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Background and Purpose: The sustainability projected into Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is pivotal for 
luxury fashion businesses and they heavily refer to it. However, do their front-line employees follow this trend? To 
achieve an effective and efficient CSR, the front-line employees have to share the CSR perception advanced by their 
businesses. The main objective of the study is to discover, critically assess and compare the CSR perception of the 
front-line employees of the top luxury fashion industry businesses located in Prague, Czech Republic.
Design/Methodology/Approach: An investigative case study of the CSR approach of such employees of all ten top 
luxury fashion businesses in Prague is performed while using a holistic Meta-Analysis, a manual Delphi method and 
three rounds of interviews, along with mystery shopping techniques.
Results: The heterogenous conglomerate of data reveals: (i) problematic awareness of these employees, (ii) their 
ignorance of the legal setting, (iii) an imbalance and preferential focus, along with ignorance of certain CSR catego-
ries, (iv) direct and indirect contradictions and (v) a preoccupation with the fur issue. 
Conclusions: This alarming inconsistencies and ambiguity have strong implications for both science and practice, 
they call for more studies, a deeper understanding of causes and a prompt correction in order to make the CSR 
perception of these important inside stakeholders be in line with expectations.
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1	 Introduction

The concept of sustainability emerged in the context of the 
economic globalization, dominated by more productivity, 
as well as social and ecological damage (Schüz, 2012). It 
reflects the value judgments about justice in the distribu-
tion and use of resources and rests on three pillars: eco-
nomic (profit), environmental (planet) and social (people) 
dimension‘s continuity (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). 
The leading force behind this newly launched trend were 
the United Nations (UN) which issued two milestone doc-

uments: (i) the Report of the World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development; Report: Our Common Future 
prepared by the Brundtland Commission, published as 
the UN Annex to document A/42/427 in 1987 (“Brundt-
land Report 1987”) and (ii) the Resolution made during 
a historic UN Summit in September 2015 and entitled 
Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
development (“UN Agenda 2030”), which brought with it 
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (“SDGs”) and 169 
associated targets. These two documents are the outcome 
of International Law and are not per se enforceable vis-à-
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vis businesses (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). 
The initial focus on sustainability has been progres-

sively paralleled by corporate responsibility concerns 
(MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). Indeed, the original dis-
tinction between (i) sustainability in the narrow sense, with 
rather systematic and visionary features and designed for 
soft law and self-regulation, and (ii) corporate responsibil-
ity, with rather normative and moral features and designed 
for national law regulation, have converged in Corporate 
Social Responsibility (“CSR“) (Bansal & Song, 2017). 

For the EU and EU member states, sustainability in 
the large sense represents a current multi-stakeholder re-
lationship of virtually all members of society and even the 
society itself. Although the resulting CSR is only partially 
covered by mandatory EU law provisions and national law 
provisions (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019b), the CSR that 
came of this represents a transparent dialogue and inter-
action between businesses and other stakeholders which 
should be materialized, among others, by publicly avail-
able financial reporting and non-financial reporting, i.e. 
CSR reporting (MacGregor Pelikánová, R. & MacGregor, 
2017).

 There are extensive studies about the (lack of) CSR 
and CSR reporting progress in the automotive (MacGre-
gor Pelikánová, 2019a), food (Haski-Leventhal, 2018), 
agricultural (Vveinhardt et al, 2019) and other industries 
(Sroka & Szántó, 2018). 

Sustainability is a central challenge of the fashion 
industry (Cerchia & Piccolo, 2019). For luxury fashion 
businesses, the key values and competitive advantage de-
terminants are linked to their luxury brands protected as 
trademarks (MacGregor Pelikánová & MacGregor, 2019) 
and other Intellectual Property („IP“) assets (MacGregor 
Pelikánová, 2019c). Such brands represent scarcity, exclu-
sivity and overflowing resources pointed to the top goals 
and priorities, such as CSR. They perfectly match the con-
cept of a competitive advantage with a competitive target 
while engaging in „capturing the core and broadening 
without diluting” (Moon et al, 2014). So, they desperately 
need to come across as standing up for CSR and as able to 
afford CSR, at least based on the expectations of their cus-
tomers (Olšanová et al., 2018) and their potential investors 
(Morgan Stanley, 2017). Consequently, their commitment 
to CSR needs to be effectively and efficiently conveyed 
on all levels, including the bottom. However, what is the 
reality? How do front-line employees of luxury fashion 
businesses perceive CSR? Does their perception of the 
CSR match the indicated expectations of luxury fashion 
customers and investors? 

This logically leads to the need to perform a deep mi-
cro-case study about the CSR perception of these inside 
stakeholders – front-line employees. Consequently, the 
main objective is to discover, critically assess and com-
pare the CSR perception of the front-line employees of 
the top luxury fashion industry businesses in Prague. In 
order to address this pioneering objective, after the Liter-

ature and Legislative Review (2.), Data and Methods (3.) 
needs to be discussed and this should be followed up by an 
engagement with explicit and implied CSR statements col-
lected through the pioneering micro-case study performed 
in Pařížská regarding top luxury fashion businesses. Thus, 
Research findings and Discussion address interviews 
(4.1.), the observations gained via mystery shopping tech-
niques (4.2.) and the comparison of the implied informa-
tion (4.3.). The presented data and arguments culminate in 
the Conclusion (5.) which points to an unbalanced CSR 
perception of these internal stakeholders and a fragmen-
tation that ultimately has a negative impact for society. 
Therefore, the reasons for this heterogeneity need to be 
understood and overcome.

2	 Literature and Legislative Review

Both the concept of sustainability and CSR have grown 
with globalization, and the apparently unrestricted growth 
in the power of corporations has led to the proposition that 
global companies, as powerful economic, social and polit-
ical actors, must increasingly be brought within the law´s 
domain (Bunn, 2004). CSR is about the all-encompassing 
responsibility towards society, i.e. addressing all three sus-
tainability pillars (Olšanová et al, 2018). CSR principles 
are a demonstration of moral obligations of the given busi-
ness towards the entire society and this goes way beyond 
the mere concept of profit maximization. CSR emerged 
originally rather as an “ethical responsibility” than a “legal 
liability” and represented virtue ethics, utilitarian ethics, 
and deontological ethics (Schüz, 2012). Responsibility, as 
such, has Latin roots, see “respondere”, and means that 
someone has to answer for the effects caused by him to an 
authority and this authority evaluates its damages (Schüz, 
2012). If this regime is incorporated into the legal system 
and this authority is a judge, we deal with a special type of 
responsibility called ‘liability’. 

States have demonstrated various approaches to sus-
tainability and accordingly have “delegated” some CSR 
tasks and duties to stakeholders, including businesses 
(MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). Therefore, CSR goes 
through a process of progression from none, to an over 
facultative one, to a mandatory regime (MacGregor Pe-
likánová, 2019a). Currently, CSR consists of many types 
of social responsibility: economic, legal, ethical, etc. 
(Sroka & Szántó, 2018), i.e. it is a set of duties to adhere to 
in a certain manner because it is either morally or legally 
right or at least expected (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). 
Herein, the movement from the soft sphere of ethics to the 
hard sphere of law with regard to what is to be, depends 
upon the jurisdiction.

The EU motto is “united in diversity” and the under-
lying idea is “Europe can succeed if it acts collectively, as 
a Union”, especially regarding CSR, which is a dialogue 
and interaction between businesses, corporations and their 
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stakeholders (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2017) that enjoys 
full EU endorsement via policy support (Šebestová et al, 
2018). The primary EU law, especially the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the EU (“TFEU”) underlines the social and 
environmental dimensions (Polcyn et al, 2019), along with 
the economic dimension of life (MacGregor Pelikánová 
& MacGregor, 2018). Secondary sources, such as Regu-
lations and Directives, and supplementary sources, must 
be in-compliance with primary sources, while carrying on 
strategic priorities (Piekarczyk, 2016). Regarding CSR, 
they include predominantly general and special Directives 
(MacGregor & MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019), such as Di-
rective 2013/34/EU of 26 June 2013 on annual financial 
statements and consolidated financial statements, as well 
as Directive (EU) 2017/1132 of 14 June 2017 relating to 
certain aspects of company law. EU and EU law priorities, 
targets and flagship initiatives are intra-related and argu-
ably develop technological potentials (Balcerzak, 2016), 
recognize the R&D and IP impact on competitiveness 
(Marčeta & Bojnec, 2020), the awareness and commitment 
with respect to CSR (MacGregor Pelikánová, 2018) and 
ephemeral philosophical-economical categories of ethics 
and fairness (Sroka & Lörinczy, 2015). However, the ul-
timate choice remains up to European businesses, in how 
much they would go for CSR and report about it. They do 
not exhibit a unified trend, i.e. for some, their commitment 
towards sustainability via CSR is a mere imposed duty and 
a negative burden, while for other businesses, CSR is a ve-
hicle for improvement in all three spheres of sustainability 
(economic, environmental and social) and an instrument to 
improve their own financial performance (Rodriguez-Fer-
nandez, 2016). 

Arguably, in the 21st century EU, business ethics is re-
garded as a significant factor influencing the success and 
profits of modern businesses (Sroka & Lörinczy, 2015). 
The related CSR represents the recognition of shared value 
policies and principles and aims at “a more sophisticat-
ed from of capitalism“ (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Conse-
quently, if a business wants to be perceived as reliable and 
attract not only customers, but as well, employees, busi-
ness partners and investors, it should demonstrate a high 
level of institutionalization of sustainable and ethical prin-
ciples and practices (Sroka & Szántó, 2018) and engage 
in a proper communication of the same externally and 
internally (Szanto, 2018). These arguments are covered 
by the stakeholder theory that proposes that the business 
engagement with CSR implies (at least indirectly) value 
creation through improvement of the business’s reputation 
(Gallardo-Vázquez et al, 2019) and branding (Osei-Tutu, 
2019) and ultimately an increase in market share (Ting et 
al, 2019) and enhanced financial performance (Rowley & 
Berman, 2000). The originally simplistic CSR, thus, be-
comes strategic CSR and the evolution phases are: CSR 
cultural reluctance, CSR cultural grasp and CSR cultural 
embedment (Olšanová et al, 2018). 

However, there are also some opponents of the overly 

positive CSR perception in the EU (Chwistecka-Dudek, 
2016). They refer to traditional theories, are more scep-
tical, point to limitations due to possible agency conflicts 
between managers, shareholders, environmental activists, 
etc., and underline that resource allocation due to CSR, 
especially for social goals, may add to the costs, and, con-
sequently, prevent profit maximization (Friedman, 2007). 
Pursuant to this, businesses should not automatically jump 
to the conclusion that more CSR and more CSR report-
ing must lead to an ultimate and global success. Several 
studies documented the negative impact of CSR activities 
and spending by indicating that CSR practices can gen-
erate unnecessary costs, cripple financial results (Barnett, 
2007) and thus undermine competitive advantage (Scherer 
& Palazzo, 2011).

Regardless of all these discourses, all modern busi-
nesses need to reconcile the profitability, growth and so-
cial relationships, i.e. CSR cannot be totally avoided and, 
according to the prevailing opinion stream, positively im-
pacts financial performance (Ting et al, 2019). Each and 
every business in the EU must make a choice and imple-
ment it consistently. 

The sphere of the luxury fashion industry is well suited 
to be a prima facia great platform for a CSR engagement by 
all stakeholders. The term “luxus” has a double meaning: 
it positively connotes such concepts as beauty, prestige, 
and power, but also implies excessive and ostentatious 
displays of wealth (Kapferer, 2012). The fashion luxury 
industry was traditionally linked to the allure of a limited 
access, heritage, sophistication, high desirability, excellent 
quality, high price and the extraordinary (Olšanová et al, 
2018). It has also been associated with concepts like exces-
sive consumerism, extremely high costs, elitism, opulence 
or guilty pleasures (Deloitte, 2019). However, recently it 
seems that two new luxury fashion customer groups have 
appeared – the HENRYs (High-Earners-Not–Rich-Yet) 
and youngsters (Millennials and Gen Z) (Deloitte, 2019; 
Dabija et al, 2019). Customers from these two groups, and 
perhaps even other customers, check online CSR reports, 
as well as the CSR direct manifestation in these shops, and 
they search for demonstrations of “their“ ethical and moral 
values. Naturally, only motivated and committed internal 
stakeholders can extend these values and lead to satisfied 
business partners and customers. 

In today’s EU, luxury fashion businesses opted for a 
strong CSR commitment and their owners´ and top-man-
agement statements explicitly confirm a developed pro-
CSR perception while addressing the mentioned expected 
values (Olšanová et al, 2018). Obviously, this pro-CSR 
strategy can be effective and efficient only if all internal 
stakeholders share it (Bunn, 2004). Properly tailored CSR 
practices can be cost effective (Osei-Tutu, 2019) only if in-
ternal stakeholders know about them, agree upon them and 
consistently inform others about them in a unified man-
ner (Ikram et al, 2019). Since the sustainability drive is 
strongly culturally influenced, it is pivotal to reconcile the 
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CSR perception by all internal stakeholders (Burksiene et 
al, 2018) regarding CSR categories. These categories are 
indirectly implied by the EU law on non-financial (CSR) 
reporting, especially Directive 2013/34/EU as updated,  
and have been recently established by academia (MacGre-
gor Pelikánová, 2019a):
•	 environment protection (MacGregor Pelikánová, 

2019a), 
•	 employee matters (Dvouletý, 2017), 
•	 social matters and community concerns (Mallin, 

2018), 
•	 respect for human rights (Osei-Tutu, 2019), 
•	 anti-corruption and bribery matters (Sroka & Szántó, 

2018) and 
•	 R&D activities (Marčeta & Bojnec, 2020).

However, there is a lack of studies about the reality and 
dynamics of these internal CSR perceptions. Namely, there 
are basically no studies about the CSR perception of front-
line employees of luxury fashion businesses. This situation 
is amazing because these businesses rely much more on 
face-to-face interaction than do anonymous online sales, 
and their ambassadors vis-à-vis customers - their front-line 
employees - play a critical role with respect to the consist-
ency and ultimately effectiveness and efficiency of their 
pro-CSR perception.

3	 Data and Methods

The data and methods used in this paper are determined by 
the main objective, which is, via an investigation, to dis-
cover, critically assess, and compare the CSR perception 
of front-line employees of the top luxury fashion industry 
businesses in the Czech Republic. Specifically, it is about 
obtaining direct and indirect information about CSR per-
ceptions conveyed by the employees facing customers in 
Pařížská street in Prague. This case study is based upon a 
research of predominantly primary data and the processing 
of such by methods that are both critical and comparative 
(Yin, 2008). It allows for retaining the holistic and mean-
ingful characteristics of real-life events (Yin, 2008). The 
parameters were obvious, i.e. the case study included all 
businesses located in Prague‘s “Luxury Fashion Street”, 
AKA “Prague´s 5th Avenue”, which sell luxury clothing 
brands and specifically, leather handbags. The criterion of 
leather handbags is used because they are indicators and/
or the “engine that drives luxury brands today” (Han et al, 
2010). The primary data about the statements of the em-
ployees was directly obtained by interviews and indirectly 
by mystery shopping techniques. Each interview had two 
parts – structured (posing four questions) and unstructured 
(invitation for providing further information about prod-
ucts, brand and CSR). Namely, each of these front-line 
employees was asked to show a woman’s leather bag size 

A4 and to explain (i) the product´s material and functional 
advantages, (ii) its brand advantages, (iii) business rela-
tion to CSR and (iv) the employee´s knowledge about CSR 
regulations. They were then induced to provide any other 
relevant CSR information. Mystery shopping techniques, 
i.e. mystery consumer methods and techniques (Osterweil, 
2012), included observations of CSR positive and nega-
tive indices, such as social (un)friendliness (co-operation, 
competition and arrogancy between employees and vis-à-
vis customers), environment (un)friendliness of the shop 
setting (used materials, light fixtures, etc.) and packaging 
material (recycling, etc.), concept design and human inter-
action. Table 1 lists those businesses examined by the case 
study, which are all businesses meeting the set require-
ments (luxury fashion – leather bags), i.e. no business was 
omitted and hence the list is exhaustive.

The authors have been consistently litigating for the 
use of the qualitative analysis (Vourvachis & Woodward, 
2015) and the holistic Delphi method for CSR studies 
(MacGregor Pelikánová, 2019a). Consequently, even 
this case study builds upon a rather qualitative holistic 
manual Delphi method (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004) with 
rankings done by three experts with economics and law 
backgrounds and CSR knowledge (due to the GDPR and 
privacy issues, only the initials of these three experts are 
provided: EDC, LM, ZUP) and in addition all of them have 
already purchased these types of luxury products and were 
open to purchase them again, i.e. they were “real”. The 
ranking was done by each of them independently with the 
same weight. They did both interviews and mystery shop-
ping observations and classified the yielded information 
about each of the six CSR categories with (+) or (++) or 
(+++). Information implying ignorance of, or a disregard 
for CSR got (0), while information implying a general and 
weak CSR perception got (+), deeper and more specific 
CSR information netted (++) and genuine and excellent 
CSR information got (+++). These interviews and mys-
tery shopping observations were done in three rounds and, 
pursuant to the holistic manual Delphi method, generated 
ranking and notes whereby these three experts compared, 
discussed and readjusted. Hence, each of these top 10 lux-
ury fashion businesses in Pařížská was visited three times 
in December 2019 (each time by a different expert of these 
three), i.e. in total - 30 visits. During their visits, the mys-
tery shoppers performed the above described interviews 
with both a structured (4 questions) and a non-structured 
part to extract direct indices about the CSR perceptions of 
front-line employees, and mystery shopping observation 
to extract indirect indices. Involved front-line employees 
shared slightly different cultural backgrounds (Czech, Slo-
vak, Russian), which could originally impact their sustain-
ability and CSR perceptions (Burksiene et al., 2018). Since 
these employees provided the interviewing experts with 
documents (e.g. marketing leaflets shown and discussed 
by employees), qualitative content text analysis (Kuckartz, 
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Group Business Origin
Revenue in 2018

(bil EUR)

LVMH Louis Vuitton 1854, Paris 46.8

LVMH Christian Dior 1945, Paris 46.8

LVMH Fendi 1925, Rome 46.8

LVMH Bulgari 1884, Rome 46.8

Kering Gucci 1921, Florence 4.65

Kering Bottega Veneta 1966, Vicenza 4.65

Prada Prada 1913, Milan 3.14

Dolce Gabanna Dolce Gabanna 1982, Milan 1.29

Tod´s Tod´s 1920, St.Elpid. 0.96

Furla Furla 1927, Bologna 0.58

Table 1: Case Study – Six luxury fashion business groups and their ten top businesses

Source: Prepared by the authors and based on their field searches performed in December 2019.

2014) was marginally used as well (Krippendorff, 2013). 
This framework and employment of both intrinsic and 

extrinsic evidence and direct and indirect indices facili-
tates a holistic processing that reveals possible trends. Its 
benefits are maximized by the parallel use of Meta-Anal-
ysis, which is an analysis of analyses (Schmidt & Hunter, 
2014), i.e. a quasi-statistical analysis of a large collection 
of results from individual studies with the goal of integrat-
ing their findings (Glass, 1976). The use of three rounds 
for the Delphi ranking with adjustments, along with the 
Meta-Analysis of additional information, along with So-
cratic questioning (Areeda, 1996), reduces the inherent 
subjectivity and boosts the academic robustness of this 
case study.

4	 Research findings and Discussion 

Often, the setting of the law and appropriate regimes is 
one thing, while their application is quite another matter 
entirely. A proper and committed perception of the CSR 
is a pre-requirement for the EU‘s expected approach to 
CSR by a critical group of stakeholders shaping the CSR 
of the entire business – the internal stakeholders of lux-
ury fashion businesses. These ambassadors are either de 
iure representatives of these businesses, CEOs preparing, 
issuing and signing CSR reports or Codes of Ethics, or de 
facto representatives of these businesses – front-line em-
ployees facing the clientele on “5th Avenue”, i.e. Pařížská 
street. It might be expected that luxury fashion businesses 
are (should be) aware about the importance of the mes-

sage conveyed by these front-line employees and that they 
make sure to motivate these front-line employees to di-
rectly and indirectly promote the best information about 
the illustrious commitment for all six CSR categories of 
the given business. However, perhaps this is mere specu-
lation. Therefore, it is quite legitimate, via investigations, 
to discover, critically assess and compare the approach of 
the front-line employees of the top luxury fashion industry 
businesses in Prague, both directly by interviews and indi-
rectly by mystery shopping techniques. Hence, in Decem-
ber 2019, a repeated (3x) field search of all 10 luxury fash-
ion businesses was performed, entailing both interviews 
and mystery shopping.

4.1	Front-line employees’ direct 
statements – interviews

Each shop was visited 3x in December 2019 and an inter-
view consisting of two parts, along with mystery shopping 
was performed. The information from these three sets of 
interviews was processed and re-adjusted by the Delphi 
method, is summarized in Table 2 and 3 and commented in 
a semi-anonymized manner while using codes instead of 
names of these luxury businesses.

Manifestly, direct statements during the first half of 
each interview of the front-line employees of these ten top 
luxury fashion businesses have not differed dramatically, 
while interesting trends across this special segment of in-
dustry could be observed. Basically, all employees covered 
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the environment, employee matters, social and R&D cate-
gories, and totally skipped Human rights and Anti-corrup-
tion categories. However, the second part of the interviews 
proved to be very interesting and highly revealing and 
thusly allowed for the differentiation between the intensi-
ty of the CSR commitment regarding the four mentioned 
categories. 

A clear “leader” among CSR categories was the envi-
ronment category and basically each and every employ-
ee addressed it extensively and in a different, original 
manner. Some employees underlined the tradition and 
animal welfare policies without going in much detail (A, 
B). Other employees provided more moderate environ-
ment statements oriented not to animal welfare, but they 
backed them strongly with facts (C, D). Certain employees 
seemed almost obsessed with animal welfare, energy sav-
ing and recycling (E, G). Finally, some employees provid-
ed rather weak information without any interest to speak 
further about it (F, I).  

Next in line were employee matters and social catego-
ries, for which rather general statements were made with 
a reluctance to go into details. The biggest difference was 
within the R&D category, regarding which some employ-
ees volunteered a lot of information C, D), a little infor-
mation (A, B, E, I) or not any information (F). As stated 
above, no employee mentioned Human rights and anti-cor-
ruption categories.

Manifestly, the front-line employees either do not 
know about the CSR legal framework or their perception 
of it is incorrect. One half of the front-line employees in-

terviewed totally failed this part, the other half demonstrat-
ed only some basic knowledge. 

The second half of each interview allowed for a free 
flow of communication and for letting the employees vol-
unteer information about CSR. The information from these 
three sets of interviews was processed and re-adjusted by 
applying the Delphi method, is summarized in Table 4 and 
commented in a semi-anonymized manner while using 
codes instead of names of these luxury businesses.

Manifestly, direct statements during the second half 
of each interview provided a more colourful picture, and 
the rather small differences became magnified. Some em-
ployees were reluctant to carry on the discussion (B), show 
patronage preferences, patronization and favouritism of 
certain clients over others (Vveinhardt & Sroka, 2020), or 
even became confused and contradicted themselves (A) 
and ultimately even provided information against CSR.

From the six CSR categories, only four were men-
tioned and clearly the environment category with animal 
welfare took the lead. Well-informed employees pushed 
this issue, while underlining their concurrent opinion (E, 
G), and poorly informed employees became confused (A). 
Some employees kept repeating the same information (I), 
while others admitted that they are not on the same page 
(F). Amazingly, some employees declined to carry on the 
discussion and left to speak to someone else (B). Employ-
ees from less animal-welfare oriented businesses gladly 
volunteered deep insightful information showing that the 
entire environment category is manipulated. Doubtless the 

Table 2: Employeeś  direct statements during the first half of interviews about CSR categories; businesses’ names are replaced 
by codes

Environm. Empl.Mat. Social HumRight
An-

ti-Corr.
R&D

A ++ + ++ 0 0 +

B ++ + ++ 0 0 ++

C ++ + ++ 0 0 +++

D ++ ++ ++ 0 0 +++

E +++ ++ + 0 0 +

F ++ ++ + 0 0 0

G +++ ++ + 0 0 +++

H ++ ++ + 0 0 +

I ++ ++ + 0 0 +

J + + + 0 0 +

Source: Prepared by the authors and based on their own searches and interrogations (interviews).



204

Organizacija, Volume 53 Issue 3, August 2020Research Papers

Table 3:  Employeeś  direct statements during the first half of interviews – awareness about international, regional and national 
laws on CSR

International 
law (SDG)

Regional law 
(EU reporting)

Regional law (EU 
restrictions)

National law (CZ 
law on CSR

A + 0 + 0

B + 0 + 0

C + 0 + 0

D ++ 0 ++ +

E ++ 0 ++ +

F ++ 0 ++ +

G ++ 0 ++ +

H 0 0 0 0

I 0 0 0 0

J 0 0 0 0

Source: Prepared by the authors and based on their own searches and interrogations (interviews).

Table 4:  Employeeś  direct statements during the second half of interviews (initiated by employees)

Environm. Empl.Mat. Social HumRight
An-

ti-Corr.
R&D

A 0 0 + 0 0 +

B 0 + + 0 0 ++

C +++ ++ ++ 0 0 +++

D ++ ++ ++ 0 0 +++

E +++ ++ + 0 0 +

F + + + 0 0 0

G +++ ++ + 0 0 +++

H ++ ++ + 0 0 +

I + + + 0 0 +

J + + + 0 0 +
Source: Prepared by the authors and based on their own searches and interrogations (interviews).
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most interesting revelation was the information that arti-
ficial fur done by G and E actually represents an environ-
mental hazard because, unlike animal fur, it does not easily 
and naturally decompose.

The employees had very little to say about social and 
R&D categories, but surprisingly mentioned some em-
ployment matters and became very clear that there is a big 
fluctuation among the employees from these businesses. 
Moreover, often the only way to get a job promotion is to 
“go next door”, in other words, to take a job with another 
store in Pařížská. During the second part of the interviews, 
there often arose the issue of the working place dynamics, 
and it became obvious that a strict and rigid hierarchical 
approach prevails, and often junior employees are treated 
with a total lack of respect (G). Prima facia, it looked like 
promotion via merit and qualifications is not a core value 
(B) and employees oscillate between acting strictly, to be-
ing almost arrogant (B, I) and even down to a familiar ap-
proach more fitting for those working in a supermarket (F). 

Finally, during the second half of the interviews, the 
varying cultural and linguistic levels of the employees, as 
well as a general failure of effective employee training and 

education, became apparent. In sum, the first half of the 
interviews showed small differences that became magni-
fied by the second half interviews and called for testing via 
mystery shopping techniques.

4.2	Front-line employees’ indirect 
statements – mystery shopping

Since no indices were revealed regarding social matters, 
human rights, and anticorruption categories, only the re-
maining three CSR categories were examined by the mys-
tery shopping observation and are presented in Table 5. 
Namely, the CSR category of the environment was ob-
served while focusing on the mimicry and facial-body 
language of front-line employees and their manner of 
touching and dealing with products. The CSR category 
employment matters was observed while focusing on the 
mutual interaction between front-line employees and their 
dress code. The CSR category R&D was observed while 
focusing on the manner of product demonstrations, along 
with mimicry and facial-body language.

CSR Category Environm. Empl.Mat. R&D

Criteria
Mimicry + Material 

touch
Interaction + Dress-

ing
Demonstrating + 

Mimicry

A 0 0 0

B + 0 0

C ++ ++ +++

D ++ ++ +++

E +++ ++ +

F + + 0

G +++ ++ +++

I + + +

J + + +

K + + 0

Table 5:  Employeeś  indirect statements – mystery shopping revelations

Source: Prepared by the authors and based on their own searches and interrogations (interviews).
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Of all the tables, clearly the last one, Table 5, is the 
most revealing and confirms that there is a big difference 
between these businesses, i.e. the CSR approach of their 
employees. Those initially disappointing are confirmed, 
and the mystery shopping techniques underline that these 
front-line employees made weak attempts to pretend to be 
committed CSR ambassadors (A, B) and demonstrate fa-
vouritism inclinations. These findings match recent studies 
in comparable settings and ultimately support their very 
correct conclusions (Vveinhardt & Sroka, 2020). 

Other front-line employees do not have such ambitions 
and ultimately appear much more convincing (F, H, I, J). 
The “winners” are either those employees who are quite 
environmentally aware (E, G) or employees deeply aware 
of traditions and concepts (C, D). With but small exagger-
ation, it can be stated that the split between the most CSR 
committed employees is done based on the preference: 
free fur v. fun fur. 

Naturally, it would be remiss to neglect the presenta-
tion of these results coupled with short notes about the 
setting in which the employees operate, while referring to 
these ten businesses and their six groups.

LVHM comes across as a modern light shopping mall, 
AKA warehouse, without any privacy and where custom-
ers form lines, while with B, the dark shop setting reflects 
the scandalous and perverse history of the B family and is 
matched with the arrogance of certain employees. C and 
D‘s shop settings, as well as employees, are dramatically 
different, they are nice, bright, and employ an individual 
approach; they treat customers with charm and friendli-
ness, even with a nice touch of decent humour and know 
much more about the history and concept (C, D) than their 
colleagues about (A, B). Hence the LVMH group does not 
appear as overly consistent.

In contrast, the Kering group is very consistent and 
both the setting, as well as the employees stress animal 
welfare and other environmental issues (energy, recy-
cling). It almost looks like the most critical issue at hand 
is to provide a wonderful life for the animals if their skin 
is soon to be used and there is an extreme feeling of guilt 
about their fate. Sadly, little attention is paid to IP and so 
the nice and committed, and rather humble, employees 
show “pro-environment” products, but creativity and so-
phistication are missing.

G is similar to the Kering group and its fur free status 
is obvious and demonstrated by its exhibit hall. Its employ-
ees are committed and have exceptionally deep knowl-
edge. They are confident and respectful, even while speak-
ing about their competition. Interestingly, they describe the 
competing B store as a fairy tale world (however, based on 
the author’s experience, a visit to B can easily turn into a 
dark nightmare and a truly unhappy fairy tale, inappropri-
ate for small children). They are enthusiastic about their 
substitutes and their pro-environment approach. The rain 
on this parade is provided by bits of information offered 

by C´s employees who informed us that G substitutes are 
extremely environmentally unfriendly in the long term.

H, I and J appear much more modest, their shops do 
not convey a strong luxury impression and their employees 
follow this rather minimalist, honest approach.

4.3	Comparison and discussion

There is a clear gap between those ready to make gran-
diose proclamations and possibly lacking integrity and 
those who are more modest. Further, the obtained results 
have to be appreciated in the light of available recognized 
international indexing tools. According to the CSR HUB 
Sustainability Management Tools CSR/ESG ranking, the 
leaders are Gucci (96%), Louis Vuitton (92%), Christian 
Dior (89%), while the CSR underperformers should be 
Tod´s (28%), Fendi (22%) (CSR Hub, 2019). Manifestly, 
CSR Hub works more with quantitative than qualitative 
indicators and so matches up well with the key word’s fre-
quency in CSR reports and Codes of Ethics and much less 
with Delphi indicators and employee statements. Despite 
all possible objections, the CSRHub basically confirms all 
the above-mentioned common elements and stresses in-
ternal differences between businesses in the same group. 
Namely, within LVHM, some employees (A,B) have dra-
matically different approaches to CSR than other employ-
ees (C,D). Further, this confirms the importance of the in-
dividual background and culture for the sustainability and 
CSR perceptions (Burksiene et al, 2018).

The performed pioneering case study managed to bring 
together direct and indirect statements implied by inter-
views, as well as field observations yielded via mystery 
shopping techniques. The holistic Meta-Analysis of this 
rather heterogenous conglomerate of data reveals five 
highly significant aspects regarding the CSR perception 
of these front-line employees: (i) their problematic aware-
ness, (ii) their ignorance of the legal setting, (iii) their im-
balanced and preferential focus along with ignorance of 
certain CSR categories, (iv) their direct and indirect con-
tradictions and (v) their almost obsessive preoccupation 
with the fur issue – fun fur (using fur is fun and indispen-
sable) v. free fur (using fur is evil and wasteful).

Firstly, the awareness of these front-line employees 
about CSR is dramatically different and it appears that 
many top luxury fashion businesses totally omit the proper 
selection and training of their employees and contribute to 
the massive job fluctuation. It is amazing that these differ-
ences are even between employees from the same group 
(LVMH – A, B v. C, D).

Secondly, front-line employees know very little about 
CSR regulations and are confused about the mandatory 
and facultative positive law provisions. They do not ap-
preciate the differences between jurisdictions and confuse 
moral and legal obligations. For example, only a few front-
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line employees understood the mandatory setting for the 
sale and use of fur products. Generally, they are inclined to 
believe that environmental aspects are compulsory, while 
social and other CSR categories are beyond the reach of 
the law, including reporting. Sadly, the SDGs and inter-
national law dimension is completely outside their aware-
ness.

Thirdly, the prevailing focus is on the environmental 
and employee matters of CSR categories, with an under-
tone of interest for brand history and for IP. This is total-
ly in contrast with the conventional understanding of this 
industry, which is basically built by selected family fame 
and excellence. Further, the SDGs of the UN are obviously 
not major concerns of the front-line employees of these 
businesses.

Fourthly, even if the front-line employees should be 
convincing and consistent ambassadors of these luxury 
leaders, they often prove to be poorly informed, not com-
mitted and not professional enough to avoid contradicting 
themselves, providing poor customer service and denying 
the CSR.

Fifthly, a top CSR concern of almost of all these em-
ployees is the burning issue of what materials are used and 
how they are obtained. Therefore, after general CSR proc-
lamations, there comes a fast spiel whether is it evil to use 
animal fur or not. Considering the current global issues 
(drought, warming, disappearing icebergs and tropical for-
ests, ozone-hole, COVID, etc.), it is rather surprising that 
front-line employees totally depart from SDGs and even 
from the top hallmarks of their employers-businesses. 
With all due respect to animal welfare, perhaps this should 
not be a top CSR concern, neither should it definitely take 
priority over SDGs. This luxury slow fashion should re-
turn to core values and distinguish itself from the fast fash-
ion (Niinimäki et al, 2020).

These five aspects are both surprising and not match-
ing with the expected and desired CSR image of top 
brands, including leading luxury fashion businesses (Ad-
amska, 2020). Indeed, the case study points to a myriad 
of flaws requiring prompt correction, provided that the 
CSR approach of luxury fashion businesses is to be gen-
uine, effective, and efficient. It confirms the prior finding 
about the critical importance of external, as well as inter-
nal communications regarding the CSR, especially in the 
multi-national settings (Szanto, 2018) as well as cross-sec-
torial setting (Van Tulder et al, 2016). Exactly  that is 
typical for the luxury fashion industry. However, it is not 
only about the cure, it is as well about prevention and so 
the question ‘how’ should be paralleled with the question 
‘why’. Indeed, the proper understanding of the causes of 
the current deplorable status is indispensable for achieving 
a correction and for bringing all stakeholders on board in 
order to make the concept of sustainability and SDGs real 
and worthy of the efforts of all concerned (van Tulder & 
Keen, 2018). Science should explore this discrepancy, and 

practice should promptly take action by engaging in com-
munications with their employees.

5	 Conclusions

The EU wants to engage businesses with the sustainability 
issue and attempts to boost their CSR directly by harmo-
nizing the reporting and indirectly pushing businesses to 
be transparent regarding their CSR. In addition, the im-
portance of sustainability, business ethics and CSR has 
been growing and this trend continues. Luxury fashion 
businesses are aware of it and declare their commitment to 
CSR in a manner definitely exceeding the strict legal min-
imum demanded by the EU law. All six CSR categories as 
implied by the EU law, and related practices appear to be 
relevant for these businesses. 

Despite the rather small sample, the performed case 
study brings forth valuable information about ALL top 
luxury fashion businesses in the Czech Republic, and, con-
sidering their international nature, perhaps even about al-
most ALL top luxury fashion businesses in the EU. Hence, 
the main objective was met by investigative discovery, 
critically assessing and comparing the approach of the 
front-line employees of these top luxury fashion industry 
businesses in Prague.

The mentioned set of valuable, truly pioneering and, 
for the future, research calling aspects, entail especially (i) 
problematic awareness, (ii) their ignorance of the legal set-
ting, (iii) imbalances and preferential focus, along with ig-
norance of certain CSR categories, (iv) direct and indirect 
contradictions and (v) a preoccupation with the fur issue. 
This has strong implications for both science and practice.

Indeed, the case study reveals interesting information, 
trends, patterns and even discrepancies and fragmentation. 
The CSR approach of those individuals voicing CSR pol-
icies for top luxury fashion businesses has very little in 
common, or at least similar, to the objectives set globally 
by the UN, regionally by EU and nationally by EU mem-
ber states as vocalized by their statements and materialized 
by their actions. Lost in translation? Do we have here just 
individual failures or systemic issues? Science and prac-
tice should work together to understand this and to find 
reasons for it and to identify instruments for improvement. 

The CSR approaches of front-line employees of lux-
ury fashion businesses are trailing much behind expecta-
tions, at least the expectations of CSR global, regional, and 
national policy makers. This is very alarming, especially 
considering the need of the multi-stakeholder approach. 
Indeed, this alarming inconsistency and ambiguity calls for 
more studies, deeper understandings of causes and prompt 
corrections in order to bring the CSR perception of these 
important inside stakeholder in line with expectations. 

There are several managerial contributions of our 
study. Firstly, it presents the results of a case study anal-
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ysis related to the manager’s attitudes to marketing and 
innovations in luxury fashion industry in relation to the 
CSR concept, thus delivering findings to the current de-
bate on the topic. Secondly, such research is rather rare 
and the CSR concept is analysed mostly in relation to other 
aspects, such as the impact on a company’s performance 
and its image, relationships between employee, mobbing 
or nepotism. Given this fact, this aspect is a significant 
added value of the study. Thirdly, the results achieved may 
be used for the formulation of the research hypotheses in 
further surveys.  

Of course, our study is not free of limitations, the first 
of which is the analysis of only one sector existing in one 
country. The research could and should be expanded while 
considering different internal and external stakehold-
ers (e.g. different type of employees, agents, consumers, 
etc.), different EU member states and/or different sectors 
which are able and expected to go actively for  CSR (e.g. 
financial services sector, pharmaceutical sector, etc.) and 
different time lines (statements in different years). Such 
longitudinal, comparative and cross-sector studies could 
yield extremely relevant and pioneering conclusions and 
recommendations. Another limitation of our current study 
is the method used. We employed the case study analysis 
and a quantitative approach might be used in future re-
search to explore the in-depth nature of the phenomenon. 
Indeed, the methodology adjustment is necessary if the 
above suggested and highly ambitious comparison is to be 
developed. Despite these limitations, we strongly believe 
that this study presents the real situation with regard to 
marketing and innovations in the luxury fashion industry 
and their connections to the CSR concept.
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Dojemanje družbene odgovornosti podjetij s strani zaposlenih v prestižnih modnih podjetjih

Ozadje in namen: Trajnost, kot komponenta družbene odgovornosti podjetij, je ključna za prestižna modna podjetja;  
ta podjetja se nanjo tudi pogosto sklicujejo. Vendar, ali njihovi zaposleni, ki delajo s strankami, sledijo temu trendu? 
Da bi dosegli učinkovito in učinkovito družbeno odgovornost podjetij, se morajo tudi zaposleni, ki imajo neposreden 
stik s kupci,  sprejeti percepcijo družbene odgovornosti podjetij, kjer delajo. Glavni cilj študije je ugotoviti, kritično 
oceniti in primerjati dojemanje družbene odgovornosti podjetij pri zaposlenih v podjetjih prestižne luksuzne modne 
industrije, ki se delujejo v Pragi na Češkem.
Oblikovanje / metodologija / pristop: Uporabili smo študijo primera družbene odgovornosti podjetij na vzorcu 
zaposlenih v vseh desetih prestižnih modnih podjetjih, ki so prisotna v Pragi. Uporabili smo celostno metaanalizo, 
ročno metodo Delphi in tri kroge intervjujev, skupaj z »mystery shopping« tehnikami.
Rezultati: Heterogeni konglomerat zbranih podatkov razkriva: (i) problematično ozaveščenost obravnavanih za-
poslenih, (ii) njihovo nepoznavanje pravne ureditve, (iii) neravnovesje in prednostno osredotočenost na nekatere 
kategorije družbene odgovornosti, ob nepoznavanju drugih kategorij, (iv) neposredna in posredna nasprotja in (v) 
velika osredotočenost na temo »krzno«.
Zaključki: Ugotovitve opisanih nedoslednosti in dvoumnosti so pomembne tako na raziskovanje kot za prakso. 
Predlagamo, da se nadaljnje raziskave  usmerijo na eni strani v globlje razumevanje vzrokov,  po drugi pa v takojšnje 
ukrepanje, predvsem osveščanje zaposlenih v zvezi z družbeno odgovornostjo podjetij kjer delajo.  

Ključne besede: Družbena odgovornost podjetij (CSR), Zakonodaja EU, Prestižna moda, Trajnost.


