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Responsible purchasing practices (RPP) are vital to improving conditions for workers and sustainability 
across supply chains. Irresponsible purchasing practices can lead to excessive overtime, low wages, 
poor health and safety standards, and an over-reliance on temporary labour. Investing in responsible 
purchasing and building strong partnerships with suppliers offers significant benefits to businesses 
too, including improved supply chain stability and efficiency gains through better communication, 
planning, and processes.

ETI launched the Purchasing practices in manufacturing initiative to explore how responsible purchasing 
principles could be applied across various manufacturing industries. Over 21 months, from June 2023 to 
February 2025, the initiative assessed the challenges and opportunities of implementing these principles 
beyond the garment and footwear industries. Fifteen purchasing companies from diverse sectors, 
including renewable energy, cosmetics, construction, stone, electric vehicles, and home accessories, 
participated throughout the initiative, contributing valuable insights and lessons from the process.
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Company progress
Throughout this initiative, purchasing companies have made significant progress in responsible 
purchasing practices (RPP) across various principles of the Common Framework for Responsible 
Purchasing Practices in manufacturing industries. Explore key developments and achievements for 
each principle as reported by participating companies:

	ŗ Principle 1: Integration: Improved communication and decision-making among leadership, 
commercial, and CSR functions. Key outcomes included better understanding of human rights 
impacts and increased supplier visits by management.

	ŗ Principle 2: Equal partnership: Enhanced supplier relationships through joint problem-solving, 
work on standardising contracts, open dialogue with suppliers and more frequent meetings. 

	ŗ Principle 3: Collaborative production planning: Companies began actively addressing 
production planning, enhancing sampling efficiency, tracking delays, and balancing orders 
to streamline processes.

	ŗ Principle 4: Fair payment terms: Companies worked on improving payment timelines, prioritising 
on-time payments, and reducing penalties for suppliers.

	ŗ Principle 5: Sustainable costing: Early explorations into understanding the living wage gap and 
one company started collaborating with suppliers to start looking into improving wages.

Challenges
The initiative identified several challenges that affected companies’ ability to implement responsible 
purchasing practices:

	ŗ Pricing, payment, and contract terms: These structural factors are often root causes of human 
rights risks, yet they remain some of the most difficult to address. This was reflected in companies 
addressing these principles the least, with those attempting to do so unable to implement 
measurable changes within the initiative’s short timeframe.

	ŗ Lack of supply chain awareness and relationships: Many companies had not mapped their supply 
chains effectively, limiting their ability to conduct due diligence, engage with suppliers, and assess 
their purchasing practices. This challenge was particularly evident in industries reliant on minerals 
and metals, such as renewable energy, electric vehicles, outdoor furniture, and construction.

	ŗ Limited resources and capacity to address risks: While some companies recognised risks, 
they struggled to act due to weak supplier relationships, limited influence, and inadequate risk 
mitigation strategies.

	ŗ Immature HRDD processes in key sectors: Some industries are relatively new to HRDD and lack 
established processes, support, and incentives to strengthen their due diligence efforts.

Some of these challenges prompted further ETI to conduct an HRDD assessment with eight companies 
in the minerals and metals sector to understand the obstacles at play and drive action.
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What did suppliers have to say?
In March 2024, a survey of 90 suppliers (employing 83,664 workers) assessed the purchasing practices 
of participating companies. To track progress, an endline survey was conducted in January 2025. 
Of the 60 suppliers who responded:

	ŗ 57% reported significantly improved communication with buyers; 19% noted slight improvements.

	ŗ 49% observed better purchasing practices, while 20% saw slight improvements.

	ŗ 54% said their relationship with buyers had significantly improved.

Smooth communication and mutual understanding make it easier for our team to execute tasks 
without hesitation. This has a positive effect on productivity and reduces stress, allowing the team 
to focus on their work with confidence. The improved clarity also helps prevent mistakes and 
delays, leading to better overall performance.

Workers have less stress, less overtime due to a stable task list, and work happier.

For employees, a stable salary from a positive cycle has a profound significance.

Pilot projects 
Pilot projects in China, India, and Bangladesh assessed how purchasing practices directly affected 
workers’ rights and conditions through in-person interviews and focus groups with workers at supplier 
companies. Findings confirmed key risks posed by problematic purchasing:

	ŗ Urgent orders and tight schedules led to overtime and small injuries.

	ŗ Last-minute changes and inaccurate forecasting created stress and required temporary workers.

	ŗ Technical and quality issues caused extra work and safety concerns.

Responding to actual and potential risks
Companies worked with suppliers to make improvements towards responsible purchasing 
practices, including:

	ŗ Extended lead times to reduce production pressure.

	ŗ Improved forecasting accuracy to minimise last-minute orders.

	ŗ Clearer technical specifications to prevent errors.

	ŗ Adjusted payment terms to stabilise supplier cash flow and ensure on-time worker wages.
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Key takeaways 
	ŗ Broad applicability of CFRPP: The principles outlined in the CFRPP are relevant across various sectors. 
Engagement on RPP in line with these principles can develop stronger partnerships, and help improve 
working conditions in different contexts, revealing their relevance across industries. 

	ŗ Cross-functional collaboration: Successfully embedding RPP necessitates collaboration across 
commercial, leadership, and sustainability teams. This coordinated effort fosters a unified approach, 
ensuring that responsible purchasing is integrated into the organisation’s core operations.

	ŗ Holistic approach: Adjustments  purchasing practices can significantly affect wages and working 
conditions. It is crucial to adopt a worker-centred approach that considers these impacts holistically, 
ensuring that improvements lead to benefits for workers, not just buyers and suppliers.

	ŗ Scaling & regulation: To promote widespread adoption of responsible purchasing, there is a need for 
regulatory frameworks that establish a level playing field. Effective legislation can encourage systemic 
change and hold companies accountable for implementing responsible purchasing practices.

This initiative demonstrated that responsible purchasing is both necessary and achievable 
across manufacturing sectors, paving the way for better business practices and improved 
working conditions.

Resources
	ŗ Common Framework for Responsible Purchasing Practices in Manufacturing Industries (CFRPP MI) 
Ethical Trading Initiative

	ŗ 	Responsible purchasing practices in manufacturing industries • Ethical Trading Initiative

	ŗ Responsible purchasing practices in European legislation • Ethical Trading Initiative

	ŗ Mining of metals & minerals: A rapid assessment • Ethical Trading Initiative

	ŗ Smallworld Accessories: Strengthening supplier relationships through responsible purchasing practices 
Ethical Trading Initiative

	ŗ Hardscape: Strengthening RPP through equal partnership and collaboration • Ethical Trading Initiative 

This document was written with support of the Initiative for Global Solidarity (IGS),  
implemented by Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH  
on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development.
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https://www.ethicaltrade.org/insights/resources/common-framework-responsible-purchasing-practices-manufacturing-industries-cfrpp
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/insights/resources/responsible-purchasing-practices-manufacturing-industries
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/insights/resources/responsible-purchasing-practices-european-legislation
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/what-we-do/eti-initiatives/mining-metals-minerals
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/insights/resources/case-studies/smallworld-accessories-strengthening-supplier-relationships-through
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/insights/resources/case-studies/hardscape-strengthening-rpp-through-equal-partnership-and
https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2022-en-initiative-for-global-solidarity.pdf
https://www.giz.de/en/html/index.html
https://www.bmz.de/en/
https://www.ethicaltrade.org

