
global-passport signalling

53 Upgrading strengthens capability but the firm 
absorbs the cost

T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO14. The upgrading-dependence 
paradox: absorbed cost and premium-
buyer lock-in

54 Upgrading does not remove dependence — it shifts 
to a smaller, premium-buyer segment

T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO14. The upgrading-dependence 
paradox: absorbed cost and premium-
buyer lock-in

55 Premium buyers must be retained specifically to 
fund the capability investment they required

T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO14. The upgrading-dependence 
paradox: absorbed cost and premium-
buyer lock-in

56 Operational capability becomes strategic when 
used in buyer development

T7. Upgrading and the 
dependence paradox

SO13. Survival-driven upgrading and 
global-passport signalling

57 Buyer diversification is widely desired but 
constrained in practice

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

58 Diversification is capability-dependent, not 
marketing-dependent

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

59 Capability without active marketing does not 
generate diversification

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

60 Production model and capacity constraints limit 
diversification

T8. Buyer diversification SO16. Production-model and volume-
price barriers to diversification

61 Volume-price trap: attractive new-buyer prices 
come with insufficient volume

T8. Buyer diversification SO16. Production-model and volume-
price barriers to diversification

62 Existing buyer dependence diverts attention from 
diversification

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

63 Routes to new buyers combine capability signalling, 
referrals and outreach

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

64 Diversification is reframed as portfolio quality, not 
buyer count

T8. Buyer diversification SO15. Diversification as risk-reducing 
portfolio strategy requiring capability and 
active deployment

65 Specialised technical capability reduces 
replaceability and creates leverage

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

66 Internal capability gives firms the confidence to 
walk away from unprofitable buyers

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position

67 Strategic freedom is being "hard to replace," not 
being free of buyers

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO17. Capability-based leverage and the 
"hard-to-replace" position

68 The buyer-supplier relationship arc moves from 
dependence to partial strategic room

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

69 Buyer relationships are simultaneously 
developmental and controlling

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

70 Supplier autonomy depends on buyer behaviour, 
firm capability and management mindset

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

71 The future requires selling capability and solutions, 
not capacity

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

72 Independence ultimately depends on the supplier’s 
use of buyer-driven learning

T9. Supplier leverage, 
autonomy and strategic 
room

SO18. Strategic-room trajectory and 
conditions for supplier agency

73 Logistics and infrastructure constraints damage 
delivery and order eligibility

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO19. Structural country-level 
constraints: logistics, materials, 
seasonality and production model

74 The Bangladeshi textile base is weak and cotton-
dependent

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO19. Structural country-level 
constraints: logistics, materials, 
seasonality and production model



# Master Analytical Code Cluster Second-Order Theme

75 Sweater manufacturing is seasonal, creating off-
season production gaps

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO19. Structural country-level 
constraints: logistics, materials, 
seasonality and production model

76 Payment and financial infrastructure restricts 
access to small and online buyers

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

77 The industry is configured for mass production, not 
small-batch variety

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO19. Structural country-level 
constraints: logistics, materials, 
seasonality and production model

78 Local buyer-liaison offices in Bangladesh sometimes 
act against supplier interests

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

79 Country pricing reputation constrains premium 
positioning

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

80 Automation is reshaping the industry — necessary 
but worker-displacing

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO20. Institutional and market-level 
constraints: payments, intermediaries, 
reputation and automation

81 Country-level political and trade-policy risk shapes 
buyer sourcing decisions

T10. Country- and 
industry-level constraints

SO19. Structural country-level 
constraints: logistics, materials, 
seasonality and production model



#

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1, R3, R4, R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3, R4, R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3, R4, R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3, R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1, R4

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1, R3

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R1, R3, R4, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R1, R3

APPENDIX 7 - CROSS-CASE TRIANGULATION GRID



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R3, R4, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R1, R4

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R3, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R3, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R1, R3, R4, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R1, R3, R4, R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R5

A1. Eligibility-based buyer governance §5.2 R3, R5

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3, R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3, R4, R5

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3, R5

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3, R4, R5

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3, R5

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R1, R3

A2. Power asymmetry and value extraction §5.3 R3, R5

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R3, R4

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R1, R3, R4, R5

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R3, R4, R5

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R5

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R1

A3. Buyer-supplier relationship dynamics 
and conditional partnership

§5.4 R4

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R1, R3, R4, R5

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R3, R4, R5

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R3, R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R1, R5

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R3

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R1, R3, R5

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R1, R3, R4, R5

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R1

A4. Buyer relationships as uneven learning 
channels

§5.5 R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R1, R4

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R3, R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R4, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R3, R4, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R1, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R1, R3, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R3, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R3, R5

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R1, R3, R4

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R3, R4



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

A5. Internal capability conversion and its 
barriers

§5.6 R1

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R1, R4

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R4, R5

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R1, R4, R5

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R4, R5

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R4, R5

A6. The upgrading-dependence paradox §5.7 R3, R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R1, R3, R4, R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R1, R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R1, R3, R4

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R3, R4, R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R1, R3, R5

A8. Buyer diversification as capability-
conditional portfolio strategy

§5.9 R3, R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R3, R4, R5



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R3, R4, R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R4, R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R4, R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R5

A7. Supplier agency and the strategic-room 
trajectory

§5.8 R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1, R4

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1



# Aggregate Theme
Findings 
Section

Supporting Cases

75

76

77

78

79

80

81

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R1, R4

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R5

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3, R4

A0. Context: firm profiles, buyer-channel 
structure and Bangladesh’s structural 
conditions

§5.1 R3



#

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Example Evidence Source Codes

“First, we have direct European brands… Second, we work with 

buying houses… Third, we have started working with some 
digital-first brands.” (R5)

R1: 1, 2; R3: 1, 2, 3; R4: 2, 3; R5: 
11, 13

“I am the main point of contact for the high-level negotiations.” 
(R3)

R3: 1; R4: 1; R5: 1, 2

“As a group, we have six manufacturing plants… we employ 
about 12,000 workers.” (R4)

R3: 6; R4: 8; R5: 9, 10

“Europe is still the main market. Around 60 percent of our 
business comes from Europe.” (R5)

R3: 5; R5: 12

“It was not possible for the family factory to cater properly to 
these non-traditional buyers.” (R1)

R1: 3, 6, 7; R4: 8

“During the off-peak season (typically June, July, and August), we 
fill our lines with orders from buying houses.” (R3)

R1: 80; R3: 7

“It’s no longer just ‘can you knit this sweater?’ It’s ‘how was the 
building built?’ and ‘where did the yarn come from?’” (R4)

R1: 26, 27; R3: 20, 21, 22; R4: 
19, 20; R5: 35, 36

“The tech pack works as a 12–15 page production blueprint.” (R1) R1: 26, 27; R3: 20



# Example Evidence Source Codes

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

“If you fail an Accord audit, you are essentially blacklisted from 
the European market.” (R4)

R3: 26, 75; R4: 21, 22, 23, 24, 
25; R5: 27, 36

“Since the Rana Plaza incident, we have the Accord and the 
Alliance.” (R4)

R1: 30; R4: 22

“The monitoring is continuous now. It is not only one final 
inspection.” (R5)

R3: 31, 32; R5: 39, 40, 41

“The bigger fear is losing future orders.” (R5) R3: 32; R5: 40, 42

“We use a process called PAP, which stands for Preventive Action 
Plan.” (R3)

R1: 32; R3: 36, 37, 38; R4: 43; 
R5: 61

“Inside this zone, even using a pen is forbidden—only pencils are 
allowed.” (R3)

R1: 31, 49; R3: 24, 25, 75; R4: 
27; R5: 44

“Sometimes we spend more time proving that we did the work 
than doing the work itself.” (R5)

R5: 38

“Environmental requirements are growing… recycled polyester, 

organic cotton, wastewater treatment…” (R5)

R3: 66, 67; R5: 37

“Our top three buyers cover around 55 to 60 percent of annual 
sales.” (R5)

R1: 9, 10, 17; R3: 8, 9, 10; R4: 
64; R5: 15, 16



# Example Evidence Source Codes

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

“For Company A, the terms are mostly dictated by buyers.” (R1) R1: 11, 13, 14; R3: 33, 34; R4: 
17; R5: 49, 51

“If I quote a higher price and another supplier quotes a slightly 
lower one, the buyer will definitely go elsewhere.” (R3)

R1: 15, 34; R3: 34; R5: 18, 49

“Raw material costs have increased while unit prices have 
remained stagnant or even decreased.” (R1)

R1: 13, 79; R3: 53, 54; R4: 17; 
R5: 25, 30, 51, 74

“Just to keep my 17 lines running, I often have to ‘catch’ orders 
even without a profit margin.” (R3)

R1: 12, 16; R3: 54; R5: 52

“Some big brands even use auction-like systems.” (R1) R1: 78; R3: 34, 53

“If one major buyer stops ordering, you immediately feel it in line 
planning, cash flow, and worker utilization.” (R5)

R3: 9; R5: 16

“We can pick up the phone, explain the situation, and they will 
often negotiate with the end-retailer to give us a one-week grace 
period.” (R4)

R3: 12, 13, 14, 15; R4: 13, 14, 15

“If the goods are not at the Chittagong port by the date specified 

in the contract, the system automatically triggers a penalty…” 
(R4)

R4: 16, 17, 18; R5: 22



# Example Evidence Source Codes

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

“Buyers differ in four ways: price behavior, technical involvement, 
compliance expectations, and flexibility.” (R5)

R1: 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25; 
R3: 11; R4: 13; R5: 24, 25, 26, 
27, 28

“Wrong information can damage trust more than the actual 
problem.” (R5)

R3: 14, 31, 32; R4: 9, 10, 11, 12; 
R5: 46, 47, 48

“When they need capacity, they call us partner. When there is a 
claim, they treat us like supplier.” (R5)

R5: 22, 23

“For Company B, most of the time, the power is more in my 
hand.” (R1)

R1: 18, 21, 22, 23, 25, 28

“A common mistake in the Bangladeshi RMG sector is that 
factories often try to hide it when things are going wrong.” (R4)

R4: 76

“This learning doesn’t happen in a classroom. It happens through 
what I call ‘Painful Lessons.’” (R4)

R1: 35, 36; R3: 44, 45, 46; R4: 
41, 42; R5: 61, 62

“After a query or a technical issue is identified, the buyer’s liaison 
office sends representatives to our factory.” (R3)

R3: 36, 37, 38, 47; R4: 43; R5: 
61, 63

“They sent their own chemical specialist from the UK to our 
factory for three days.” (R4)

R3: 56, 57, 58, 75, 76, 77; R4: 
45, 46, 47; R5: 56



# Example Evidence Source Codes

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

“What buyers want is essentially what the end market is moving 
toward.” (R1)

R1: 39; R5: 60

“Our local leaders might only have five or six years of experience.” 
(R3)

R3: 76

“Price-focused buyers make us more efficient, but not always 
more capable.” (R5)

R1: 41; R3: 39, 40; R5: 26, 30, 
31, 32

“Once I learned that from one buyer, I realized it was a superior 
method and implemented it for every single order in the factory.” 
(R3)

R1: 42; R3: 57, 58; R4: 48; R5: 
34, 66, 68, 76

“Technical know-how comes mainly from machinery and material 
suppliers and foreign experts, not from buyers.” (R1)

R1: 40

“Audits are mainly checking tools, but they can lead to learning if 
the factory takes them seriously.” (R5)

R5: 63

“We invested heavily in Stoll machines—these are computerized 
flat knitting machines from Germany.” (R4)

R1: 45; R4: 31, 32, 33

“Every new technical lesson must be documented in our SOP 
immediately.” (R4)

R3: 50; R4: 49, 50, 51, 52; R5: 
59, 69, 71



# Example Evidence Source Codes

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

“Production managers, quality managers, cutting managers, 
finishing managers, and merchandisers have to own the process.” 
(R5)

R4: 49; R5: 72, 73

“The main ‘Blocker’ is the worker’s mindset.” (R4) R3: 50; R4: 53, 54, 55; R5: 75

“Even if you train them, they may leave. That makes capability 
development harder.” (R1)

R1: 77; R5: 70, 75

“Cost pressure is the biggest difficulty. Buyers want better 
systems, but they also want lower prices.” (R5)

R1: 47; R3: 53, 54; R5: 74

“We use organic and recycled fabrics. We have a biological ETP in 
our washing factory instead of a chemical one.” (R3)

R3: 43, 66, 67; R5: 37, 67, 68

“We created an approved service-provider list, with documents, 
compliance status, and quality history.” (R5)

R3: 58, 75; R5: 45, 64

“Computerised machines require new worker skills.” (R1) R1: 46; R3: 51, 55; R4: 31, 32

“Audit compliance changes management systems.” (R3) R3: 24, 49; R4: 27, 50



# Example Evidence Source Codes

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

“The firm solves cost problems internally, not via buyer 
instruction.” (R1)

R1: 50, 51, 52

“It has moved us from being a ‘Basic Sweater’ factory to a ‘High-
Fashion Knitwear’ partner.” (R4)

R1: 45; R4: 56

“I just show them our BSCI Gold or Accord certificate. It’s like a 
‘Global Passport.’” (R4)

R4: 29, 30, 61; R5: 78

“You improve, but you also absorb cost.” (R1) R1: 33, 37, 38, 81; R4: 26, 27; 
R5: 77

“The ‘upgrade’ hasn’t reduced our dependence; it has just made 
us dependent on a smaller, more elite group of buyers.” (R4)

R4: 57, 58, 59; R5: 79, 80

“We need the premium buyers to pay for the technology we 
bought to please them.” (R4)

R4: 75; R5: 103

“Operational capability can become strategic if we use it in buyer 
development.” (R5)

R3: 67; R5: 78, 83

“Diversification is a strategic goal, but day-to-day production 
pressure sometimes pushes us back toward dependence.” (R5)

R1: 61, 63; R3: 59, 60, 61; R4: 
60; R5: 53, 54

“What helps us attract new buyers is our ‘Compliance Portfolio.’” 
(R4)

R1: 59, 60, 62, 66, 67; R4: 61; 
R5: 81, 88



# Example Evidence Source Codes

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

“Capability is like a tool… You need to use it to approach new 
buyers, negotiate better, and select better orders.” (R5)

R5: 81, 93

“My factory needs 100,000 pieces a month to break even.” (R4) R1: 60, 64, 65; R3: 65; R4: 62, 
63, 65

“A new buyer might offer a great price but only for 5,000 pieces.” 
(R4)

R3: 65; R4: 62, 63; R5: 90

“Existing buyers consume a lot of management attention.” (R5) R5: 91, 92

“We have tried to find new buyers through trade fairs, buyer 
referrals, LinkedIn, sourcing consultants, and direct email.” (R5)

R1: 43, 68; R3: 43; R5: 82, 83, 88

“Buyer diversification means reducing risk, not just adding 
names.” (R5)

R3: 69; R5: 84, 85, 86, 87

“If they need a complex, multi-color Jacquard sweater with RWS-
certified wool, their options in Bangladesh might drop from 5,000 
factories to 50.” (R4)

R3: 67, 68; R4: 35, 36, 37; R5: 50



# Example Evidence Source Codes

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

“If a buyer is squeezing us so hard that we are losing money on 
every sweater just to keep the machines running, I will walk 
away.” (R4)

R3: 69; R4: 66, 67, 68; R5: 99

“Our ‘Freedom’ is not in having no buyers; it’s in having the skills 
that make us ‘hard to replace.’” (R4)

R4: 69; R5: 95

“It starts with Total Dependence. You are a student, and they are 
the teacher.” (R4)

R4: 70, 71, 72, 73, 74; R5: 95

“Foreign buyers create dependence… But foreign buyers also 
create learning.” (R5)

R5: 94, 96, 97

“First, the buyer’s behavior… Second, the supplier’s capability… 
Third, management mindset.” (R5)

R5: 98

“Bangladeshi suppliers need to become better at selling 
capability, not just capacity.” (R5)

R5: 100, 101

“Buyers can push us to improve, but they will not make us 
independent.” (R5)

R5: 102

“Port strikes and road blockades have severely impacted our lead 
times.” (R4)

R1: 69, 70; R4: 6, 7

“Bangladesh is still heavily dependent on cotton.” (R1) R1: 53, 55, 56, 57, 58



# Example Evidence Source Codes

75

76

77

78

79

80

81

“During the off-season, there are production gaps.” (R1) R1: 76

“Traditional buyers will not use PayPal/Stripe.” (R1) R1: 74, 75

“Bangladeshi factories built for large-volume production, not 
small-batch variety.” (R1)

R1: 72, 73; R4: 62, 63

“These individuals think about their own pockets instead of the 
country’s long-term interests.” (R3)

R3: 70, 71

“Bangladesh is still seen as a cost-competitive country.” (R5) R5: 89

“While many people might lose their jobs, automation will allow 

us to stay competitive…” (R3)

R3: 72, 73, 78; R4: 31, 32, 33

“Buyers weigh country-level political stability, trade rules, 
reputation.” (R3)

R3: 71



Number Quote To Highlight Analytical Code

1 “I am one of the directors of Company F. My official responsibility is 
business development and operations.”

Director bridges business development 
and operations

2 “I handle buyer communication, new buyer development, costing 
discussion, production planning review, and also some compliance 
and audit-related decisions when they become strategic.”

Director involved across buyer 
communication and internal coordination

3 “Earlier, Company F was mostly making basic knit products… margins 
in basic products became very low.”

Low margins in basic products pushed 
strategic repositioning

4 “Now our main focus is activewear, loungewear, children’s sleepwear, 
and technical knit products.”

Shift toward value-added technical knit 
products

5 “products that require more control than a normal T-shirt. For 
example, stretch fabric, elastane recovery, moisture-management 

finish… flame-retardant sleepwear for some markets…”

Technical products require tighter process 
control

6 “I review whether we can make the product, whether the target price 

is realistic, whether the lead time is possible…”

Feasibility screening before accepting 
buyer inquiries

7 “You cannot make a strategic decision without understanding buyers, 
and you cannot deal with buyers properly if you do not understand 
the factory.”

Buyer knowledge and factory knowledge 
are interdependent

8 “if I know that fabric relaxation needs 24 hours… then I will not 
commit blindly.”

Operational knowledge prevents 
unrealistic buyer commitments

9 “Company F is medium-sized. We have around 1,500 workers now… 
We have around 18 sewing lines.”

Medium-sized factory with flexible but 
limited scale

10 “We are flexible compared to very large factories, but we do not have 
the same financial strength or vertical setup as the big groups.”

Medium size creates flexibility and 
resource constraints

11 “First, we have direct European brands… Second, we work with 

buying houses that represent large retailers… Third, we have started 
working with some digital-first brands.”

Mixed buyer channels

12 “Europe is still the main market. Around 60 percent of our business 
comes from Europe.”

Europe as dominant market

13 “Maybe 45 percent direct brands, 40 percent buying houses or liaison 
offices, and 15 percent smaller digital or private-label buyers.”

Buyer portfolio split across channels

14 “So for actual factory capacity, I would say seven or eight active 
buyers.”

Active production buyers differ from 
sample-stage buyers

15 “Our top three buyers cover around 55 to 60 percent of annual sales.” Top-three buyer concentration

APPENDIX 8 - INTERVIEW 5 CODING TABLE - R5- COMPANY F



16 “If one major buyer stops ordering, you immediately feel it in line 
planning, cash flow, and worker utilization.”

Major buyer loss affects operations and 
cash flow

17 “I would say the relationships are professional, but not equal.” Professional but unequal buyer 
relationships

18 “the buyer still has more options than the supplier.” Buyer replacement options create power 
imbalance

19 “With some buyers, we have a relationship that is close to 

partnership… With other buyers, it is mostly transactional.”

Relationship quality differs across buyers

20 “We prefer long-term because it gives predictability.” Long-term relationships provide planning 
stability

21 “Short-term buyers are sometimes attractive because they may offer 
slightly better price, but they are risky.”

Short-term buyers bring price 
opportunities but higher risk

22 “When they need capacity, they call us partner. When there is a claim, 
they treat us like supplier.”

Partnership language can disappear during 
claims

23 “some buyers use partnership language while putting all the risk on 
us.”

Partnership rhetoric can shift risk to 
suppliers

24 “buyers differ in four ways: price behavior, technical involvement, 
compliance expectations, and flexibility.”

Buyer heterogeneity across four 
dimensions

25 “Some buyers are price-first buyers… they focus mainly on cents.” Price-first buyers emphasize cost over 
capability

26 “Some buyers are technically involved… These buyers are difficult, 
but they help us learn.”

Technically involved buyers create 
learning

27 “Some buyers are compliance-heavy. They want documentation for 

everything…”

Compliance-heavy buyers force system 
building

28 “A flexible buyer does not mean an easy buyer. It means if there is a 
genuine problem, they discuss options.”

Buyer flexibility means problem-solving, 
not low standards

29 “A supportive buyer gives clear requirements early… They give 
realistic lead time, they approve samples quickly, and they help us 
prevent problems.”

Supportive buyers prevent problems 
through clarity and timely approvals

30 “some are demanding only commercially. They want lower price, but 
they do not help us improve.”

Commercially demanding buyers create 
pressure without learning

31 “The technical and compliance-focused buyers help us improve 
more.”

Technical and compliance buyers develop 
capability more than price-focused buyers

32 “Price-focused buyers make us more efficient, but not always more 
capable.”

Efficiency pressure differs from capability 
development



33 “we learned a lot from a buyer who was very strict about elastane 
recovery.”

Strict elastane recovery requirements 
created technical learning

34 “That buyer forced us to measure recovery and growth at different 

stages… now we use that knowledge for other activewear buyers.”

Stage-based stretch testing became 
transferable capability

35 “Product requirements include fabric composition, GSM, stretch 

percentage, recovery, shrinkage… and packaging.”

Product specifications are 
multidimensional

36 “For children’s sleepwear, requirements are even stricter… flame-
retardant standards or tight-fitting specifications.”

Children’s sleepwear requires heightened 
safety compliance

37 “Environmental requirements are growing… recycled polyester, 

organic cotton, wastewater treatment… and sometimes carbon or 
energy data.”

Environmental requirements are 
expanding

38 “Sometimes we spend more time proving that we did the work than 
doing the work itself.”

Documentation burden exceeds 
operational task burden

39 “Through audits, inspections, scorecards, and constant 
communication.”

Continuous buyer monitoring

40 “The score matters. If the score drops, future orders may reduce.” Buyer scorecards affect future orders

41 “The monitoring is continuous now. It is not only one final 
inspection.”

Shift from final inspection to continuous 
monitoring

42 “The bigger fear is losing future orders.” Future order loss as hidden penalty

43 “every new requirement feels like pressure… But if the requirement 
becomes part of our internal system, then it becomes support.”

Buyer pressure can become internal 
support when systematized

44 “one buyer required us to introduce a fabric relaxation log for stretch 

products… it reduced twisting and measurement problems. Now we 
use it for all stretch fabric orders.”

Fabric relaxation log became standard 
routine

45 “A good example is restricted substance control… it improved our 
supply chain control.”

Chemical compliance improved supply-
chain control

46 “Trust is strong with long-term buyers, but it is never automatic.” Trust requires repeated maintenance

47 “From our side, trust means the buyer will not change requirements 

unfairly, will approve things on time, will pay on time…”

Supplier-side trust depends on buyer 
fairness

48 “Wrong information can damage trust more than the actual 
problem.”

False reporting damages trust more than 
delays

49 “They control the order, the price target, the approval process, and 
access to the final market.”

Buyers control market access and 
approvals



50 “If we are making a very basic product, the buyer has much more 

power… If we are making a technical product where we have proven 
capability, then our power increases slightly.”

Technical capability increases bargaining 
power

51 “buyers often focus on the final FOB price.” FOB price dominates negotiation

52 “If our lines are empty, it is very difficult… Sometimes we accept 
orders with very low margin to keep the factory running.”

Capacity utilization weakens negotiation 
position

53 “After COVID, we became more serious about this.” COVID increased awareness of buyer-
dependence risk

54 “diversification is a strategic goal, but day-to-day production pressure 
sometimes pushes us back toward dependence.”

Production pressure undermines 
diversification goals

55 “Good buyers… They do not just send complaints. They discuss the 
root cause.”

Good buyers engage in root-cause 
problem solving

56 “we had an issue with twisting in leggings after wash… their technical 
person joined a call with our fabric supplier and production team.”

Collaborative problem-solving across 
buyer, supplier and fabric supplier

57 “some buyers only say, ‘Goods failed, give discount.’ That does not 
create learning.”

Claims without diagnosis do not generate 
learning

58 “I would summarize them as discipline, systems, and product 
understanding.”

Learning summarized as discipline, 
systems and product understanding

59 “Earlier, many things were based on individual experience. Now we 
try to make them system-based.”

Shift from individual experience to 
systems

60 “we no longer see garments only as stitching pieces together.” Expanded product understanding beyond 
sewing

61 “Mostly through feedback, audits, rejections, and corrective actions.” Learning occurs through feedback, audits, 
rejections and CAPs

62 “The factory learns when the issue affects production, shipment, or 
money.”

Learning becomes real when 
consequences are operational or financial

63 “Audits are mainly checking tools, but they can lead to learning if the 
factory takes them seriously.”

Audits become learning only when 
findings change systems

64 “We created an approved service-provider list, with documents, 
compliance status, and quality history.”

Audit finding led to approved service-
provider system

65 “after several washes, some heat-transfer labels were cracking and 

peeling… we introduced a heat-press control sheet.”

Heat-transfer claim produced process-
control routine

66 “This started because of one buyer, but now we use it for all heat-
transfer label orders.”

Buyer-specific process became general 
capability

67 “One buyer from Europe pushed us to reduce plastic packaging… The 
buyer worked with us to develop a folding and bundling method using 
paper bands and master polybags.”

Packaging reduction created sustainability 
capability



68 “now we can offer reduced-plastic packing to other buyers. That is a 

capability…”

Sustainability learning became marketable 
capability

69 “We try to convert it into SOPs, checklists, and training.” Learning is embedded through SOPs, 
checklists and training

70 “Sometimes learning stays with one merchandiser or one quality 
manager. If that person leaves, the knowledge may disappear.”

Personalized knowledge risks being lost 
through turnover

71 “we do a pre-production meeting… everyone hears the same 
instruction.”

PP meetings transfer buyer knowledge 
across departments

72 “Management commitment is the most important.” Top management commitment converts 
learning into capability

73 “Second is middle management… Production managers, quality 
managers, cutting managers, finishing managers, and merchandisers 
have to own the process.”

Middle management ownership sustains 
capability

74 “Cost pressure is the biggest difficulty. Buyers want better systems, 
but they also want lower prices.”

Cost pressure blocks capability building

75 “Another difficulty is employee turnover… production pressure… 
buyer-specific complexity.”

Turnover, urgency and buyer-specific 
complexity hinder standardization

76 “technical and process learning is usually transferable.” Technical and process knowledge 
transfers across buyers

77 “foreign buyer relationships have upgraded us. But this upgrade came 
through pressure.”

Upgrading through pressure

78 “operational capability can become strategic if we use it in buyer 
development.”

Operational improvements can become 
strategic assets

79 “Improvements give us more options… But dependence does not 
disappear automatically.”

Capability expands options but does not 
eliminate dependence

80 “upgrading shifts dependence from low-price buyers to higher-
standard buyers. That is better, but it is still dependence.”

Upgrading may shift rather than remove 
dependence

81 “Many factories improve only for their existing buyers… capability 
improves, but strategic freedom does not improve much.”

Capability without marketing does not 
create strategic freedom

82 “trade fairs, buyer referrals, LinkedIn, sourcing consultants, and direct 
email.”

Multiple channels used for buyer 
diversification

83 “We created sample collections for activewear, loungewear, and 
children’s sleepwear instead of waiting for buyers to send designs.”

Proactive product presentation for buyer 
development

84 “buyer diversification means reducing risk, not just adding names.” Diversification defined as risk reduction, 
not buyer count

85 “a mix of volume buyers and higher-margin buyers.” Healthy portfolio balances volume and 
margin



86 “More buyers alone is not always good.” More buyers can increase complexity

87 “A quality buyer gives reasonable volume, fair price, clear 
communication, timely approvals, and repeat business.”

Quality buyers preferred over many 
buyers

88 “First, product capability… Second, compliance… Third, 

communication… Fourth, technical knowledge… Fifth, existing buyer 
references.”

Attracting new buyers requires capability, 
compliance, communication and 
references

89 “Bangladesh is still seen as a cost-competitive country.” Country image creates price competition

90 “New buyers often start with small quantities… very small orders are 
difficult.”

Capacity mismatch limits new-buyer 
development

91 “Existing buyers consume a lot of management attention.” Dependence diverts attention from 
diversification

92 “dependence creates a mental barrier.” Dependence creates psychological barriers 
to diversification

93 “Capability is like a tool… You need to use it to approach new buyers, 
negotiate better, and select better orders.”

Capability must be actively used 
strategically

94 “Foreign buyers create dependence… But foreign buyers also create 
learning.”

Foreign buyers simultaneously create 
dependence and learning

95 “If a factory only follows instructions to pass audits and ship orders, 
then it remains dependent. If the factory converts those instructions 
into internal capability and uses that capability with other buyers, 
then it gains more strategic room.”

Strategic room depends on converting 
compliance into capability

96 “They are helpful because they bring knowledge, standards, and 
market access. They are controlling because they decide price, timing, 

approval…”

Buyers are both helpful and controlling

97 “control is not always negative… The problem is when control comes 
without fair price or shared responsibility.”

Control can improve discipline but 
becomes harmful without fair sharing

98 “First, the buyer’s behavior… Second, the supplier’s capability… 
Third, management mindset.”

Helpfulness or restriction depends on 
buyer behavior, supplier capability and 
management mindset

99 “We look at… profit margin, payment behavior, claim history, 
capacity usage, compliance burden, communication quality, and 
future potential.”

Buyer continuation decisions use multiple 
criteria

100 “Bangladeshi suppliers need to become better at selling capability, 
not just capacity.”

Suppliers must sell capability, not only 
capacity

101 “Buyers now want suppliers who understand product, sustainability, 
speed, traceability, and risk management.”

Future buyers demand solution-oriented 
suppliers



102 “Buyers can push us to improve, but they will not make us 
independent.”

Independence must come from supplier 
use of learning

103 “upgrading increases cost. Once you build higher capability, you need 
buyers who can pay for that capability.”

Upgrading raises cost and demands 
premium-buyer retention



Interpretation Overall Theme

Respondent’s role connects buyer-facing activities with operational 
decisions, making the interview relevant for learning, capability and 
strategy.

Firm background and strategic role

The respondent occupies a boundary-spanning role between foreign 
buyers, costing, production planning and compliance decisions.

Firm background and strategic role

The firm began moving away from simple basics because buyer price 
pressure made basic knit products less attractive.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Company F is attempting to upgrade through more controlled, value-
added product categories rather than only basic garments.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

The respondent defines technical knitwear as products requiring more 
precise material, safety, finishing and packaging controls.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

The firm evaluates product capability, price and lead time before 
committing, showing strategic selectivity.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Strategic decisions depend on understanding both market-facing 
demands and internal production realities.

Firm background and strategic role

Internal production knowledge allows the respondent to manage 
buyer expectations and avoid overpromising.

Firm background and strategic role

The firm is positioned between small factories and large groups, 
shaping its diversification and capacity constraints.

Firm background and strategic role

The firm’s size gives some agility but limits investment power and 
vertical integration compared with large groups.

Firm background and strategic role

Company F works through direct brands, buying houses and newer 
digital/private-label buyers, creating varied relationship forms.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The firm remains geographically concentrated in Europe while 
exploring Japan, Australia and North America.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The buyer base is diversified by channel, but still shaped by season 
and large retailer programs.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The respondent distinguishes real production buyers from buyers who 
only request samples or negotiate.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Despite multiple buyer names, the firm remains dependent on a small 
group of major buyers.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure



Buyer dependence is operational, financial and workforce-related, not 
only a marketing problem.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Formal systems and documentation coexist with buyer power over 
suppliers.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Buyers’ ability to switch suppliers weakens the supplier’s bargaining 
position.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Buyer relationships vary from partnership-like planning and visibility 
to transactional price comparison.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Repeat programs help the firm plan capacity, workers, materials and 
machinery.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The firm evaluates short-term buyers cautiously because of 
uncertainty around lead time, design changes and financing.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The respondent highlights the conditional nature of buyer partnership 
rhetoric under conflict.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Some buyers present the relationship as partnership while forcing 
suppliers to absorb raw material, port or approval-delay risks.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The respondent identifies concrete dimensions through which buyer 
relationships differ.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Commercially demanding buyers may not generate meaningful 
learning or capability development.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Demanding technical buyers are challenging but contribute to product 
and process knowledge.

Buyer-enabled learning

Documentation, traceability and audit demands push internal 
administrative and compliance systems.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Supportive buyers may still be demanding, but they engage 
constructively when real problems arise.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Support is defined as early clarity, realistic planning and structured 
technical feedback.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Not all buyer pressure is developmental; some pressure only transfers 
cost and risk.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Capability development comes more from 
product/process/compliance demands than from pure price pressure.

Buyer-enabled learning

Cost pressure may improve efficiency but does not necessarily 
produce deeper organizational capability.

Buyer-enabled learning



A buyer’s demanding stretch-performance expectations improved 
Company F’s understanding of activewear materials.

Buyer-enabled learning

Learning from one buyer became a process applied across similar 
activewear orders.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Foreign buyers impose detailed product-performance standards that 
shape production and quality control.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Safety and market-specific regulations make some product categories 
more demanding.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Sustainability and environmental reporting are becoming part of 
buyer governance.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Administrative proof and evidence requirements have become a 
major governance pressure.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Buyer evaluation is ongoing through audits, inspections, scorecards, 
portals and communication.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Performance metrics create indirect discipline because poor scores 
can reduce future business.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Buyer governance now extends across the production process, not 
just shipment-stage quality checks.

Buyer governance, compliance and 
monitoring

Supplier discipline is shaped not only by immediate penalties but by 
fear of future volume reduction.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Requirements initially create cost and effort but can become 
capabilities once embedded in routines.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

A buyer requirement was converted into a general internal process 
for stretch products.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Strict chemical documentation initially pressured suppliers but 
strengthened control over print and label suppliers.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Trust is built through order-by-order consistency rather than assumed 
from relationship duration alone.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Trust is reciprocal and includes timely approvals, payment reliability 
and fair treatment.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

Transparency and accurate communication are central to maintaining 
buyer trust.

Relationship quality, trust and buyer 
heterogeneity

The buyer’s structural control over orders, pricing and final markets 
creates asymmetry.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure



The firm gains some leverage when capabilities make it harder to 
replace.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Despite detailed costing, buyers mainly pressure the final export 
price.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Idle lines, worker wages and fixed costs push the firm to accept low-
margin or break-even orders.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Market disruption showed that even long-term buyers can reduce or 
delay orders.

Buyer diversification

Operational urgency and attractive volume orders can pull the firm 
back into concentrated dependence.

Buyer diversification

Collaborative buyers turn problems into learning opportunities rather 
than only claims.

Buyer-enabled learning

Buyer involvement helped diagnose fabric relaxation and marker-
direction issues.

Buyer-enabled learning

Discount-focused responses punish the supplier but do not build 
capability.

Buyer-enabled learning

The respondent identifies three broad learning outcomes from 
foreign buyer relationships.

Buyer-enabled learning

Buyer pressure encouraged the firm to formalize knowledge through 
documentation and SOPs.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

The firm learned to consider fabric behavior, wash performance, child 
safety and retail presentation.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Buyer learning is often experiential and problem-driven rather than 
classroom-based.

Buyer-enabled learning

Painful production or financial impacts make buyer lessons more 
deeply internalized.

Buyer-enabled learning

Audit value depends on whether the factory embeds corrective 
actions into routines.

Buyer-enabled learning

Subcontractor/service-provider control was strengthened and applied 
across buyers.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

A buyer complaint led to recording temperature, pressure, time, 
operator and wash-test results.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

A corrective action for one buyer became a standard process across 
similar orders.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

A European buyer’s packaging demand led to new packing methods 
and worker training.

Capability development and internal 
embedding



Packaging learning became a service offering for other sustainability-
focused buyers.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

The firm tries to transform buyer-related knowledge into 
organizational routines.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Weak documentation and employee turnover can prevent learning 
from becoming company capability.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Cross-functional meetings help share buyer requirements with 
merchandising, production, quality, cutting and finishing teams.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Learning becomes durable only when management treats it as a firm 
standard rather than buyer-specific compliance.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Managers below directors are critical for daily implementation of new 
routines.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

A contradiction exists between buyer demands for better systems and 
buyer pressure for lower prices.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Internal and external complexity makes capability building uneven 
and difficult.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Some buyer-specific knowledge cannot transfer, but process/technical 
routines are often reusable.

Capability development and internal 
embedding

Buyer relationships improved products, processes, quality and 
compliance, but not through comfortable or equal support.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Capabilities such as heat-transfer control, packaging and compliance 
become buyer-development tools.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Upgrading supports diversification but does not automatically replace 
the need for major buyers and volume.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Capability development can create reliance on buyers who can pay for 
higher standards.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Upgrading must be connected to new-buyer development to reduce 
dependence.

Buyer diversification

The firm actively searches for new buyers through both formal and 
digital channels.

Buyer diversification

The firm is shifting from reactive manufacturing to proactive 
capability selling.

Buyer diversification

The respondent rejects simple numerical diversification and 
emphasizes portfolio quality.

Buyer diversification

Strategic diversification involves buyer mix, regional spread, learning 
buyers and stable buyers.

Buyer diversification



Small orders and many requirements may create inefficiency, 
sampling load and line changes.

Buyer diversification

The firm seeks better buyers who provide stability, fairness and 
repeat orders rather than simply increasing buyer count.

Buyer diversification

Buyer diversification depends on organizational credibility and 
capability, not only outreach.

Buyer diversification

Bangladesh’s low-cost positioning can make it difficult to charge for 
better capability.

Buyer dependence, power asymmetry 
and commercial pressure

Trial orders can be too small relative to the factory’s scale and 
operational requirements.

Buyer diversification

Current production issues and major buyers limit managerial time for 
new-buyer development.

Buyer diversification

Fear of disappointing stable buyers makes the firm hesitant to 
allocate capacity to new buyers.

Buyer diversification

Internal capability only creates options when deployed in marketing, 
negotiation and buyer selection.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The respondent captures the thesis’s central tension: buyer control 
and developmental learning coexist.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The supplier’s response determines whether buyer pressure 
reproduces dependence or creates strategic options.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Foreign buyers provide learning and market access while retaining 
control over prices, timing and approvals.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Buyer governance may be developmental when paired with fairness, 
but restrictive when costs are shifted to suppliers.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The respondent identifies conditions shaping whether relationships 
become enabling or constraining.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The firm evaluates buyers strategically rather than only by order 
volume.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The respondent argues that future competitiveness requires 
solutions, product knowledge and capability presentation.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Buyer expectations are moving beyond sewing capacity toward risk, 
sustainability and product competence.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox



Foreign buyers may trigger upgrading, but strategic freedom depends 
on supplier agency.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Once capability investment is made, the firm must retain buyers 
willing to pay for that capability, which locks in dependence on 
premium buyers and mirrors Respondent 4’s premium-buyer lock-in 
mechanism.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox



Number Quote To Highlight Analytical Code

1 “I am a Director of the firm… Every major contract, audit, 
or strategic decision involving our foreign partners 
essentially has to go through me for final approval.”

Director handles high-level buyer 
negotiations

2 “We work with two main channels… We have direct 

relationships with some brands… most of our long-term, 
stable business comes through liaison offices, or what we 
call buying houses here in Bangladesh.”

Dual buyer channels: direct brands and 
buying houses
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3 “A buying house is the middleman… They bridge the gap 
between a brand’s headquarters in Europe or America and 
our production floor.”

Buying houses mediate global-retailer 
relationships

4 “We are a 100% export-oriented factory. We do not take 
local contracts.”

Fully export-oriented production model

5 “We have three different orders running simultaneously for 
three different buyers.”

Current active buyer base is limited



6 “Port strikes and road blockades have severely impacted 
our lead times.”

Political and logistics disruptions affect 
lead time

7 “We can’t just take every order that comes our way 
because if we can’t guarantee the delivery date due to 
external factors, it damages the relationship.”

Selective order-taking to protect buyer 
trust

8 “As a group, we have six manufacturing plants… we 
employ about 12,000 workers. In my specific sweater 
factory, we have 1,200 employees.”

Large group with specialized sweater 
unit



9 “When I first started, I would have described it as 
somewhat exploitative. But my perspective has changed.”

Perception shifted from exploitation to 
professional stability

10 “What buyers value above all else is honesty.” Honesty as core relational capability

11 “If we have a problem, we tell the buyer immediately.” Proactive disclosure of problems

12 “Because of that honesty… buyers are actually much more 
lenient.”

Transparency increases buyer leniency



13 “We have a very clear distinction between what I call 
‘Legacy’ relationships and ‘Corporate’ relationships.”

Legacy versus corporate buyer 
relationships

14 “Some of the buying houses we work with have been 

partners with this factory for 20 years…”

Long-term legacy buyers create 
relational embeddedness

15 “We can pick up the phone, explain the situation, and they 
will often negotiate with the end-retailer to give us a one-
week grace period.”

Legacy buyers provide flexibility during 
disruptions

16 “Then you have the newer, purely corporate buyers. For 
them, it’s all about the T&A (Time and Action) calendar.”

Corporate buyers enforce strict time 
discipline



17 “If the goods are not at the Chittagong port by the date 
specified in the contract, the system automatically triggers 

a penalty…”

Corporate governance uses automatic 
penalties

18 “The legacy buyers give us a safety net during crises, while 
the corporate buyers force us to maintain a world-class 
level of discipline and speed.”

Both buyer types serve different 
strategic functions

19 “The requirements have become extremely technical and 
administrative.”

Buyer requirements are increasingly 
technical and administrative



20 “It’s no longer just ‘can you knit this sweater?’ It’s ‘how 
was the building built?’ and ‘where did the yarn come 
from?’”

Buyer governance extends beyond 
production

21 “We have to be BSCI (Business Social Compliance Initiative) 
certified.”

BSCI certification as market-access 
requirement

22 “Since the Rana Plaza incident, we have the Accord and the 
Alliance.”

Post-Rana Plaza structural governance

23 “If you fail an Accord audit, you are essentially blacklisted 
from the European market.”

Audit failure threatens market exclusion



24 “We need Oeko-Tex Standard 100. This ensures that the 

dyes and chemicals we use in the sweaters are safe…”

Product safety certification required

25 “For some specialized buyers, we also need RWS 
(Responsible Wool Standard) to prove the wool was 
sourced ethically.”

Ethical material sourcing standard

26 “In the first few years, it felt like 100% pressure.” Compliance initially experienced as 
pressure

27 “We had to spend millions of Takas on fire doors, sprinkler 
systems, and new structural reinforcements.”

Compliance investment imposes high 
cost



28 “Now, I see it as support.” Compliance later reframed as support

29 “I just show them our BSCI Gold or Accord certificate. It’s 
like a ‘Global Passport.’”

Compliance portfolio as global passport

30 “It has actually made it easier for us to attract high-end 

buyers…”

Compliance attracts premium buyers

31 “We invested heavily in Stoll machines—these are 
computerized flat knitting machines from Germany.”

Investment in high-end computerized 
machinery



32 “With Stoll, the design is programmed via software.” Computerized production improves 
precision

33 “It can do incredibly complex Jacquard patterns and 

‘Intarsia’ designs…”

Advanced machinery enables complex 
products

34 “It has moved us from being a ‘Basic Sweater’ factory to a 
‘High-Fashion Knitwear’ partner.”

Upgrade from basic supplier to high-
fashion partner

35 “The power still lies with the buyer, but the ‘Stoll’ factor 
gives us more leverage.”

Specialized capability increases 
bargaining leverage



36 “If they need a complex, multi-color Jacquard sweater with 
RWS-certified wool, their options in Bangladesh might drop 
from 5,000 factories to 50.”

Niche capability reduces buyer 
alternatives

37 “We aren’t just a commodity; we are a specialized service 
provider.”

Specialization reduces commodity status

38 “If I had to summarize the most important lesson, it’s 
‘Precision Management.’”

Buyer relationships teach precision 
management

39 “Working with international buyers… taught us that time is 
a rigid technical constraint.”

International buyers impose time 
discipline



40 “A 30-minute delay in getting a truck to the port can ripple 
into a missed vessel, which means a two-week delay in 
reaching the retail shelf.”

Small delays create major supply-chain 
consequences

41 “This learning doesn’t happen in a classroom. It happens 
through what I call ‘Painful Lessons.’”

Learning occurs through painful 
operational experience

42 “A buyer refuses to accept a shipment because the shade 
of blue in the bulk production is a 2% mismatch from the 
master sample.”

Quality rejection creates learning

43 “It happens through the CAP (Corrective Action Plan) after 
an audit.”

CAP as learning mechanism



44 “My technical team and quality managers learn the most… 
with the buyer’s inspectors every single day.”

Floor-level interaction drives learning

45 “They were extremely critical of the ‘Handfeel’ of the 
sweaters.”

Buyer feedback identifies technical 
weakness

46 “They sent their own chemical specialist from the UK to our 
factory for three days.”

Direct buyer technical assistance

47 “They taught us a new ‘Softening Cycle.’” Buyer transfers specific technical know-
how



48 “Now, that ‘Softening Cycle’… we use that same technique 
for all our premium knitwear.”

Buyer knowledge generalized across 
products

49 “Converting ‘Personal Knowledge’ into ‘Internal Capability’ 
is where many firms fail.”

Conversion from individual learning to 
firm capability is difficult

50 “Every new technical lesson must be documented in our 
SOP (Standard Operating Procedure) immediately.”

SOP documentation institutionalizes 
learning

51 “We also hold ‘Knowledge Sharing’ sessions every Saturday 
morning.”

Weekly knowledge-sharing routines



52 “Each person has to share one thing they learned from a 
buyer or an auditor that week.”

Buyer learning is deliberately circulated 
internally

53 “The main ‘Blocker’ is the worker’s mindset.” Worker mindset blocks capability 
conversion

54 “Workers often view a new, more precise method as just 

‘more work’…”

Operational resistance to new routines

55 “We show them that using the new method reduces the 
‘Reject Rate.’”

Incentives used to embed learning



56 “We went from manual, low-value production to high-end, 
computerized knitwear with international safety 
certifications.”

Buyer relationships enabled major 
upgrading

57 “The more you ‘upgrade’ to satisfy high-end buyers, the 
more dependent you become on a very specific type of 
buyer.”

Upgrading creates dependence on 
premium buyers

58 “We can’t survive on the low prices offered by ‘discount’ 
retailers anymore.”

High overhead limits low-price buyer 
options



59 “The ‘upgrade’ hasn’t reduced our dependence; it has just 
made us dependent on a smaller, more elite group of 
buyers.”

Dependence shifts rather than 
disappears

60 “We try to diversify every year. We attend fairs in 
Germany, France, and the US.”

Active buyer diversification efforts

61 “What helps us attract new buyers is our ‘Compliance 
Portfolio.’”

Compliance portfolio supports buyer 
diversification

62 “What makes it difficult is the ‘Volume vs. Price’ trap.” Volume-price trap limits diversification



63 “A new buyer might offer a great price but only for 5,000 
pieces. My factory needs 100,000 pieces a month to break 
even.”

Small orders cannot fill core capacity

64 “I am often forced to stick with my ‘Anchor’ buyers—the 
big ones who give me huge volume—even if their prices 
are lower.”

Anchor buyers sustain capacity despite 
lower prices

65 “Diversification is easy for small quantities, but diversifying 
your core capacity is very risky.”

Core-capacity diversification is risky



66 “That decision is mine, but it’s a data-driven one. We look 
at the ‘Contribution Margin.’”

Buyer exit decisions based on 
contribution margin

67 “If a buyer is squeezing us so hard that we are losing 
money on every sweater just to keep the machines 
running, I will walk away.”

Willingness to exit loss-making buyers

68 “The confidence… comes entirely from our internal 
capabilities.”

Internal capability creates strategic 
confidence

69 “Our ‘Freedom’ is not in having no buyers; it’s in having the 
skills that make us ‘hard to replace.’”

Strategic freedom comes from being 
hard to replace



70 “It starts with Total Dependence. You are a student, and 
they are the teacher.”

Buyer relationship begins as dependence 
and learning

71 “You use that period to build your own ‘Institutional 
Knowledge.’”

Institutional knowledge transforms 
dependence

72 “Once you have the certifications, the high-end machinery, 
and a trained workforce, you move into Strategic Room.”

Capabilities create strategic room



73 “You are no longer just a ‘vendor’; you are a ‘strategic 
partner.’”

Evolution from vendor to strategic 
partner

74 “We aren’t just ‘factories’—we are evolving organizations.” Suppliers as evolving organizations

75 “We need the premium buyers to pay for the technology 
we bought to please them.”

Premium buyers needed to fund the 
upgrading they demanded76 “A common mistake in the Bangladeshi RMG sector is that 

factories often try to hide it when things are going wrong.”
Hiding problems seen as a sector-wide 
mistake



Interpretation Overall Theme

Respondent has strategic visibility over buyer relations, 
audits, contracts, and final approvals.

Firm background and buyer 
channels

The firm combines direct buyer access with mediated buyer 
relationships through local liaison offices.

Firm background and buyer 
channels



Buying houses function as local agents that manage 
standards, samples, and production monitoring for foreign 
retailers.

Firm background and buyer 
channels

The respondent frames the firm entirely within foreign-buyer-
driven export markets.

Firm background and buyer 
channels

The firm is currently working with a small number of active 
foreign buyers due to lower order volumes and risk caution.

Country-level constraints and order 
caution



External instability constrains delivery reliability and therefore 
buyer relationship management.

Country-level constraints and order 
caution

The firm avoids overcommitting because delivery failure can 
harm long-term buyer relationships.

Country-level constraints and order 
caution

The case combines group-level scale with a specific sweater-
factory focus.

Firm background and buyer 
channels



The respondent acknowledges buyer pressure but now sees 
honesty and transparency as improving relationships.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Transparency is presented as a managerial practice that 
strengthens buyer trust.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

The firm uses early communication to prevent conflict and 
preserve trust with buyers.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Open communication converts potential conflict into 
negotiated flexibility.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity



Different buyer types create different relationship dynamics, 
ranging from flexible trust to rigid contractual discipline.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Historical ties generate trust and flexibility beyond formal 
contracts.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Long-term buyers act as buffers during crises by negotiating 
delivery grace periods.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Newer buyers rely more on formal deadlines and penalties 
than relational flexibility.

Buyer governance and compliance



Buyer control is institutionalized through contractual T&A 
systems and penalty mechanisms.

Buyer governance and compliance

Relational buyers provide stability, while corporate buyers 
push operational discipline.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity

Foreign buyers now govern not only product quality but also 
infrastructure, traceability, and documentation.

Buyer governance and compliance



Buyer requirements cover social, structural, product-safety, 
and sourcing standards.

Buyer governance and compliance

Social compliance certification is necessary for foreign buyer 
legitimacy.

Buyer governance and compliance

International safety initiatives shape factory requirements 
and buyer eligibility.

Buyer governance and compliance

Compliance is not optional; failure can remove access to key 
export markets.

Buyer governance and compliance



Chemical and material safety standards shape production 
processes and buyer access.

Buyer governance and compliance

Specialized high-end buyers require traceability and 
responsible sourcing certifications.

Buyer governance and compliance

The cost and complexity of meeting buyer standards were 
initially burdensome.

Compliance as pressure and 
strategic asset

Meeting buyer and safety requirements requires significant 
capital expenditure.

Compliance as pressure and 
strategic asset



The respondent now views compliance investments as 
capability-building rather than only pressure.

Compliance as pressure and 
strategic asset

Certifications become market-entry signals for high-end 
buyers.

Compliance as pressure and 
strategic asset

High compliance standards improve the firm’s profile and 
buyer diversification potential.

Compliance as pressure and 
strategic asset

The firm develops capability through technology upgrading. Capability development and 
internal embedding



Automation reduces reliance on manual skill and enables 
complex designs.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Technical upgrading moves the firm beyond basic sweater 
manufacturing.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Technology investment changes the firm’s market position 
and relational identity.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Technical specialization reduces replaceability even though 
buyers remain powerful.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room



Scarce technical capability improves supplier negotiation 
position.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The firm’s capability development shifts it away from low-
value commodity competition.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The main learning is disciplined time, quality, and process 
control.

Learning from buyer relationships

Foreign buyer relationships reshape local managerial norms 
around punctuality and delivery.

Learning from buyer relationships



The respondent links time discipline to global retail-season 
requirements.

Learning from buyer relationships

The firm learns through mistakes, rejection, audits, and buyer 
enforcement.

Learning from buyer relationships

Strict buyer standards force the firm to internalize precision in 
quality control.

Learning from buyer relationships

Corrective Action Plans turn buyer governance into 
operational learning.

Learning from buyer relationships



Learning happens through repeated interaction between 
internal technical staff and buyer inspectors.

Learning from buyer relationships

High-end buyer feedback reveals gaps in finishing and 
washing capability.

Learning from buyer relationships

This is a clear case of active buyer-supported knowledge 
transfer.

Learning from buyer relationships

The buyer provides practical technical knowledge involving 
enzyme ratios, water temperature, and drying speed.

Learning from buyer relationships



Learning from one buyer becomes a firm-wide production 
capability.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

The respondent identifies internal institutionalization as the 
critical challenge in capability development.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Formal documentation helps preserve buyer-derived 
knowledge inside the firm.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Cross-functional meetings help transfer learning across 
merchandising, quality, and production departments.

Capability development and 
internal embedding



The firm creates routines to diffuse external knowledge 
within the organization.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Workers may resist new buyer-standard methods if seen as 
extra work.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Capability development requires overcoming shop-floor 
resistance.

Capability development and 
internal embedding

Management links new routines to personal benefits and 
production bonuses.

Capability development and 
internal embedding



The firm has upgraded technologically and institutionally over 
time.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Capability upgrading does not automatically reduce 
dependence; it may narrow the viable buyer segment.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

Upgraded capabilities require premium buyers to cover 
increased costs.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox



Strategic upgrading transforms the type of dependence 
instead of eliminating it.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradox

The firm pursues new buyers through international fairs and 
marketing outreach.

Buyer diversification

Certifications serve as signals that help open doors to new 
foreign buyers.

Buyer diversification

New buyers may offer good prices but insufficient volume for 
factory break-even.

Buyer diversification



Diversification is constrained by scale requirements and fixed 
overhead.

Buyer diversification

Dependence on volume buyers persists because they keep 
machines and workers utilized.

Buyer diversification

The challenge is not finding buyers, but finding buyers who 
can fill production capacity at viable prices.

Buyer diversification



Strategic autonomy is exercised through profitability analysis 
rather than emotion.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Internal capability and data allow the firm to reject 
unsustainable orders.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The firm’s ability to walk away depends on technical and 
organizational strengths.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Supplier autonomy is based on specialized capability rather 
than complete independence from buyers.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room



Early-stage buyer relationships are framed as teacher-student 
learning relationships.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The supplier can convert buyer-imposed learning into internal 
knowledge assets.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

Certifications, machinery, and workforce capability reduce 
replaceability and expand strategic options.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room



Capability development changes the supplier’s role in the 
buyer relationship.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The respondent frames Bangladeshi RMG firms as 
organizationally developing actors, not passive factories.

Supplier leverage, autonomy and 
strategic room

The firm must retain premium buyers specifically to recoup 
the technology investment those buyers’ standards required, 
which locks in dependence.

Upgrading and the dependence 
paradoxThe respondent frames concealment of problems as a 

widespread weakness in the Bangladeshi RMG sector, against 
which the firm’s transparency stands out.

Relationship quality and buyer 
heterogeneity



Number Quote To Highlight Analytical Code

1 “My main role in the company is to facilitate direct contact with 

buyers… identify high-end brand contacts on LinkedIn.”

Director leads direct buyer outreach

2 “I share our company profile—our history, mission, and vision… secure 
a physical meeting.”

Company profile used to build buyer 
legitimacy

3 “I travel to their home country to meet them in their offices.” International buyer meetings as 
relationship-building

4 “I am responsible for production follow-up… ensure all departments 
adhere to the SOP.”

Marketing role connected to production 
oversight

5 “The most critical element… is maintaining the T&A.” Time and Action discipline central to 
delivery

6 “Family-oriented, medium-sized factory… 17 production lines… 
approximately 2,600 [workers].”

Medium-sized established family 
manufacturer

7 “Our core products are woven bottoms and jackets… pants and 

jackets… shakets and swimwear.”

Specialized product portfolio

8 “80% of our customers are from Europe, 15%… America, and 5%… 
Australia.”

European market concentration

9 “Currently, we work directly with brands.” Direct brand relationships dominate

10 “During the off-peak season… we fill our lines with orders from buying 
houses.”

Buying houses used to fill off-season 
capacity

11 “We have 17 buyers in total… three major customers… cover 
approximately 65% of our monthly production.”

Core buyers dominate production 
volume

12 “The relationship is quite open… open costing… very transparent.” Open costing creates relational 
transparency

13 “We share every detail—every obstacle… every support we need, and 
every achievement.”

Disclosure of problems builds trust

14 “We aren't just reacting to orders; we are proposing new products to 
them.”

Supplier proactively proposes products

15 “They view it as a partnership.” Core buyers see relationship as 
partnership

16 “Delivering a quality product… requires participation from both sides.” Quality outcome depends on joint effort

17 “Long-term relationships… build the trust necessary for steady 
growth.”

Long-term ties support growth stability

18 “Sourcing new buyers in the current market is very difficult.” New buyer acquisition is difficult
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19 “Long-term buyers are generally more supportive… Short-term 

buyers… tend to ‘test’ us.”

Support differs by relationship duration

20 “Demanding buyers… set stressful goals… push us toward more 
efficient outputs.”

Demanding buyers can drive efficiency

21 “Requirements… primarily focused on compliance issues.” Compliance is central buyer requirement

22 “They want our building structure to be as strong as possible and our 

production layout… smooth.”

Buyers influence building and layout 
standards23 “A buyer might… alter that layout to achieve an output of 180 pieces 

per hour.”

Buyer layout suggestions improve 
output24 “They check… building strength… fire safety… electrical loads and 

documentation.”

Safety and documentation monitoring

25 “They monitor if salaries are paid by the 7th… pregnancy leave… 
benefits.”

Buyers monitor social compliance

26 “Some come directly… Others… send third-party inspection teams.” Monitoring through direct and third-
party audits27 “It is definitely both… help us improve… create significant pressure.” Buyer requirements are both support 
and pressure28 “Forced to break down and rebuild [stairs] while the factory is running 

full production.”
Compliance changes disrupt production

29 “One of my buyers requires a fire drill almost every week.” Frequent fire drills create production 
loss30 “Every minute lost hampers our costing… based on the SMV.” Compliance time loss affects costing

31 “Trust is very strong as long as deliveries are on time.” Delivery reliability sustains trust

32 “Hand-to-mouth… deliver it on the exact day of the deadline… makes 
the buyer question our reliability.”

Last-minute delivery weakens buyer 
confidence33 “It is mostly the buyer… orders are limited… suppliers are massive in 

number.”

Buyer holds bargaining power

34 “If I quote a higher price… buyer will definitely go elsewhere.” Supplier price negotiation is constrained

35 “Buyers push for lower prices every season.” Seasonal price pressure from buyers

36 “Gas, electricity, fuel, and… 9% annual worker salary increment… go 
up.”

Rising internal costs squeeze margins

37 “We are very dependent… core buyers cover about 80% of our 
capacity.”

High dependence on core buyers

38 “Major customers give us high volumes, which means fewer layout 
changes and fewer losses.”

Large-volume buyers reduce layout 
losses39 “Small buyers give small quantities, leading to more frequent layouts 

and significant financial loss.”
Small buyers create layout inefficiency

40 “We use… PAP… Preventive Action Plan.” Problem-solving through preventive 
action plans41 “Buyer’s liaison office sends representatives… merchandising, 

technical team, and washing team… discuss.”

Cross-functional problem-solving with 
buyers42 “Fully compliant factory… transparency… salaries by the 7th… 

automation and environmental sustainability.”

Compliance and sustainability attract 
partnership43 “European buyers, CSR and Sustainability are major ‘turn-ons.’” CSR and sustainability valued by 
European buyers44 “We have learned how to increase our output… advanced quality 

control… in-time delivery… communication standards.”

Buyer relationships improve output, 
quality, delivery, and communication45 “Most of this learning happens through the feedback loops and the 

CAP process.”
CAP feedback loop drives learning

46 “They provide a CAP, we implement the fix, and they return to audit 
it.”

Iterative buyer feedback internalizes 
standards47 “They don't just reject it; they explain… you need to do it this way.” Supportive correction rather than simple 
rejection48 “Build a dedicated RFID room… permanently improved our safety 

protocols and SOP.”

Buyer CAP creates permanent SOP 
change49 “75% of our sessions with buyers result in some form of learning or 

improvement.”
Frequent buyer interaction generates 
learning



50 “We try to include all these learning points in our permanent SOP.” Learning embedded into SOP

51 “Workers sometimes try to go back to their old ways.” Worker habit limits capability 
embedding52 “I have to personally follow up and remind them.” Managerial follow-up needed to sustain 
new routines53 “I often have to ‘catch’ orders even without a profit margin.” Break-even orders used to keep lines 
running54 “If a line goes idle, I have to pay those 2,600 workers out of my own 

pocket.”
Idle capacity creates financial risk

55 “The hurdle is often the ‘human factor.’” Human factor blocks full capability 
conversion56 “A process called shrinkage… buyer taught us a much more rigorous 

method.”

Buyer teaches improved shrinkage 
control57 “Implemented it for every single order… regardless of who the buyer 

is.”

Learning transferred across buyers

58 “Visit the textile mill randomly while the bulk fabric is actually being 
woven.”

Buyer teaches upstream quality control

59 “This has significantly improved our final product quality… approach 
other high-end customers.”

Buyer-led learning supports higher-end 
market access60 “I can negotiate from a position of strength.” Capability improves negotiation position

61 “Having more buyers is actually not the main goal.” More buyers not always desirable

62 “Having more buyers creates more communication overhead.” Buyer diversification increases 
coordination burden63 “Too many buyers can lead to a ‘loss project.’” Excessive buyer variety may reduce 
profitability64 “I would rather have a limited number of ‘quality buyers’ who provide 

larger volumes.”
Quality buyer portfolio preferred over 
broad buyer base65 “A quality buyer… gives enough lead time… fair price… meet our 

MOQ… supports you.”

Quality buyer defined by lead time, fair 
price, MOQ, support66 “Focusing heavily on sustainability and ESG factors.” ESG capability developed to attract 
quality buyers67 “Organic and recycled fabrics… biological ETP… solar panels… 

rainwater.”

Sustainability practices as buyer-facing 
capability68 “They have definitely strengthened us.” Foreign buyers strengthened firm 
capability69 “Local staff in the buyers' liaison offices… tell the buyer… pressure 

them.”

Buyer liaison offices can intensify price 
pressure70 “Take commissions to move orders to ‘bad’ factories.” Intermediary opportunism damages 
market trust71 “Major reason why some orders are moving to Vietnam or Cambodia.” Poor local practices threaten national 
competitiveness72 “Automation is the big shift… stay competitive on price and quality.” Automation seen as future 
competitiveness driver73 “Very few factories have… change[d] their workers' mindsets to think 

as one team.”

Worker mindset and management 
culture are future challenges74 “Most are still running as a ‘one-man army show.’” Centralized management limits 
modernization75 “Inside this zone, even using a pen is forbidden—only pencils are 

allowed.”
Metal-free CTPAT zone with strict 
packing rules76 “Our local leaders might only have five or six years of experience.” Buyers’ decades of efficiency knowledge 
exceed local experience77 “That is your fabric now, not theirs.” Buyer reframes raw material as the 
supplier’s responsibility78 “While many people might lose their jobs, automation will allow us to 

stay competitive.”
Automation improves competitiveness 
but displaces workers



Interpretation Overall Theme

Respondent’s role combines strategic marketing and direct buyer 
acquisition rather than relying only on intermediaries.

Firm background and buyer access

The firm actively presents its history, capabilities, and factory 
overview to attract higher-end buyers.

Firm background and buyer access

Face-to-face meetings abroad are used to develop trust and 
credibility with foreign buyers.

Firm background and buyer access

Buyer-facing work is tied to internal production control, showing 
that relationship management depends on operational reliability.

Firm background and buyer access

Delivery reliability is organized around T&A planning, making 
schedule discipline a core capability.

Firm background and buyer access

The firm has long history and substantial production scale, but still 
identifies as medium-sized.

Firm background and buyer access

The firm has a defined product niche in woven bottoms, jackets, 
and related categories.

Firm background and buyer access

The buyer base is internationally diversified but regionally 
concentrated in Europe.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining power

The firm mainly avoids intermediaries during peak season and 
works directly with brand buyers.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining power

The firm uses lower-priority intermediary orders strategically to 
avoid idle production during seasonal gaps.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining power

Although the firm has many buyers, production remains 
concentrated in a few major accounts.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining power

The respondent frames cost transparency as a basis for trust with 
core buyers.

Relationship quality and trust

The firm uses openness about challenges and achievements to 
strengthen buyer confidence.

Relationship quality and trust

The firm is not only an order-taker; it attempts to influence buyer 
offerings through product proposals.

Relationship quality and trust

Respondent perceives relationship with important buyers as 
collaborative and long-term.

Relationship quality and trust

The respondent sees buyer–supplier performance as co-produced 
rather than solely supplier-responsibility.

Relationship quality and trust

The respondent values durable buyer relationships as a source of 
predictable orders and strategic stability.

Relationship quality and trust

The firm prioritizes existing buyers partly because finding new 
buyers is challenging.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining power



Long-term buyers provide more support, while new buyers use 
difficult orders to evaluate the supplier.

Relationship quality and trust

Pressure from demanding buyers may become a source of 
operational improvement.

Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureForeign buyers govern the firm mainly through compliance, safety, 

layout, and documentation expectations.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureBuyer governance extends beyond product quality into 

infrastructure and production flow.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureBuyer knowledge can directly improve operational efficiency when 

applied to factory layout.
Learning from buyer relationships

Buyer audits cover structural, fire, electrical, and documentary 
compliance.

Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureBuyer governance includes worker payment, leave, and benefits, 

not just technical quality.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureAuditing arrangements vary by buyer, but external inspection is 

central to relationship governance.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureRespondent explicitly frames buyer governance as ambivalent: 

developmental and burdensome.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureInfrastructure-related requirements can create operational 

disruption and cost pressure.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureSafety requirements improve preparedness but reduce available 

production time.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureNon-production compliance activities directly affect financial 

calculations and margins.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureTrust is conditional on punctual shipment and can be damaged by 

even small delivery risks.
Relationship quality and trust

Meeting the formal deadline is not enough; buyers expect buffer 
time before shipment dates.

Relationship quality and trust

Power asymmetry comes from limited orders and many competing 
suppliers.

Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining powerCompetitive supplier abundance limits the firm’s ability to raise 

prices.
Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining powerThe firm faces recurring downward price demands despite rising 

costs.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureCost inflation and mandatory wage increments intensify financial 

pressure.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureThe firm’s capacity utilization relies heavily on a small group of 

major buyers.
Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining powerDependence on major buyers is partly rational because large 

orders improve production efficiency.
Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining powerBuyer diversification toward many small accounts may reduce 

efficiency and increase losses.
Buyer diversification strategy

The firm uses structured buyer-involved problem-solving to 
prevent repeat issues.

Learning from buyer relationships

Buyer issues are addressed through joint meetings involving 
multiple internal departments.

Learning from buyer relationships

The firm believes strong compliance, transparency, and 
sustainability lead buyers to treat it more like a partner.

Relationship quality and trust

Sustainability investments are interpreted as relationship-building 
and market-access capabilities.

Internal capability development and 
constraintsLearning from buyers covers multiple organizational capabilities, 

not only technical production.
Learning from buyer relationships

Corrective action cycles are a key mechanism for turning buyer 
feedback into improvement.

Learning from buyer relationships

Repeated implementation and re-audit help the firm learn buyer 
expectations over time.

Learning from buyer relationships

Some buyers provide developmental guidance instead of only 
imposing penalties.

Learning from buyer relationships

A specific buyer requirement led to a lasting safety and process 
improvement.

Learning from buyer relationships

The respondent estimates that most buyer interactions produce 
practical learning.

Learning from buyer relationships



The firm attempts to convert buyer-driven learning into formal 
organizational routines.

Internal capability development and 
constraintsInternal capability development is constrained by worker 

resistance to changed routines.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsLeadership attention is necessary to prevent regression to old 

practices.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsThe firm may accept zero-profit orders to avoid idle capacity and 

wage burden.
Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureFactory scale and fixed labour costs increase pressure to keep 

production lines active.
Buyer portfolio, dependence and 
bargaining powerInternal learning is not automatic because worker motivation and 

discipline affect implementation.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsA buyer introduced a more precise pre- and post-wash 

measurement method.
Learning from buyer relationships

Knowledge gained from one buyer becomes a general factory-wide 
routine.

Learning from buyer relationships

The supplier learned to monitor fabric quality earlier in the supply 
chain.

Learning from buyer relationships

Capability gains from one buyer improve quality credibility with 
new premium buyers.

Buyer diversification strategy

Technical and quality knowledge can strengthen the supplier’s 
bargaining position with better buyers.

Buyer diversification strategy

The respondent rejects simple buyer-count diversification as a 
strategic objective.

Buyer diversification strategy

More buyers can strain management attention and reduce service 
quality.

Buyer diversification strategy

Diversification into many small buyers may harm operational 
efficiency and margins.

Buyer diversification strategy

Strategic diversification means selecting better buyers, not 
necessarily increasing buyer numbers.

Buyer diversification strategy

The firm defines desired buyers by commercial and relational 
quality rather than quantity alone.

Buyer diversification strategy

Sustainability investments are used strategically to appeal to 
European and higher-quality buyers.

Internal capability development and 
constraintsConcrete ESG investments signal compliance and value alignment 

with foreign buyers.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsRespondent’s overall evaluation is positive: buyer standards 

improved firm knowledge and capability.
Learning from buyer relationships

Local buyer representatives may use market knowledge to push 
prices down and shift orders.

External market and institutional 
constraintsRespondent sees local liaison staff misconduct as harming 

Bangladesh’s reputation and buyer confidence.
External market and institutional 
constraintsOpportunism and unreliable factories may contribute to buyers 

shifting sourcing elsewhere.
External market and institutional 
constraintsThe respondent views automation as necessary for Bangladesh to 

compete with China and Vietnam.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsFuture competitiveness depends not only on machinery but also on 

organizational culture and teamwork.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsTraditional owner-centric management may hinder 

professionalization and capability development.
Internal capability development and 
constraintsA buyer security programme created a designated metal-free 

packing zone with detailed rules, showing how governance 
reshapes shop-floor practice.

Buyer-driven governance and 
pressureThe respondent attributes the value of buyer guidance to buyers’ 

decades of accumulated efficiency studies, far exceeding local 
team experience.

Learning from buyer relationships

A buyer reframed upstream fabric quality as the supplier’s own 
responsibility, prompting the firm to inspect textile mills directly.

Learning from buyer relationships

Automation is seen as necessary for competitiveness, but the 
respondent acknowledges it will cost many workers their jobs.

Internal capability development and 
constraints



Number Quote To Highlight Analytical Code

1 “We are the licensee for Lotto Sport Italia in Bangladesh and Lee Cooper 
London for the Bangladesh region.”

Licensed international-brand business 
model

2 “During that period we act as the brand in Bangladesh.” Licensee acts as local brand operator

3 “We design, produce, assemble, retail, and market the products in 
Bangladesh.”

Integrated local value-chain control

4 “I manage the marketing department for both brands. I also manage the 
e-commerce side.”

Marketing and e-commerce leadership 
role

5 “I started in the merchandising department, working with the factory and 
different types of products.”

Merchandising-to-marketing experience

6 “We are primarily producing for our two licensed brands.” Production dedicated to licensed brands

7 “Lotto is more sports-focused, while Lee Cooper is more lifestyle and 
casual.”

Brand segmentation by product identity

8 “Lee Cooper is especially known for denim… Lotto… sportswear and 
athleisure wear.”

Product categories shaped by brand 
identity

9 “We started with footwear manufacturing.” Footwear origin of the business

10 “After we got the license for Lotto… sports apparel was also a very big 
market.”

License enabled apparel expansion

11 “We received a good response from customers, so we expanded from 
there.”

Customer response drives category 
expansion

12 “We have tried to bring the Italian and British heritage… in a way that fits 
the local market.”

Balancing global brand heritage with local 
adaptation

13 “We try to hold on to the principles of the brands while also adding 
regional taste.”

Localized brand interpretation

14 “We try to follow a mass-market approach.” Mass-market positioning

15 “We have an economic range, a mid-tier range, and a premium range.” Tiered pricing strategy

16 “This allows us to serve different demographics and different income 
groups.”

Demographic-based market coverage
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17 “They give us basic guidelines on how we should retail, how our shops 

should be structured…”

Brand-owner guidelines govern retail and 
presentation

18 “What types of products we can make under each brand.” Brand-owner control over product scope

19 “What quality we have to maintain, and what style or brand identity we 
need to follow.”

Brand standards guide quality and style

20 “We cannot deviate too much from the brand image.” Brand identity constrains local autonomy

21 “There is a process for getting our designs approved by the brand 
owners.”

Design approval from licensors

22 “We show them the feasibility of different designs in Bangladesh based on 
existing demand.”

Local feasibility evidence used in approval

23 “Every season, every new collection, we have to add some kind of value… 
or feature.”

Continuous innovation pressure from local 
fashion market

24 “Bangladesh has recently started moving more toward fast fashion.” Local fast-fashion influence

25 “Social media, global information, and different styles from around the 
world.”

Social media reshapes local demand

26 “When we make samples, we send them a tech pack.” Tech-pack approval process

27 “The tech pack includes… materials… colours… price point.” Technical and commercial transparency to 
brand owner

28 “Based on their approval, we go into production. After production, we 
move into retail.”

Approval-to-production-to-retail sequence

29 “Our manufacturing side caters strongly to Lotto because… sportswear 
segment.”

Manufacturing capability shaped by 
flagship brand

30 “We believe we are one of the leading sports footwear and sports apparel 
companies in the country.”

Licensed brand creates local market 
leadership ambition

31 “The style is not too different from the international market, but the price 
point is different.”

International style adapted to local price 
levels

32 “Disposable income in Bangladesh is very different from disposable 
income in the Western world.”

Local income levels constrain pricing

33 “Every now and then, we have to give them updates on what we are 
doing with the factory.”

Periodic reporting to brand owners



34 “If we are expanding, changing something, investing in new machines… 
we update them.”

Brand owners informed about capability 
investments

35 “We have semi-yearly meetings where we update them on company 
performance, manufacturing, and the local situation.”

Semi-yearly strategic reporting

36 “I would not describe the relationship… as pressure. It is more support 
for innovation.”

Licensor relationship experienced as 
innovation support

37 “They provide technical know-how that helps us improve our products 
season by season.”

Technical know-how from brand owners

38 “They bring new designs, new ideas, and new features.” Global design ideas support local 
differentiation

39 “They help us with R&D.” Access to brand-owner R&D

40 “We get access to the global research they do in footwear and apparel.” Global research as knowledge input

41 “What new features are selling well globally.” Global market intelligence informs local 
products

42 “How to produce, retail, and market those features.” Licensor support spans production, retail, 
and marketing

43 “Our transaction is more from a royalty perspective.” Royalty-based relationship instead of 
export order negotiation

44 “It is based on revenue.” Revenue-based royalty obligation

45 “Every year we pay royalty… and that is how we continue the licensing 
relationship.”

Ongoing license dependence through 
royalties

46 “There is a very large local market in Bangladesh.” Local-market opportunity as strategic 
rationale

47 “The entire population is our market.” Population-scale market logic

48 “Once we… catered to that market, then the global market could be the 
next step.”

Local-first then possible international 
expansion

49 “Many people are moving from the informal market to the formal 
market.”

Shift from informal to formal retail

50 “Around 70% of the footwear and apparel market is informal.” Large informal market remains a 
constraint



51 “Unregulated markets… copies of different brands… export rejects.” Informal market disrupts branded retail

52 “Consumers are now moving away from informal… into structured, 
brand-focused retail.”

Brand-conscious consumer shift

53 “People want to experience brands more than before.” Lifestyle branding matters more locally

54 “One advantage is that we are not dependent on buyers.” Reduced dependence on individual foreign 
buyers

55 “If that buyer shifts… they lose a big part of their business suddenly.” Export firms vulnerable to buyer switching

56 “We are dependent on the masses, not one individual company.” Market dependence replaces buyer 
dependence

57 “Retail has its own risk.” Retail uncertainty replaces contracted-
order security

58 “If I had a contracted export order, then I would be guaranteed that 
money.”

Export contracts provide revenue 
certainty

59 “In retail, the outcome is unknown.” Sales uncertainty in local retail

60 “Instability in the country is a major risk for us.” Domestic instability affects retail 
performance

61 “Bangladesh is a price-sensitive market.” Consumer price sensitivity dominates local 
market

62 “If we give the best value for the best price, customers are happy.” Value-for-money positioning

63 “It is not one individual entity controlling us; it is the market that decides.” Market governance instead of buyer 
governance

64 “Supplying international brands abroad would involve much more 
governance.”

Exporting would increase governance 
burden

65 “Exporting would require more structure and compliance.” Export model associated with stronger 
compliance requirements

66 “We learned what the local market enjoys and demands.” Learning from local consumer preferences

67 “How to integrate international designs into local demand.” Capability to localize global designs



68 “White sneakers are very popular… but in Bangladesh… black or navy 
usually sells better.”

Colour adaptation to local conditions

69 “Walking shoes are popular across many demographics in Bangladesh.” Product allocation based on local demand

70 “After COVID, slip-ons became very popular in Bangladesh.” Post-COVID product preference shift

71 “The difference is slight… we carry the same design language.” Controlled localization without brand 
dilution

72 “The quality is pretty much the same.” Quality parity with international brand 
standards

73 “We source products from similar Chinese factories that the international 
brand also uses.”

Shared sourcing channels support quality

74 “There is a high import tax on finished goods… we try our best to 
assemble locally.”

Local assembly reduces import-cost 
burden

75 “We innovate with new products, test the market, do sample testing…” Trial-based market learning

76 “We bring in a new feature, test it in the market… scale up or scale 
down.”

Test-and-scale capability

77 “Because Bangladesh is hot and humid… high demand for open 
footwear.”

Climate shapes product demand

78 “We maintain a wider collection of these products because demand is 
very high.”

Localized assortment expansion

79 “Internationally, the brand owners give us ideas and technical know-
how.”

Licensor knowledge combined with local 
execution

80 “Our local team finds a way to manufacture those products locally or 
source them internationally.”

Local team converts global ideas into 
feasible products

81 “There are basic guidelines related to labour standards and local labour 
laws.”

Basic labour governance from brand 
expectations

82 “No significantly added restrictions… beyond the local laws and 
standards.”

Lower compliance pressure than export 
model

83 “Our factory differs… because of the scale… and the scale of 
production.”

Scale creates structured local 
manufacturing

84 “We have a more structured workplace.” Formalized workplace compared with 
informal manufacturers



85 “We provide different benefits for workers, including support for their 
children’s education.”

Worker welfare as structured-firm 
practice

86 “Many local manufacturers fall under the informal market.” Informal producers lack structured 
governance

87 “In export, the buyer definitely has the power.” Export buyer power acknowledged

88 “In retail, we are not forced by one individual buyer, but we are forced by 
the market.”

Market pressure replaces buyer pressure

89 “We started mainly with retail… moved more strongly into e-commerce.” E-commerce channel diversification

90 “E-commerce helps us reach a larger number of people.” Digital channels expand market reach

91 “It also works well with branding.” E-commerce supports brand-building

92 “Through Lotto and Lee Cooper, we have covered many areas.” Two-brand portfolio covers broad 
consumer needs

93 “Uncertain whether we will bring in other types of brands or accessories 
brands.”

Future brand diversification remains open

94 “The company started with a small factory producing for other retailers in 
Bangladesh.”

Local manufacturing base before licensing

95 “Worked on a project with Dr. Yunus’s foundation, along with Reebok and 
Adidas.”

Early exposure to international brands

96 “That gave the founder exposure to international brands.” International exposure enabled strategic 
learning

97 “He saw the opportunity to bring international brands into Bangladesh.” Licensing as strategic opportunity 
recognition

98 “Eventually, the proposal matched Lotto’s expectations.” Capability fit enabled license acquisition

99 “One of them was Bata, which is an international company operating 
locally.”

Prior experience as a contract supplier to 
brands



Interpretation Overall Theme

The firm operates through brand licensing rather than export supply 
contracts.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The firm has regional responsibility for the licensed brands, giving it more 
market-facing control than a typical export supplier.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The firm controls multiple functions from design to retail within 
Bangladesh.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The respondent’s perspective is market-facing rather than factory-only. Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The respondent combines production-side understanding with 
consumer/brand-side responsibilities.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

Unlike export suppliers serving multiple foreign buyers, the firm mainly 
produces for its own licensed-brand retail channels.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The two licensed brands serve different consumer segments and product 
categories.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

Product development is guided by the inherited identity of each licensed 
brand.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The company’s capability base began in footwear before expanding into 
apparel.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The brand license created a platform for expanding from footwear into 
apparel.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

Local market feedback directly shaped product expansion decisions. Market-facing learning

The firm must preserve international brand identity while adapting to 
Bangladeshi consumers.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm adapts international brand principles to regional preferences. Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm targets broad local demographics rather than a narrow premium 
segment.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm uses differentiated price ranges to reach different income 
groups.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

Local-market strategy is shaped by Bangladesh’s diverse purchasing 
power.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy



Licensors influence store structure, retail format, and brand presentation. Licensed-brand governance

The license limits which product categories can be produced under each 
brand.

Licensed-brand governance

The firm faces brand-standard governance rather than export buyer 
audits alone.

Licensed-brand governance

Local adaptation is possible but bounded by brand identity rules. Licensed-brand governance

Product design requires approval from international brand owners before 
production.

Licensed-brand governance

The firm uses local market knowledge to justify adaptations to the brand 
owner.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The local market creates pressure to refresh products and add value each 
season.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Changing consumer exposure to global trends increases the need for 
faster product innovation.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Consumer exposure through social media influences product expectations 
in Bangladesh.

Market-facing learning

The firm uses formal product documentation when seeking approval from 
brand owners.

Licensed-brand governance

Licensor approval covers both product details and pricing logic. Licensed-brand governance

The production cycle depends on brand-owner approval before local retail 
launch.

Licensed-brand governance

Lotto’s sports orientation shapes the firm’s product and manufacturing 
focus.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

The firm positions itself as a leading local sportswear player. Strategic positioning and diversification

The firm maintains global style similarity while adjusting price to 
Bangladeshi purchasing power.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

Domestic affordability shapes product and pricing decisions. Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

Licensors monitor the firm through updates rather than intensive export-
buyer-style control.

Licensed-brand governance



Major manufacturing changes are communicated to licensors. Licensed-brand governance

The licensing relationship includes periodic strategic and operational 
review.

Licensed-brand governance

The respondent frames brand-owner influence as supportive rather than 
coercive.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

International brand owners transfer product and innovation knowledge to 
the local licensee.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

The firm uses global brand knowledge to stand out in Bangladesh. Learning and capability development 
through licensing

Licensing provides access to international research and product-
development knowledge.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

The firm benefits from knowledge generated outside Bangladesh. Learning and capability development 
through licensing

The firm learns from international sales trends and adapts them to 
Bangladesh.

Market-facing learning

Learning is not only technical; it also includes retail and marketing 
capability.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

The firm pays brand owners based on licensing rather than negotiating 
export orders.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The firm’s dependence takes the form of royalty payments based on sales 
revenue.

Licensed and market-based 
dependence

Continuation of brand access depends on maintaining the royalty 
relationship.

Licensed and market-based 
dependence

The firm chose domestic retail because Bangladesh itself offers major 
market potential.

Strategic positioning and diversification

The firm sees domestic consumers as a broad alternative to concentrated 
foreign buyers.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm prioritizes local market development before global expansion. Strategic positioning and diversification

Market development is linked to consumers moving toward structured 
branded retail.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Informal competition remains a major feature of the Bangladeshi 
apparel/footwear market.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation



Counterfeit, unstructured, and export-reject products create competitive 
pressure.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Growing brand awareness supports formal retail growth. Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Consumer demand is increasingly shaped by brand experience and 
lifestyle identity.

Market-facing learning

The contrast case offers an alternative to export-buyer dependence. Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The respondent contrasts local retail with export suppliers’ dependence 
on concentrated buyers.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

Dependence is dispersed across consumers rather than concentrated in 
one buyer.

Licensed and market-based 
dependence

Local retail reduces buyer dependence but introduces demand 
uncertainty.

Licensed and market-based 
dependence

The respondent acknowledges one advantage of export manufacturing 
over retail.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

Unlike export orders, retail revenue depends on actual consumer 
purchases.

Licensed and market-based 
dependence

Political/economic disruption affects operating hours, sales, and local-
market outcomes.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Local consumers exert market pressure through price expectations. Local-market pressure and 
transformation

Success depends on matching quality and affordability. Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

Power shifts from specific foreign buyers to aggregate consumer demand. Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The respondent sees export supply as requiring stricter external structures 
and certifications.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

Export-oriented production is seen as more regulated than local licensed 
production.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The firm’s learning comes from market experimentation and customer 
response.

Market-facing learning

The firm develops competence in translating global products for local 
consumers.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy



Product localization responds to climate, roads, and consumer use 
patterns.

Market-facing learning

The firm adjusts product mix according to local consumer preferences. Market-facing learning

The firm monitors changing consumer habits and adjusts product 
categories.

Market-facing learning

The firm adapts products while preserving international brand identity. Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm aims to maintain international quality standards in the local 
market.

Licensed-brand governance

International sourcing networks help maintain product quality and 
consistency.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

Tariff conditions encourage local assembly and capability development. Local production capability

The firm develops products through experimentation with customer 
groups.

Market-facing learning

The firm uses consumer response to decide whether to expand or reduce 
products.

Market-facing learning

Local environmental conditions strongly affect product categories. Market-facing learning

The firm expands categories that fit Bangladesh’s climate and consumer 
habits.

Brand identity, localization and local-
market strategy

The firm receives international knowledge and adapts it through local 
manufacturing/sourcing.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

Capability development depends on translating licensor knowledge into 
local execution.

Learning and capability development 
through licensing

Licensors influence labour standards, but not with heavy additional 
restrictions.

Licensed-brand governance

The licensed local model appears less compliance-intensive than export-
oriented buyer governance.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The firm’s size differentiates it from informal local manufacturers. Local production capability

The firm operates with more structure than many local-market producers. Local production capability



The firm claims stronger worker support than informal manufacturers. Local production capability

The contrast case distinguishes formal licensed retail from informal local 
production.

Local-market pressure and 
transformation

The respondent confirms the buyer-driven power imbalance in export 
GVCs.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The firm’s constraint comes from consumers and competition, not one 
dominant buyer.

Contrast with export-oriented suppliers

The firm diversifies local sales channels through online platforms. Strategic positioning and diversification

Online sales support broader consumer access and brand visibility. Strategic positioning and diversification

Digital sales channels strengthen marketing and consumer engagement. Strategic positioning and diversification

The current license portfolio provides sports, casual, lifestyle, footwear, 
and apparel coverage.

Strategic positioning and diversification

The firm may diversify licenses later, but it is not currently fixed. Strategic positioning and diversification

The firm’s evolution began with domestic production for other retailers. Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

Previous international-brand projects helped the founder see licensing 
potential.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

Strategic direction emerged from earlier interaction with global brands. Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

The founder identified a route to bring global brands into the domestic 
market.

Strategic positioning and diversification

The firm gained the license because its proposal aligned with the brand 
owner’s expectations.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning

Before licensing, the firm supplied established brands such as Bata, so it 
knew buyer-driven production firsthand and chose the licensing route as a 
deliberate alternative.

Business model, firm origins and case 
positioning



Number Quote To Highlight Analytical Code

1 “Company A caters to traditional and conventional 
clients.”

Traditional export-oriented buyer 
model

2 “Company B works with non-traditional buyers, 
especially drop-shippers, private label brands, Shopify 
sellers, Amazon sellers, fashion designers, schools, 
universities.”

Non-traditional buyer model

3 “It was not possible for the family factory to cater 
properly to these non-traditional buyers.”

Two-firm structure reflects two buyer 
logics

4 “COVID was also the time when Shopify and drop-
shipping grew a lot.”

Small-buyer market opportunity after 
COVID

5 “Now local buyers, private label brands, D2C brands, 
and online brands can pay much better than before.”

Local and non-traditional buyers 
becoming more viable

6 “He is paying for sample consultancy, development, 
sourcing, and production support.”

Company B as a service-based model

7 “Company B does not have a minimum order quantity.” No minimum order quantity as 
differentiation

8 “Company A is used to traditional buyers and larger 
orders.”

Company A built for large-volume 
production
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9 “Company A is currently working with very few 

traditional buyers… highly dependent on one main 
buyer.”

Company A depends on a few major 
buyers

10 “The factory structure, workers, planning, and cash flow 
depend on orders.”

Buyer portfolio concentration creates 
vulnerability

11 “For Company A, the terms are mostly dictated by 
buyers.”

Traditional buyers dictate terms

12 “If you accept the order, at least you can keep the 
factory running and workers can be paid.”

Suppliers accept low-margin orders to 
survive

13 “They need to show profit at the end of the year… they 
often try to push that cost down to suppliers.”

Corporate buyer pressure is passed 
down to suppliers

14 “If the buyer pushes for lower price or faster delivery, 
the supplier has to accept or at least adjust.”

Supplier has limited negotiation room

15 “They can compare suppliers in Bangladesh, Vietnam, 
India, Cambodia, Turkey, and other countries.”

Buyer country-switching weakens 
supplier bargaining power

16 “If you do not accept the order during a bad time, the 
factory may have to shut down lines.”

Factory survival pressure shapes 
decision-making



17 “Company A’s dependence on traditional buyers 
remains a concern.”

Buyer dependence is a major concern

18 “For Company B, most of the time, the power is more in 
my hand.”

Company B has stronger bargaining 
position

19 “For Company A… it is more like a supplier 
relationship.”

Traditional buyers treat Company A 
mainly as supplier

20 “For Company A… it is much more transactional and 
market-driven.”

Company A relationship is transactional 
and market-driven

21 “Company B is completely opposite. It is very 
partnership-based.”

Company B relationship is partnership-
based

22 “They often do not understand the manufacturing 
process deeply.”

Small buyers rely on supplier guidance

23 “The buyer has his niche, and I have mine.” Direct interaction enables stronger 
partnership

24 “The buyer’s corporate governance makes the 
relationship transactional.”

Corporate buyer structure limits 
compassion



25 “For Company B, monitoring is mostly based on trust.” Trust replaces formal monitoring in 
small orders

26 “Everything is detailed.” Traditional buyers govern through 
detailed specifications

27 “A proper tech pack can be 12 to 15 pages.” Tech pack as production blueprint

28 “Sometimes they send a picture and ask if we can make 
it.”

Startup buyers lack technical 
specifications

29 “Traditional buyers monitor through audits, 
certifications, compliance checks, and product 
inspections.”

Audits as buyer monitoring mechanism

30 “After major disasters… especially Rana Plaza and 
Tazreen, compliance became much stricter.”

Rana Plaza and Tazreen increased 
compliance pressure

31 “The scissor has to be tied to the machine.” Buyer requirements reshape factory 
routines

32 “You may have a corrective action plan or a re-audit.” Compliance creates corrective action 
pressure



33 “A factory with high compliance costs may still be 
pushed for lower prices.”

Better compliance does not guarantee 
better prices

34 “If you can do it, you get the order. If you cannot, they 
go somewhere else.”

Buyer governance is both discipline and 
market access

35 “They force you to learn.” Buyer requirements force learning

36 “They are not technical teachers… They enforce 
standards.”

Learning through pressure rather than 
teaching

37 “They force you to upgrade… sometimes even take 
loans from banks.”

Buyer demand triggers investment

38 “But they do not share the liability.” Buyer does not share supplier 
investment risk

39 “Buyers show what the market wants.” Buyers reveal market expectations

40 “Technical learning often comes from machinery 
suppliers, textile suppliers, Chinese experts, Korean 

experts…”

Technical learning often comes from 
non-buyer sources



41 “The learning is different.” Learning differs by buyer type

42 “If buyers are from similar markets or similar product 
categories, then yes, we can use knowledge from one 
buyer for another.”

Knowledge from one buyer can 
transfer to another

43 “If one buyer is satisfied with our quality and service, 
they may refer another buyer.”

Buyer satisfaction creates referrals

44 “A new capability becomes a marketing tool.” New capability becomes a marketing 
tool

45 “The shift from manual knitting machines to 
computerized automated knitting machines.”

Automation as survival-driven 
upgrading

46 “Computerized machines require technical 
understanding.”

Computerized machinery requires new 
worker skills

47 “We do not always have the margin to invest properly in 
worker training.”

Worker training is necessary but 
difficult

48 “Every company has to teach workers and keep 
learning.”

Capability must become embedded in 
routines



49 “Supervisors need to check, the compliance team needs 
to check.”

Audit compliance changes 
management systems

50 “I have reduced around 40% of the management 
structure.”

Cost pressure drives internal 
restructuring

51 “I lowered the false ceiling… adjusted ventilation and 
industrial exhaust fans.”

Factory layout adjusted to reduce costs

52 “These are internal changes, not directly taught by 
buyers.”

Internal problem-solving under buyer 
pressure

53 “We do not have enough technical know-how in 
synthetic fibres.”

Technical skills gap limits response to 
new demand

54 “We need more textile engineers.” Technical staff needed for 
diversification

55 “It looked like a very basic plain polo shirt… the tech 
pack required four-way stretch fabric.”

Simple-looking products may be 
technically complex

56 “We are good at garment making, but weaker in fabric 
innovation.”

Bangladesh strong in garment making 
but weaker in fabric innovation



57 “The global demand is moving toward synthetic fibres, 
blended fabrics, recycled materials, and performance-
based garments.”

Global demand shifting toward 
synthetic fibres

58 “Bangladesh is still heavily dependent on cotton.” Cotton dependence limits buyer access

59 “Buyer diversification is linked to product 
diversification.”

Product diversification is prerequisite 
for buyer diversification

60 “You need to be able to translate buyer requirements 
into production.”

Supply-chain coordination limits 
diversification

61 “Every firm wants buyer diversification.” Every firm wants buyer diversification

62 “What I want and what I can do are different things.” Wanting diversification is different 
from being capable of it

63 “If you have more buyers, you reduce risk.” Buyer diversification reduces risk

64 “The production line, workers, machinery, planning, and 
costing are built around a certain quantity and certain 
product type.”

Traditional production model limits 
diversification



65 “Dependence through contractual obligations can make 
diversification harder.”

Contractual obligations can limit 
flexibility

66 “Marketing can bring the buyer, but if you cannot 
produce what the buyer wants, the buyer will not stay.”

Marketing alone cannot achieve 
diversification

67 “If you have improved technical ability… that helps.” Product capability enables buyer access

68 “Company B itself is part of that attempt.” Company B represents a strategic 
response to traditional buyer 
dependence

69 “We do not have the same deep-sea port advantage.” Logistics weakness reduces 
competitiveness

70 “Lead time is very important.” Lead time affects buyer decisions

71 “They look at political stability, trade rules, sustainability 
laws, compliance reputation, logistics, lead time, and 
risk.”

Political and country risk shape 
sourcing decisions

72 “Our factories have historically been designed for large-
volume production.”

Bangladesh industry designed for mass 
production



73 “The buyer’s risk diversification becomes the supplier’s 
production complexity.”

Buyer risk diversification creates 
supplier complexity

74 “Traditional buyers will never pay through PayPal or 
Stripe.”

Payment infrastructure shapes buyer 
access

75 “If I ask for LC, they will just go away.” Traditional banking systems exclude 
small buyers

76 “During the off-season, there are production gaps.” Seasonal demand creates off-season 
production gaps

77 “Even if you train them, they may leave. That makes 
capability development harder.”

Worker turnover undermines capability 
retention

78 “Some big brands even use auction-like systems.” Auction-style price bidding intensifies 
buyer power

79 “Raw material costs have increased while unit prices 
have remained stagnant or even decreased.”

Margin squeeze from rising costs and 
stagnant prices



80 “Company A also does subcontracted orders during off-
seasons or dry seasons.”

Off-season subcontracting as a coping 
response

81 “You improve, but you also absorb cost.” Upgrading builds capability but the firm 
absorbs the cost



Interpretation Overall Theme

Company A operates within the conventional 
Bangladesh RMG export model, mainly serving large 
international buyers.

Firm background and buyer 
types

Company B serves smaller, flexible, and less 
conventional buyer segments that traditional factories 
often cannot accommodate.

Firm background and buyer 
types

The respondent separated the business models because 
traditional and non-traditional buyers require different 
operating systems.

Firm background and buyer 
types

COVID opened new opportunities with small fashion 
entrepreneurs and online sellers.

Firm background and buyer 
types

The local and small-buyer market is becoming 
commercially more attractive than in the past.

Firm background and buyer 
types

Company B creates value through service, technical 
support, and sourcing knowledge, not only 
manufacturing.

Firm background and buyer 
types

Company B differentiates itself by accepting very small 
orders and samples.

Firm background and buyer 
types

Company A’s routines, workforce, costing, and 
production system are suited to larger traditional 
orders.

Firm background and buyer 
types



Company A faces high buyer concentration and 
vulnerability due to reliance on a limited buyer 
portfolio.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Buyer dependence affects the whole firm, including 
production, finance, workers, and planning.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Large buyers have stronger power over price, lead time, 
and order conditions.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

The supplier may accept unattractive terms because 
keeping the factory running becomes more important 
than profit.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Large buyers transfer their cost and profitability 
pressure to suppliers.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Suppliers lack strong bargaining power when buyers 
demand lower prices or faster delivery.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Buyers’ global sourcing options reduce the supplier’s 
ability to negotiate.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Supplier decisions are shaped by survival, employment 
obligations, and production continuity.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry



The respondent explicitly identifies buyer dependence 
as a strategic risk.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Company B has more bargaining power because buyers 
need its knowledge, guidance, and services.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Traditional buyers relate to Company A in a 
transactional supplier role rather than a partnership 
role.

Relationship quality

Relationship quality depends strongly on market 
conditions and buyer commercial pressures.

Relationship quality

Company B develops more cooperative and trust-based 
relationships with buyers.

Relationship quality

Small buyers depend on Company B for technical 
interpretation and production knowledge.

Relationship quality

Mutual specialization and direct interaction support 
more collaborative relationships.

Relationship quality

Even supportive individuals inside buyer firms are 
constrained by corporate targets and shareholder 
pressure.

Relationship quality



Small buyers often cannot audit, so they depend on the 
supplier’s trustworthiness.

Relationship quality

Traditional buyers control production through highly 
detailed product and process requirements.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

The tech pack functions as a detailed governance 
instrument guiding production.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Startup buyers require the supplier to convert visual 
ideas into technical production instructions.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Audits and certifications are key tools of buyer 
governance in traditional RMG relationships.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Industrial disasters increased buyer monitoring and 
compliance requirements in Bangladesh.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Detailed compliance requirements alter daily 
production-floor behavior and supervision.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Audit failure can trigger corrective action, re-audit, and 
potential order risk.

Buyer governance and 
compliance



Compliance upgrading raises costs but does not 
necessarily improve supplier value capture.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Buyer requirements discipline suppliers while also 
determining access to orders.

Buyer governance and 
compliance

Learning occurs because suppliers must meet buyer 
requirements to stay competitive.

Learning from buyers

Traditional buyers create learning indirectly through 
enforcement rather than direct training.

Learning from buyers

Buyer expectations push suppliers to invest in 
machinery, systems, and capability.

Learning from buyers

Suppliers bear the financial risks of buyer-driven 
upgrading.

Learning from buyers

Buyers provide knowledge about market demand and 
product expectations.

Learning from buyers

Buyer demand triggers learning, but technical 
knowledge is often sourced elsewhere.

Learning from buyers



Traditional and startup buyers create different forms of 
learning and interaction.

Learning from buyers

Buyer-related learning can be reused across similar 
buyers and markets.

Learning from buyers

Successful buyer relationships can generate new buyer 
access through referrals.

Learning from buyers

Capabilities developed through buyer demands can 
support future business development.

Learning from buyers

Automation was driven by buyer demands, market 
trends, and the need to remain competitive.

Capability development and 
internal change

Technology upgrading requires new forms of worker 
learning and technical capability.

Capability development and 
internal change

Capability development is constrained by low margins 
and limited training resources.

Capability development and 
internal change

Learning must become part of the firm’s routines and 
workforce practices.

Capability development and 
internal change



Compliance requirements lead to new internal 
monitoring and management routines.

Capability development and 
internal change

Buyer pressure and margin decline led to internal 
restructuring and cost reduction.

Capability development and 
internal change

The firm developed internal operational solutions to 
reduce costs under pressure.

Capability development and 
internal change

The firm responds creatively to buyer-driven cost 
pressure through internal problem-solving.

Capability development and 
internal change

Technical skill gaps limit the firm’s ability to absorb and 
respond to new market demands.

Capability development and 
internal change

Technical human capital is necessary for capability 
development and diversification.

Capability development and 
internal change

Product complexity may be hidden and requires deeper 
textile/material capability.

Product complexity and 
diversification

Bangladesh’s strength is production execution, while 
weakness remains in textile innovation and product 
development.

Product complexity and 
diversification



Changing global demand requires new materials 
knowledge and product capabilities.

Product complexity and 
diversification

Reliance on cotton-based production restricts access to 
buyers demanding synthetic or technical products.

Product complexity and 
diversification

The ability to serve more buyers depends on the ability 
to produce more diverse products.

Product complexity and 
diversification

Diversification requires technical translation, sourcing, 
materials, production coordination, and execution 
capability.

Product complexity and 
diversification

Buyer diversification is broadly desired because firms 
want more revenue sources and options.

Buyer diversification

Strategic desire alone is insufficient without the 
capability to serve different buyers.

Buyer diversification

A broader buyer portfolio reduces dependence and 
vulnerability.

Buyer diversification

Company A’s existing production model restricts its 
ability to serve smaller or more varied buyers.

Buyer diversification



Existing buyer commitments may restrict the ability to 
shift capacity toward new buyers.

Buyer diversification

Buyer diversification requires production and technical 
capability, not only marketing.

Buyer diversification

Technical ability and category experience make the firm 
more attractive to new buyers.

Buyer diversification

Company B functions as an entrepreneurial response to 
limits in the traditional buyer model.

Buyer diversification

Bangladesh’s port and logistics limitations weaken 
supplier competitiveness.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

Speed-to-market is increasingly important in fashion 
sourcing decisions.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

Buyer sourcing decisions depend on country-level risks, 
not only factory capability.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

The national production model is strong in mass 
manufacturing but less suited to small-batch variety.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints



Buyers reduce their own risk through smaller and more 
varied orders, but this increases supplier complexity.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

Different payment systems determine which buyer 
segments a firm can realistically serve.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

The LC-based export system can prevent small or 
startup buyers from working with Bangladeshi suppliers.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

Sweater manufacturing is seasonal, and off-season 
production gaps leave capacity underused and strain the 
firm financially.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints

Frequent movement of lower-level workers between 
firms makes it difficult to retain trained skills inside the 
firm.

Capability development and 
internal change

Some large buyers run auction-like tenders where 
suppliers compete on the lowest price, deepening 
power asymmetry.

Buyer dependence and power 
asymmetry

Rising raw material costs alongside stagnant or falling 
unit prices steadily erode supplier margins.

Country-level and industry-level 
constraints



During dry seasons Company A takes subcontracted and 
local-buyer work to fill capacity, a partial response to 
buyer dependence.

Buyer diversification

Buyer-driven requirements strengthen capability, but 
the firm carries the cost, so upgrading is not a purely 
positive outcome.

Capability development and 
internal change


