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Summary 

This paper recognises that the Textile Industry is one of the most environmentally, socially and 

economically unsustainable industries in the world. Through the study of literature and industrial 

practises, it suggests sustainable practises to stakeholders that can be integrated in the design, dyeing, 

sourcing, production and consumption stages of the fashion supply chain. It also analyses the 

implementation of these policies and insights through the case studies of two leading fashion brands- 

H&M and Patagonia. It is discovered that profitability-driven fast fashion brands like H&M are less 

trusted by consumers and undertake the bare minimum CSR efforts mostly as a marketing gimmick, 

as compared to slow fashion brands like Patagonia, who are innovators in the field of developing 

sustainable business models. However, though these brands may have made strides to reduce their 

environmental impact, they are still a long way from achieving socio-economic sustainability because 

apparel manufacturing factories mistreat workers and often pay them salaries below the living wage. 

Introduction 

According to the World Economic Forum, the fashion industry accounts for 10% of all global carbon 

emissions and is the world's second-largest water consumer. 

 Fast fashion depletes large amounts of natural resources to generate inexpensive clothing, made by 

low-wage workers, that is used for a short time and then discarded. (Brydges 2021)The fashion 

industry faces various such sustainability challenges. Producers take advantage of low labour prices 

and bad working conditions in developing nations like Bangladesh, and the Rana Plaza factory 

accident exemplifies this issue. Also, the fashion industry pollutes the environment by consuming a 

vast amount of resources, water and energy. Dyestuffs release toxic chemicals that if not properly 

handled can be damaging for rivers and other water bodies. According to World Bank figures, the 
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dyeing and treatment process in the fashion industry contributes to 17% to 20% of water pollution 

from industrial consumption. Furthermore, rapidly shifting fashion trends have resulted in increased 

consumer purchasing frequency, a shorter garment lifespan, and a substantial amount of post-

consumer clothes waste (Dissanayake & Sinha 2015). Thus, the integration of sustainable practises in 

the fashion supply chain should be prioritised.   

We can take inspiration from some international fashion enterprises that have effectively responded to 

such challenges. For example, according to H &M’s sustainability reports, it uses 64.5% of materials 

from recycled or sustainable sources and 100% organic cotton as of 2020.Levi’s new collection 

Waterless uses 96% less water to manufacture denims, a form of apparel that is known for requiring 

large amounts of water in its production. It also recycles old jeans into home insulation. To protect 

animal’s rights, the luxury brands Gucci and Stella McCartney announced to stop using genuine 

leather and fur in 2017.  (Cai & Choi 2020) 

Because clothing and fashion are integral aspects of society, the textile business is a good choice for 

developing a sustainable and environmentally conscious mindset. Integrating ethical practises into the 

supply chain can also hugely benefit firms by improving their reputation, controlling risks and 

developing new products. (Azapagic 2003). Furthermore, sustainable activities can improve 

companies’ performance in areas such as product quality, market share, and profitability (Chung and 

Tsai, 2007). 

For the purpose of this research, we define sustainable fashion as apparel that maximises positive 

environmental, social, and economic consequences while minimising negative effects along the 

supply and value chain. (Moon et al 2013). 

This paper discusses the steps that can be taken by stakeholders and policy makers to make the 

fashion supply chain more sustainable by examining past literature and building upon it. These 

insights will reduce the industry’s impact on the environment leading to sustainable economic 

development. Through the case studies of a profit driven fast fashion brand that has implemented 

sustainability in its supply chain, and a slow fashion sustainability driven brand, the paper will discuss 

the real-world implications of the suggestions given in this paper. 

Literature Review 

During the last two decades, forward supply chain management activities, such as designing, dyeing, 

and production, have gotten increased attention in the literature. Meanwhile, reverse activities 

including reuse and recycling, as well as a closed loop supply chain are newer and more emerging 

areas in the sustainable fashion SCM. (Cai & Choi 2020) 
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This paper conducts a systematic literature review to present suggestions for stakeholders to 

implement sustainable practises in the forward supply chain management activities -designing, dying, 

production, retailing and consumption stages of the fashion supply chain. 

Sustainable design 

When compared to traditional textile designing, sustainable design involves using more 

environmentally friendly materials, designs, and procedures. 

 

(Moon et al 2013) investigate the factors that make the design process more energy efficient and 

sustainable. They discover the energy saving factors to be material selection, style design, and 

operations management. In the manufacturing stage, recycled, naturally coloured, and organic 

materials are regarded to be less energy consuming. Simple designs, such as less detailing and fewer 

accessories also reduce energy usage. The use of a careful colour specification such as deeper shades 

is an effective way of decreasing the effort for the after care of the product, saving electricity. The 

development of long-lasting styles, such as classics, also helps extend the useful life of a garment and 

results in slower fashion buying cycles, thus aiding sustainability.  

 

When analysing multiple eco-friendly materials -organic cotton, lyocell, and soybean protein fibre- 

for sustainable fashion design, the study found out that soybean protein fibre fabrics are most 

sustainable and may be the greatest fit for buyers in terms of the aesthetic aspect, protection offered, 

ease of maintenance, comfort and durability. (Sanches, et al. 2015) 

  

 Clancy et al. (2015) highlights that it is important to provide such guidelines for fashion designers 

who want to design sustainable apparel and to improve the skills and knowledge of designers to 

facilitate sustainability.  

 Sustainable dyeing 

In the TA supply chain, the dyeing process causes major pollution issues-like water pollution. If 

harmful chemicals are not properly handled, they can harm workers as well as the surrounding 

population. The dying process entails activities such as dye selection, method selection, operations 

control, and so on. The dyeing stage’s sustainability will be influenced by several decisions. (Cai & 

Choi 2020) 

 

(Ellams et al. 2014) discover that sustainable colouring by screenprinting eucalyptus leaf and bark 

extracts onto lyocell fabrics can substantially reduce the environmental effect of the dyeing 

process.(Budeanu et al. 2014)also look at eco-dyeing with natural hemp fibre. Three types of organic 
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dye pigments produced from black tea, red beets, and onion leaves are tested. The authors show that 

natural dyes have good colouring properties and recommend that these approaches be widely used in 

the TA sector. (Parisi et al. 2015) show that techniques like "enzymatic synthesis" and "plasma pre-

treatment" make colours more sustainable while using less raw materials, energy, and water. The 

suggested dyeing protocol has been evaluated for economic feasibility, indicating that the production 

costs of dyed woollen fabrics are 50% lower than the conventional dying procedure, making it a good 

sustainable alternative for the textile industry. 

 

(Terinte et al. 2014) studies the environmental impact of two dyeing processes :spin-dyeing and 

conventional dyeing. The authors conclude that spin-dyeing uses less energy, water, and emits less 

carbon emissions, and that its adoption in the textile industry would have a positive influence on the 

environment. Value chain actors can also save a lot of money by using spin-dyeing.  

 

 Sustainable sourcing 

Ensuring that raw material and finished products are sourced and procured sustainably is very critical 

to maintaining the sustainability of the fashion supply chain. 

 

Quick response (QR) system and shorter lead times are common characteristics of the sourcing 

process in the fashion industry and have both positive and negative influences on the supply chain's 

long-term sustainability. By minimising lead times, QR improves inventory management and 

flexibility, leading to lesser wastage and improved sustainability. Choosing a local supplier also 

minimises lead times, with the additional benefits of reduced logistical costs, risks, and carbon 

emissions due to shorter transportation times, boosting the efficiency of logistical activities and 

leading to higher profitability and sustainability. However, lead time reduction can also mean the 

fabric provider has less time to adequately oversee the production process, resulting in environmental 

issues such as a higher per unit pollutant and a lower fabric production yield. (Choi and Cai 2018)  

The current status quo of greater auditing and financial incentives for being ecologically responsible 

has also been thought to enhance sustainability. However, it may be counterproductive as it leads to 

suppliers hiding information rather than changing their unethical practises. Instead, buyers can do 

fewer audits, encourage the government to raise pay for workers at the supplier's site, and enforce 

fines for environmental violations to aid sustainability. (Plambeck and Taylor 2016) For sustainability 

enhancement, a government can also intervene to punish or subsidize the retailer for ordering more 

than the optimal quantity. Imposing a penalty for extra orders will merely lower order size, but 

subsidising may persuade the retailer to switch from control strategy, where the retailer sources 

directly from the manufacturer, to agency, where the Logistics Service Provider (LSP) handles 

procurement, which is a more sustainable procurement approach as it leads to lower wastage and 
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optimal order quantities. (Niu et al. 2017) Also,the buyer should adopt a peer-to-peer governance of 

cooperation rather than a threatening governance style of buyer-to-supplier, because it is likely to 

make the supplier under the Supplier Codes of Conduct(SCC) perform more sustainably. (Jiang 

2009)  

 

Upon investigating how organisations evaluate suppliers based on environmental and social 

compliance by conducting interviews with purchasing specialists ,the findings show that social and 

economic aspects like no child labour and fair working conditions, as well as environmental factors 

like wastewater treatment systems and using environmentally friendly materials, are utilised to 

evaluate a supplier's sustainability. Environmental and social criteria are used as pre-qualifications in 

supplier selection, as well as verification of purchasing requirements compliance, but they are not 

crucial in the final selection of a supplier for an order. (Winter and Lasch 2016)  

(Jia et al. 2015)  propose the "Technique for Order of Preference by Similarity to Ideal Solution" 

(TOPIS)for optimal supplier selection based on the buyer's preference and importance they place on 

the three different dimensions of sustainability -the social, economic, and environmental aspects. 

 

Sustainable production 

 

Perhaps the most economically and environmentally unsustainable part of the fashion supply chain is 

the stage of production, which faces challenges such as human rights violations, toxic waste disposal 

and dramatic price fluctuations for materials like cotton that are in high demand. These issues are 

more prevalent in countries with lower labour costs, lax human rights norms, and weak environmental 

regulations (Allwood et al., 2006). In comparison to other industries, (Ghazinoory 2005) thinks that 

the TA industry has the most potential for greener production. 

 

 (Subic et al. 2013) use the Capability Assessment Tool to identify the root causes of unsustainable 

production and four factors are revealed including the inability to identify -resource and emission 

intensive processes in the supply chain, why these processes are polluting, the costs and benefits of 

environmental improvement options and the best sustainable option. The management styles of the 

participating suppliers are also shown to be closely linked to their resource and emissions 

management performance. 

 

 A major energy-saving suggestion is the proper control of plant facilities such as lighting, air 

conditioning, ventilation, and floor design. Using energy-saving light bulbs or positioning them at 

certain heights and angles can provide the same lighting intensity while consuming less energy. 
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Furthermore, minimum or effective packaging saves energy because less energy is required to 

manufacture packaging materials, as well as reducing logistical effort.(Moon et al 2013). (Jin Gam et 

al. 2009) suggests a “cradle to cradle apparel design” (C2CAD) model for sustainable fashion 

production. Collaborations with other industries, like companies that produce renewable energy or use 

solid waste from the garment industry as biological fertilisers or raw materials, are suggested as a way 

to lessen or eliminate harmful effects of production. 

 

White biotechnology can also be used in creating clothes with eco-friendly materials to make 

them more sustainable. Increased funding for white biotechnology and eco-innovation, favourable 

government loan terms for technology R&D and consistent government policies to encourage 

SME access to EU funds for the implementation of innovative green products, can all help to 

promote the use of white biotechnology. (Druica 2015) 

  

(Hirscher et al. 2018) Investigate social manufacturing as a technique of boosting sustainability 

through increased user participation. Prompting various levels of consumer participation in the 

manufacturing process can result in system-level changes by activating and empowering end users 

to become value creators, as well as making them more invested and curious about the 

manufacturing process, resulting in environmentally friendly manufacturing. 

 

It is also important to deal with post production waste properly to aid sustainability. The majority 

of textile wastes generated during manufacturing are disposed of in landfills. Woven materials, 

primarily cotton, cotton blends, and lycra, make up majority of the waste stream. Insulation 

materials in the construction sector are the most appropriate end use for the waste created. 

Because the industry is made up of small and medium-sized businesses with limited resources 

who focus solely on profitability, individual investments in recycling equipment are unlikely, 

necessitating government intervention in the form of recycling infrastructure. (Jordeva et al. 

2015)  

 

Consumer attitudes toward slow fashion 

Consumers are growing more supportive of sustainable fashion as they become more ecologically 

conscious and responsible. However, sustainable clothing's market share continues to lag far behind. 

This attitude-behaviour gap is a phenomenon in which consumers' attitudes do not translate into 

purchasing decisions. (Moser 2015) 

The Nice Consumer Report by Sisco and Morris (2012) explains why this gap exists, listing four key 

challenges that consumers experience when purchasing sustainable fashion: 1.information barriers-
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due to the lack of awareness about the environmental effects of sustainable fashion; 2. Availability 

barriers- difficulty in finding sustainable apparel in the market; 3. price barriers—sustainable clothing 

is often more expensive because it follows environmental rules and regulations and uses more 

expensive raw material and 4. style barriers—Sustainable clothes are considered to be less stylish and 

fashionable . 

Sustainable clothing purchasing is also hampered by egoistic and hedonistic attitudes, as well as a 

preference for durable apparel. (Jacobs et al. 2018)Consumers also demand continuous and rapid 

product updates, which has been made easier by the lower costs of fashion items. Having the most 

recent versions of things, in particular, is significantly linked to personal identity and feelings of 

success in life. In our "throwaway society," there is no sign of concern about the environmental 

effects of fashion. (Cox et al. 2013) Consumers are therefore ready to spend no more than 10% more 

for a textile product that has an ecological label. (Žurga and Forte 2014) Another research concludes 

that this figure is no more than 20%. ( Ciasullo et al. 2017) If the target consumers are very green 

sensitive, superior green items can generate higher revenues to a firm only if the product greenness 

gap between those products and inferior green products is significantly large.(Guo et al. 2020) 

Nonetheless, there are numerous steps that sustainable businesses can take to influence such consumer 

attitudes. For example ,sustainability-conscious consumers who prioritise self-enhancement appear to 

have a big market potential (Davies and Gutsche, 2016 )These customers are more concerned with the 

personal benefits of sustainable clothes, such as skin tolerance of organic textiles and increased self-

esteem from contributing to society (Jägel et al. 2012). ( Visser et al. 2015) backs this need of 

mainstream consumers to prioritise personal benefits before environmental gain. The double benefit 

theory, which combines personal and environmental benefits, has been proven to be a successful 

green marketing strategy that leads to the highest buying intention, and advertisers should use it in 

their communications. 

Popularization of eco-labels, more transparent and consistent labelling systems, and the regulation of 

words like "green" and "bio" may enhance consumer willingness to choose more sustainable 

alternatives and, as a result, pay more for sustainable products by reducing consumer scepticism. It is 

also vital to raise the level of environmental awareness among consumers. (Žurga and Forte 2014) 

Customers may be more motivated to try out collaborative fashion, which refers to renting items 

rather than buying them, if their attitudes and opinions regarding second hand clothing are changed. 

( Iran et al., 2019). 

Sustainable clothing purchases are also boosted by a positive attitude toward social-ecological 

clothing and bio spheric and altruistic values. (Jacobs et al. 2018)  Expectations and societal pressures 

appear to have a substantial impact on consumers' willingness to purchase sustainable apparel. ( 
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Ciasullo et al. 2017)   Consumers in China, for example, are pressured to meet societal expectations 

and standards, and their need to save face influences and stimulates purchases of sustainable fashion 

products. Marketing managers should make an effort to comprehend how face-saving might be 

applied to their promotion strategy and marketing communications. For example, through advertising 

appeals, marketers might emphasise face-saving benefits, suggesting that the product can improve 

consumers' decent image and convey their good intents in public. (Wei and Jung 2017) 

 Comparing the case of H & M and Patagonia  

To see the real-world application of the sustainability practises discussed in the literature review 

above, a thorough case study of two companies-H&M and Patagonia was conducted. 

H&M is traditional fast fashion retailer that has incorporated sustainable fashion practises into its 

business model in order to reduce its environmental impact. Patagonia, on the other hand, is a slow 

fashion brand that solely sells environmentally responsible clothing. This paper will analyse and 

contrast these two organisations' sustainable practises and highlight the significant sustainability 

challenges they experience through a case study. 

Data for this study was gathered from a variety of sources, including the companies' websites, yearly 

sustainability reports, news media, government statistics, and prior case studies on these companies. 

The case of H&M 

H&M is a Swedish multinational apparel retailer with stores in 74 countries. It is recognised for its 

fast-fashion clothes for men, women, teenagers, and children. 

Environmental Impact 

H&M has made strides toward reducing its environmental effect. It currently sources 64.5% of raw 

material from recycled or sustainable sources. (H&M, 2020). In addition, all of H&M's cotton is 100 

percent organic. H&M has utilised organic cotton for many years and has spent a lot of money on 

sustainable cotton production, according to Henrik Lampa, corporate social responsibility manager of 

raw material at H&M. (H & M Conscious Action Sustainability Report 2012.)  Furthermore, in order 

to ensure that cotton farms produce genuine organic cotton, H&M is actively involved in the Better 

Cotton Initiative (BCII),which teaches cotton farmers better farming techniques.  H&M also 

collaborates with the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) on a water-saving plan that aims to 

improve water resource management throughout the apparel production cycle.  

The company also uses 90% renewable energy for its supply chain,which, as discussed earlier in this 

paper and by (Jin Gam et al. 2009 ),is a key method to aid sustainability in the production stage. 

According to the H&M Group's 2020 Sustainability Report, by 2040, it wants to be climate positive. 
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H&M's yearly sustainability reports have also shown that transportation from factories to stores 

account for more than half of the company's carbon emissions in previous years. (Shen 2014) 

However, in 2020, their overall transportation emissions fell by 12% to 442 kilo tonnes CO2e, a 

significant reduction. This may be partially because H&M  decreased its total packing volume by -14 

percent in 2020, including a -24 percent reduction in plastic packaging, as compared to 2019 ,thereby 

reducing logistical weight and efforts, which aided sustainability as noted by (Moon et al 2013).  

The Garment Collecting programme is another one of H&M's current and popular environmental 

CSR efforts. It is a global initiative that aims to keep customers' unwanted clothes and textiles out 

of landfills by allowing them to exchange them for store vouchers. This innovative waste 

management method encourages consumers to be more sustainable and eliminates the problems 

of having to set up expensive infrastructure for textile waste disposal which was described by 

(Jordeva et al. 2015)  

 However, because the voucher may nudge the consumers into buying more than is necessary, this 

technique may further promote the consumer model, resulting in faster buying cycles and, as a result, 

unsustainability. Also, the supply chain's CO2 emissions have increased dramatically over the last 

three years, from 61462 tonnes in 2019 to 72580 tonnes in 2020(H&M sustainability report 2020), 

despite a net decrease in sales and production. The increase in Co2 emissions was mainly due to the 

brand's wasteful use of energy.  

Socio-economic impact 

This demonstrates that despite these environmental initiatives, at its foundation, H&M is still a fast 

fashion brand, with rapidly shifting buying cycles and low-cost clothing produced by people who are 

not paid the minimum wage. According to prior years' annual salary data from H&M's suppliers, the 

average wage in H&M's supply chain is still well below a living wage in Bangladesh and numerous 

other countries. 

This may be changing in recent years as H&M is realising the importance of fair working conditions, 

however it has long been critiqued of being economically and socially unsustainable. Even though 

H&M was given a score of 73% on the Fashion Transparency Index, after going through their 

sustainability reports it is evident that the report heavily focuses on H&M’s environmental 

sustainability initiatives backed by data, but its labour practises seem to lack substantial evidence. 

In terms of supplier location, Bangladesh and China are the main manufacturing countries for H&M. 

On the one hand this is sustainable because local sourcing to Asia reduces lead times, resulting in less 

waste, greater flexibility and lower carbon emissions in the distribution process, These benefits have 

already been discussed in this paper and by( Choi and Cai 2018 )     
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However, the workers in such factory locations are often exploited due to being underpaid and having 

to work in poor working conditions. For example, H & M is notorious for selecting majority of its 

suppliers from countries that have lower levels of human wellbeing. (Shen 2014) Fire safety is also a 

huge potential hazard in factories in such countries, such as the Bangladesh garment factories. This 

problem was exemplified by the Rana Plaza accident in 2013 (Taplin 2013). To limit the negative 

social impact of manufacturing, H&M takes many initiatives with Bangladeshi suppliers, including 

monitoring factory compliance and providing training to its workers .(H & M sustainability report 

2020) One front on which H & M is ahead of its competitors socially is including more women in the 

workforce and promoting gender equality; the company employs 63 percent women .However, in 

2018, Global Labour Justice published findings revealing exploitation of female garment workers at 

factories that supply to H&M. 

On another bad note, most of H&M’s supply chains aren’t certified by labour standards which ensure 

worker health and safety, adequate living wages, and  other labour rights and only 18% of its facilities 

have collective bargaining or the right for workers to make a complaint. (Robertson 2020) 

The case of Patagonia 

Patagonia is a slow fashion American sports brand that primarily offers sustainable outdoor clothing. 

It was started in 1973. It has always emphasized sustainability and social responsibility as its 

competitive advantage. 

Environmental Impact 

Innovative initiatives 

Patagonia is involved in three major environmental projects. The "1% for the Planet" project donates 

1% of total annual revenue to environmental groups. To date, they have donated over $140 million to 

domestic and worldwide grassroots environmental organisations (Patagonia 2020) 

The organization's second effort, "Footprint Chronicles," aims to decrease negative social and 

environmental effects in the supply chain by documenting supplier information and ethical sourcing 

decisions. Customers can examine how the design, production, and distribution of Patagonia items 

influence the environment and society via this online feature. Patagonia is far more transparent than 

H&M as a result of this feature. 

Patagonia's third initiative , "Worn Wear," rejects fast-fashion in favour of selling high-quality, long-

lasting goods that can be readily mended, slowing down purchase cycles and prolonging the life of a 

garment. (Esposito et al 2016)  In 2012, Patagonia launched the Buy Less campaign, which aimed to 

persuade people to buy less of Patagonia's new gear in order to reduce the environmental impact of 

ever-increasing consumption habits. Buyers should consider buying used products rather than brand 
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new ones, according to the campaign’s message.(Lowitt 2011) Buying second hand clothing increases 

the life of a garment by roughly two years, reducing its carbon, waste, and water footprint by 

73%(Patagonia 2020) 

Despite Patagonia's efforts to reduce consumer buying through this unconventional marketing strategy 

however, the company's sales increased by approximately 30 percent (Stock, 2013). Patagonia 

believes that such initiatives can help businesses help improve brand identity and garner support of 

green sensitive consumers who value commitment to the environment, driving profitability. 

Sustainable design and raw material 

Patagonia has also switched to organic cotton from conventional cotton, despite the fact that it costs 

50 percent to 100 percent more. Organic farming takes longer and needs more knowledge and ability. 

However, as noted by (Sanches, et al. 2015),this can significantly increase a company's long-term 

sustainability. The most intriguing part of this choice is how a such a simple, yet risky financial move 

had such a significant influence on the firm. As a result of this change, Patagonia saw a 25% boost in 

sales. Patagonia opted to collaborate with TAL Group, a big clothing manufacturer, to save cotton 

waste from factory floors in order to further recycle cotton. By weaving the recovered cotton with 

virgin cotton, the cutting room waste is reused and spun into fabric for apparel. 

Patagonia also sources 100% traceable down feathers for its goods, demonstrating the company's 

commitment towards animal welfare. 

Sustainable dyeing 

Patagonia recognises the devastating impact of the dyeing process on the world's rapidly decreasing 

freshwater supplies. As a result, the business mandates that all of its textile mills clean wastewater to 

certain levels before releasing it to natural sources. 

Patagonia has collaborated with Swisstex California, which operates a plant that employs novel 

dyeing methods like those described by (Parisi et al. 2015)) to minimise the amount of water required 

to colour garments while also successfully treating the wastewater. Swisstex utilises half the amount 

of water as the average dyehouse in the United States and has a lower overall cost than its less 

creative and inefficient competitors. Because of Swisstex's focus on sustainability to get the dying 

process right the first time, Patagonia doesn't have to discard or re-dye any badly dyed textiles, and so 

finds that its partnership with Swisstex gives them greater margins and more profitability. 

Sustainable production 

Patagonia's headquarters are built with recycled materials, and sensors to decrease energy 

consumption that have really benefited sustainability in the production process and improved brand 

image, as concluded by (Moon et al 2013).  Patagonia was also the first major firm in California to get 
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100% of its energy from renewable sources in 1998, a strategy proposed by (Jin Gam et al. 2009) in 

their C2CAD model for reducing energy usage in the supply chain. 

Patagonia also encourages sustainable production with symbolic eco-labels, non-chemical print 

technologies, and detachable designs, among other things. Patagonia develops their product lines 

using eco-labels such as Blue-sign and Fair Trade-certified. When the Blue-sign label is applied to 

new items, for example, the product is made with consumer safety, water emissions, and occupational 

health and safety in mind. Eco-labels teach consumers about sustainability and demonstrate a 

company's commitment to sustainable product development. (Nemon,Beghin 1999)  

Socio-economic impact 

Workers at Patagonia's supplier factories are frequently underpaid since Patagonia has minimal 

control over their salaries , because it does not own most of the factories where its garments are made. 

Only 35% of its suppliers provide a living wage to their employees. .(Rattalino 2018) In addition, 

compared to Mammut, Patagonia's primary sustainable outerwear competitor which has 96 suppliers, 

Patagonia only has 79 (Patagonia, 2017). In supplier management, a lower number of suppliers is 

viewed as a negative. Suppliers have more bargaining power than buyers, and buyers have less 

options to avoid them, making it easier for suppliers to abuse their workforce. Sri Lanka, Vietnam, 

and China account for more than half of these employers (Patagonia, 2017). Inhumane working 

conditions are frequently linked with these countries. (Schillmann, Christian 2020)On the other hand 

however, having fewer suppliers has the advantage of maintaining audit quality and encouraging 

suppliers to improve their compliance to labour laws. 

On the other hand, Patagonia guarantees that all the workers that it employs directly receive the 

minimal living wage and work in great working conditions, resulting in highly engaged staff. This can 

be backed by the fact that Patagonia was voted one of the top employers by Fortune magazine in 

2016. Employees also enjoy flexible work hours, and the company's "Let my people go surfing" 

policy allows them to participate in their favourite activities, such as skiing or surfing, during working 

hours. Patagonia has also encouraged employees to take a break from work for a few months to 

volunteer with an environmental group of their choice. The firm compensates employees who 

participate in these internships. Internships like this can help Patagonia incorporate even more 

sustainable practises into its value chain by allowing staff to return with fresh ideas. 

Key Findings 

Upon comparing the two companies using the triple bottom line approach of analysing the 

environmental, social and economic sustainability dimensions, the results are in line with previous 

research carried out on the sustainability of slow fashion brands versus fast fashion brands that are 

trying to be sustainable. 
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According to (Park and Kim 2016) ,fast fashion businesses' environmental sustainability initiatives, 

such as H&M's, are primarily reactive in nature, as they seek to only appease a portion of 

environmentally concerned consumers by promoting their sustainable alternatives in limited 

quantities. Such brands mainly rely on sustainability as a marketing gimmick to attract green sensitive 

consumers and increase profits. This is evident in the fact that H&M launched a separate sustainable 

fashion line called ‘conscious,' instead of integrating sustainability in its entire supply chain, and 

didn’t go over and beyond to come up with innovative initiatives and techniques to increase 

sustainability. 

This reactive approach contrasts with slow sustainable fashion brands' proactive approach to 

environmental sustainability, such as Patagonia's, to transform the entire industry by taking a 

leadership role in sustainable development, such as developing a tool to measure its sustainability 

impact across the supply chain.  

Consumer have begun to realise these differences. As opposed to fast fashion businesses like H&M, 

customers are more likely to regard slow fashion brands like Patagonia as being more sustainable and 

authentic in their efforts and goals. Participants (Asif,Asif ,2020) were asked if they thought 

environment-related CSR activities by "sustainability-driven" businesses like Patagonia, who solely 

sell items that are advertised as ecologically sustainable, were more trustworthy than CSR actions by 

"conventional corporations" like H&M. A majority of 60.1 % indicated they feel “sustainability-

driven” businesses' CSR efforts to be more authentic than typical brands' CSR actions. These findings 

are consistent with previous research (Arli & Lasmono, 2010 and Koech & Coldwell, 2019). 

Furthermore, it was found that poll respondents thought that major, well-known fashion brands like 

H&M engaged in more greenwashing than smaller, ecologically sustainable-focused niche companies 

like Patagonia.  

However, while Patagonia may be more environmentally conscious in terms of the environment, both 

companies appear to fall short in terms of economic and social sustainability, as their suppliers often 

belong to countries with lower levels of human wellbeing, where workers are frequently mistreated 

and may not get paid a living wage. 

Conclusion 

The fashion industry faces several sustainability challenges such as the exploitation of labour, 

pollution of rivers due to toxic dyes, overexploitation of natural resources, unsustainable consumption 

patterns and post production waste. 

The main objective of this research was to suggest ways to make the fashion supply chain more eco-

efficient. In the designing stage, designers should be trained to ensure the sustainability of the final 

product.  They can use more environmentally friendly materials such as recycled polyester, organic 
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cotton and soyabean protein fibre. The development of long-lasting styles can also slow consumption 

patterns, facilitating sustainability. It is also integral to select sustainable dyes in the dyeing stage and 

opt for spin dyeing instead of conventional dyeing.  

The key findings for making the sourcing process more sustainable reveals that sourcing from local 

manufacturers can aid sustainability as it reduces logistical effort and lead times. Conducting less 

audits can also prevent suppliers from hiding information about their unethical practises, leading to 

higher transparency in the supply chain . 

The production stage is mostly unsustainable due to information failure about more eco-friendly 

options and awareness should be raised about this. Proper control of plant facilities and collaboration 

with renewable energy companies can also lead to drastic energy savings. 

Studying the consumer attitudes towards ethical fashion reveal some interesting insights. The main 

reason that sustainable textile brands are still lagging behind is the attitude-behaviour gap of 

consumers where their high regard for sustainability does not translate into buying decisions due to 

price, style, information and availability barriers. Also, consumers are more concerned about personal 

benefits such as increased self-esteem and image in society rather than altruistic concerns when 

consuming sustainable apparel and marketers should incorporate this in their advertisements.  

The proposed suggestions create managerial guidelines for stakeholders in the TA industry such as 

fashion designers, suppliers, company owners etc.  

The case studies of the two brands reveal that there is a discrepancy in the focus that brands give to 

the environmental sustainability and socio-economic sustainability, and the former garners much 

more attention. Therefore more attention should be given to the issue of socio-economic sustainability 

within the fashion supply chain, especially the mistreatment of workers, and actions should be taken 

to reduce the gap between the average wages earned by those working in the textile factories and the 

living wage.  

Limitations  

While the research paper summarizes around 56 key sources, it is by no means an exhaustive list of all 

the sustainability practices that can be implemented by a fashion firm and the practises that a firm 

could adopt would depend on multiple key factors such as its size, profits, location etc.  

Also, the data for the case study was taken mostly from corporate websites or statements made by the 

brands themselves and these statistics are often not verified by third party organisations, which might 

lead to the introduction of slight inaccuracies in the conclusions reached.  

Recommendations for future research 



This study could be extended to develop a quantitative tool or index to judge the environmental and 

socio-economic sustainability of a fashion brand at each step of its supply chain so that it would 

become easier to compare the sustainability of different fashion brands and identify key areas for 

improvement. Some empirical data or a mathematical model could corroborate the theoretical findings 

of this paper. However, this might not be entirely possible because the topic at hand is quite 

qualitative in nature. 
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