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Sustainable fast fashion? 
A case study on the sustainable strategy of fast fashion company H&M Group 
 

Thesis statement | This thesis aims to demonstrate the incompatibil-
ity of a sustainable strategy with a fast fashion business model.  



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

Summary | H&M Group’s sustainable strategy is incompatible with a 
fast fashion business model. In the fast fashion industry, H&M is a fron-
trunner with its sustainable strategy. On paper, H&M’s sustainable 
strategy indeed consists of tools that can lead to sustainability: circu-
larity and transparency. However, the actions undertaken by H&M 
Group to reach this sustainable strategy are not sufficient to reach their 
goal of a completely sustainable, circular and climate positive situation. 
H&M’s sustainable strategy qualifies as greenwashing since it is offer-
ing information distracting from the negative environmental impact that 
is inherent to the linear fast fashion industry. These greenwashing 
practices should be seen as an indication of the areas in which H&M 
can improve their business strategy to comply with their sustainable 
strategy. Above all, the fast fashion business model based on cheap, 
fast and disposable clothing that emerged in the historical context of 
economic growth in post-war America is no longer appropriate in the 
current Anthropocene era that is characterised by climate change. 
Over the last two decades, H&M Group is using its best endeavours in 
developing a sustainable strategy. Therefore, it is on its way to being 
leading the change in making the fast fashion industry more sustain-
able. But to fully realise their goals in becoming a climate positive and 
circular business, H&M should not just execute their sustainable 
strategy more precisely. Above all, H&M should re-evaluate their linear, 
fast fashion business model based on disposability. Only then their 
strategy can be effectively implemented and result in leading the 
change, circularity and transparency and reach their goal of being a 
sustainable fashion brand.  
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Sustainable fast fashion? 
A case study on the sustainable strategy of fast fashion 
company H&M Group 
 

Chapter 1 | Introduction 

	 The world is changing; over the last years increasing awareness of climate chan-

ge has occurred. The current geological era of our planet has been defined as the An-

thropocene, characterised by significant human impact on the earth’s ecosystems and 

geology. But on top of the environmental issues that have emerged due to humanities 

unsustainable practices, the pandemic spread of the COVID-19 virus has marked the 

start of 2020. It is in the middle of this COVID crisis that H&M Group has published its 

most recent Sustainability Performance Report on 2 April 2020.  H&M Group is a com1 -

pany that includes the brands H&M, &Other Stories, Afound, ARKET, COS, Monki and 

Weekday. The report describes the progress towards the company’s vision to lead the 

change towards circular and climate positive fashion while being a fair and equal com-

pany.  In a press release, the Head of Sustainability at H&M Group, Anna Gedda re2 -

flects on the current situation: 


	 'I am proud of all the progress we did in 2019. Looking ahead, not only our in-

dustry will continue changing rapidly, but also the world as a whole. This 2020 has star-

ted with a challenge we never saw before with the spread of COVID-19 affecting the 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019.1

 H&M Group, PRESS RELEASE: H&M GROUP SUSTAINABILITY PERFORMANCE REPORT 2019, 2 April 2

2020.

1
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whole world, companies and societies. I am confident that the long-term vision we al-

ways had, and will continue having, on sustainability will play an – even more – crucial 

role in facing these challenges. It will be more important than ever to continue our jour-

ney towards a circular economy and sustainable consumption while creating prosperity 

through job opportunities.' 
3

	 Fast fashion brands responding to climate change and aiming to contribute to 

sustainability can be seen as an important step, but it also poses questions. Fast fash-

ion is namely a market segment that is usually connected to values opposing sustain-

ability, such as mass production leading to waste and pollution. In the pursuit of low 

production costs, fast fashion firms took advantage of lower environmental awareness 

and looser environmental regulatory systems in developing countries. 
4

	 The market segment of fast fashion has, besides being seen as polluting, strong 

connotations to poor working conditions that can lead to disaster, with as most eminent 

example the collapsing garment factory in Bangladesh in 2013 with 1134 casualties.  5

This disaster has led to the creation of the 2015 documentary The True Cost, exemplary 

for the raising awareness of consumers of the downside of fast fashion in the last years. 

This growing environmental awareness in the current society has led to an increase in 

demand for sustainable fashion by consumers. Fashion brands are acting upon this in 

launching more eco-friendly initiatives and communicating the sustainability of their 

brand to their customers. But can their sustainable strategy in combination with a fast 

fashion business model lead to a sustainable fast fashion? 


 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, § 2.3

 Shen 2014, p. 1.4

 Hoskins 2015, p.1.5

2
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	 The main question of this thesis is: To what extent is a sustainable strategy 

compatible with a fast fashion business model such as adopted by H&M Group? 

This thesis aims to show how a sustainable strategy is incompatible with a fast fashion 

business model. The sustainable strategy that is being researched is that of H&M 

Group as defined in their most recent Sustainability Performance Report published on 2 

April 2020.  It concerns a threefold strategy formulated as 1) leading the change, 2) cir6 -

cular and climate positive and 3) fair and equal. Through the case study of H&M Group, 

this thesis aims to reflect on the contradictions in adopting a sustainable strategy as a 

fast fashion company. The case study demonstrates that even though H&M’s under-

taken actions regarding sustainability are frontrunning in the fast fashion industry, a 

sustainable strategy conflicts the inherently unsustainable fast fashion business model 

that is based on a fast, cheap and eventually disposable way of consuming. This thesis 

aims to demonstrate the difficulty of applying the existing sustainable fashion theories 

on the global, outsourced fast fashion industry. By addressing the challenges en-

countered when a fast fashion brand adopts a sustainable strategy, this thesis hopes to 

encourage further academic research on sustainability in the fast fashion industry. 


	 Firstly, through a literature review in chapter 2 the emergence, characteristics 

and sustainability challenges in the fast fashion market segment will be investigated. In 

section 2.1 a historical overview of the emergence of fast fashion will be provided, 

arising in the context of post-war American consumerism, accelerating through out-

sourcing since the 1980s. By analysing three core characteristics related to fast fashion: 

low production costs (cheap), rapidly changing style seasons (fast) and planned obsol-

escence in fashion (disposability), more insight into the history of the fast fashion in-

dustry will be obtained.


 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019.6

3
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	 Then, in section 2.2 the challenges of sustainability in the fashion industry will be 

investigated. Firstly, the environmental points of criticism on the raw materials used in 

the fast fashion industry will be addressed, based on research by Kate Fletcher.  7

Secondly, the environmental implications of textile waste and the unsustainable side of 

recycling will be discussed, based on research conducted by dr. Claudio Luz.  Thirdly, 8

socio-economic critique on the fast fashion segment of the apparel industry will be ad-

dressed through the case of the Rana Plaza factory collapse in 2013. By addressing 

these unsustainable practices rooted in different parts of the fast fashion supply chain 

this thesis aims to indicate the tension between fast fashion and sustainability. The lit-

erature review is concluded with section 2.3 by elaborating on the choice of literature 

relevant to the H&M case study. The documentation of the history of H&M will be eval-

uated and research on the company’s business strategy will be critically evaluated.


	 Chapter 3 provides the theoretical framework. The theoretical framework con-

sists of three parts, corresponding to the three arguments in chapter 5. The first theory 

is that of circularity by Kirsi Niinimäki.  The second theory is that of transparency in 9

global fashion supply chains as formulated by Denis Bozic and Alexis H. Bateman. 

Lastly, the theoretical framework of greenwashing will be set out according to the re-

search conducted by scholars Brigitte Naderer, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes.


	 Chapter 4 outlines the research method used for analysis, elaborates on data 

collection and provides the relevance and limitation of this thesis.


 Kate Fletcher is Research Professor of Sustainability, Design, Fashion at the Centre for 7

Sustainable Fashion, University of the Arts London.

 Dr. Claudio Luz is professor in the Department of Environmenal Medicine and Public Health at 8

Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai in New York City.

 Dr. Kirsi Niinimäki is Associate Professor in Fashion Research at Aalto University.9

4
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Chapter 5 analyses the case study on H&M Group’s sustainable strategy to re-

flect on the compatibility of sustainable strategy in combination with a fast fashion bu-

siness model. To answer the main question, the analysis in chapter 5 addresses three 

challenges that H&M as fast fashion brand encounters when adopting their sustainable 

strategy. Firstly, section 5.1 provides preliminary research into the historical context in 

which the fast fashion business model of H&M emerged. This section connects H&M to 

the emergence of fast fashion and consumerism in post-war America. This part raises 

the question if H&M’s business model based on cheap, fast and disposable fashion is 

still viable today in times characterised by increasing environmental awareness. Se-

condly, section 5.2 looks into the earlier annual Sustainability Reports since 2002. By 

looking into past annual reports on sustainability at H&M Group, this section aims to 

provide insight into how H&M’s sustainable current strategy characterised by circularity 

and transparency has developed. By then addressing how H&M’s has been criticised 

by journalists in the press this section aims to demonstrate how unsustainable issues 

are still an urgent problem at H&M Group, despite having developed sustainable strate-

gy over the last two decades. Then, section 5.3 critically evaluates and addresses chal-

lenges in H&M’s circular approach, by comparing it to the theory on circularity by Kirsi 

Niinimäki. This part shows how a linear fast fashion business model opposes a sustai-

nable circular system. Socio-economic challenges are rooted in the complexity of 

H&M’s completely outsourced production process that is making it difficult to ensure 

the human rights of the garment workers throughout the supply chain. Subsequently, 

section 5.4 critically evaluates and addresses challenges in H&M’s transparency ap-

proach. The information H&M is providing on its supply chain is assessed according to 

the definition of transparency in global fashion supply chains as formulated by Denis 

5
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Bozic and Alexis H. Bateman. Lastly, section 5.5 critically evaluates and addressed 

challenges regarding greenwashing in H&M’s sustainable strategy. These paragraphs 

demonstrate how the implementation of parts of H&M’s sustainable strategy can be 

qualified as greenwashing. By addressing the challenges occurring when H&M Group is 

adopting a sustainable strategy as a company with a fast fashion business model this 

thesis aims to contribute to the existing academic literature on sustainability in the fas-

hion industry.


6
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Chapter 2 | Literature Review 

	 Through this literature review, the emergence, characteristics and sustainability 

challenges in the fast fashion market segment will be investigated. The field of fast 

fashion and sustainability has been increasingly researched in the last two decades. 

This field has been studied from a humanities perspective by scholars in fields such as 

design, fashion and sociology, but also from a business and economics perspective. 

This chapter provides an overview of relevant literature from these different perspect-

ives to contribute to the understanding of fast fashion and sustainability with its com-

plexities and issues. 


	 Firstly, in section 2.1, reoccurring themes in the academic literature on fast fash-

ion will be analysed to raise questions on the relevance of the market segment today. 

The described emergence of fast fashion will be constructed based on three important 

aspects of fast fashion: cheap, fast and disposable clothing. These three concepts are 

intrinsically linked to fast fashion: low production costs (cheap), rapidly changing style 

seasons (fast) and planned obsolescence in fashion (disposability) and are rooted in the 

historical context of post-war consumerism in America. By understanding the historical 

context in which fast fashion emerged the question is raised to what extent fast fashion 

as a business model is still relevant today.


	 Then, in section 2.2 the conflict of sustainability in the fashion industry will be 

demonstrated. How relevant is the fast fashion business model today? This question is 

investigated by analysing unsustainable issues rooted in different parts of the fast fash-

ion supply chain. Firstly, the environmental points of criticism on the raw materials used 

in the fast fashion industry will be addressed, based on research by professor Kate 

Fletcher. Secondly, the environmental implications of textile waste and the unsustain-

7
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able side of recycling will be discussed, based on research conducted by professor 

Claudio Luz. Thirdly, socio-economic critique on the fast fashion segment of the appar-

el industry will be addressed through the case of the Rana Plaza factory collapse in 

2013. The literature review is concluded with section 2.3 by elaborating on the choice 

of literature relevant to the H&M case study. The documentation of H&M will be evalu-

ated and research on the company’s business strategy will be critically evaluated.


2.1 Fast Fashion 

2.1.1 Defining fast fashion 

	 What is fast fashion? In academic literature fast fashion is defined as either the 

clothing itself or as referring to a business strategy. The definition that this thesis is us-

ing is that of English scholars Liz Barnes and Gaynor Lea-Greenwood as described in 

2006 in their article 'Fast fashioning the supply chain: shaping the research agenda'.  10

This paper can be seen as a starting point in academical writing on fast fashion since in 

2006 the phenomenon of fast fashion was under-researched academically although re-

ceiving attention in fashion and business press. Barnes and Greenwood define fast 

fashion as 'a business strategy which aims to reduce the processes involved in the 

buying cycle and lead times for getting new fashion product into stores, in order to sat-

isfy consumer demand at its peak'.  This definition encompasses the entire business 11

strategy adopted by a fast fashion firm and is, therefore, most suitable in this thesis’ 

research into the sustainable strategy of fast fashion brands. 


 Barnes and Lea-Greenwood 2006.10

 Ibid., p. 261.11

8
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	 Reoccurring characteristics in academic definitions of fast fashion are the low 

costs on the one hand and the fast style cycle on the other hand. This is the case in the 

definition in the article 'Fast Fashion, Sustainability, and the Ethical Appeal of Luxury 

Brands', published in the peer-reviewed academic journal Fashion Theory in 2012 and 

written by North American scholars Annamma Joy, John F. Sherry, Jr. Alladi Venkatesh, 

Jeff Wang and Ricky Chan.  Where Barnes and Lea-Greenwood are referring to a 12

business process, in this text fast fashion is defined as 'low-cost clothing collections 

that mimic current luxury fashion trends', referring to the clothing itself.  Although this 13

definition is too narrow to be relevant to this thesis, the study is valuable because of 

highlighting issues on sustainability through analysis of interviews with consumers re-

garding sustainable fashion.


	 Similarly, cheap and fast reoccur as characteristics in Ian Taplin’s 2014 article 

'Global Commodity Chains and Fast Fashion: How the Apparel Industry Continues to 

Re-Invent Itself'. In this article, Taplin defines fast fashion as 'a business model associ-

ated with such retailers involved stocking inexpensive fashion-forward items in limited 

quantities that would encourage frequent store visits and purchases'.  Taplin is a pro14 -

fessor of sociology and international studies at Wake Forest University in the USA. His 

research is well known for its thorough investigation of the historical context of fast 

fashion as a segment. Taplin describes in this article how apparel manufacturing has 

changed into a fast fashion industry, considering the historical context of consumer be-

haviour and technological innovations.  The next paragraphs will construct the histor15 -

 Joy et al. 2012.12

 Ibid., p. 273.13

 Taplin 2014 b, p. 248.14

 Ibid.15

9
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ical context of the emergence of fast fashion based on three aspects of fast fashion: 

cheap, fast and disposable clothing, that recur in academic literature.


2.1.2 Cheaper: production costs of fast fashion 

	 Fast fashion rooted in post-war American consumerism accelerated and 

emerged in the mid-1980s when the American system of mass production apparel 

manufacturing had largely moved offshore.  The production process of clothing is la16 -

bour intensive. In North America and Europe wages for labour are relatively high com-

pared to countries in the Global South, causing clothing companies to move their pro-

duction to countries with lower wages. In the 1980s China started investing in its local 

textile and apparel industry and after signing two trade agreements with the USA in 

1980 and 1883 China replaced Mexico as the principal exporter of garments to the 

USA.  This concept of companies outsourcing parts of their supply chain to another 17

country where production costs are cheaper and then re-locating again if there is an 

even cheaper option is a common model adopted by many businesses also outside the 

fashion industry. It allows companies to offer their products to customers for a more 

competitive price. In the late 1980s, a competitive price was essential for a fashion 

brand to survive. At this time the apparel industry was dominated by several large re-

tailers which increased the competition.  
18

	 By now consumers have become so used to paying low prices for their clothing 

that fast fashion has become mainstream. Along the process of outsourcing to low-

 Buzzo 2019, p. 3.16

 Taplin 2014 a, p. 75.17

 Bhardwaj 2010, pp. 167-168.18

10



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

wage countries since the mid-1980s, consumers also have become alienated from the 

production process of the clothing they buy. 


2.1.3 Faster: style seasons in fast fashion 

	 Besides pursuing the production of garments at a lower cost, fast fashion has 

also speeded up the cycle of producing style seasons in the fashion industry. Inspira-

tion for the fashion industry came traditionally from the runway of fashion trend shows 

that were primarily accessible for designers, buyers and other professionals in the 

field.  After 1999 fashion shows and catwalks became a public phenomenon photo19 -

graphs of the recent fashion shows could be seen in magazines and on the web leading 

to a demystification of the fashion process. Fashion-conscious consumers now were 

exposed to exclusive styles and designs inspired by runways. Retailers such as Zara, 

H&M, Mango, New Look, and Top Shop were adopting such designs rapidly to attract 

consumers and introduce interpretations of the runway designs to the stores in a min-

imum of three to five weeks. 
20

	 Traditionally, a fashion brand would produce two to four new collections a year, 

corresponding to the meteorological seasons. When it comes to fast fashion, brands 

such as Zara produce and sell clothing lines with new styles two times per week.  21

Counting these style seasons, this means launching 104 new collections every year, per 

brand. The turnaround-time from the catwalk to the customer has changed from six 

 Bhardwaj 2010, p. 168.19

 Ibid., p. 169.20

 Taplin 2014 a, p. 74.21

11
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months into a matter of weeks by companies such as H&M and Zara, also increasing 

their profits. 
22

2.1.4 Disposable: obsolescence in fast fashion 

	 The affordable price of fast fashion also means consumers are buying more 

clothing more frequently.  But in this process fashion has become disposable. Where 23

the outsourcing of fashion emerged in the mid-1980s, the roots of disposable fashion 

can be dated sixty years earlier. Scholar Susan Strasser traces the 'progressive obsol-

escence' of clothing back to the 1920s in the USA. Before then, especially during World 

War I, garments were repaired, altered and recycled within the home. During the war, 

there was a smaller variety of styles available and fabric was used sparingly due to 

shortage. After the war industrialisation fuelled consumerism. This caused an increase 

in the production of all consumer goods. In the USA consumption grew by 10-15% 

even during the Second World War and continues to expand to this day.  In Europe, 24

consumerism increased in the period of post-war reconstruction after the Second 

World War.  Consumerism then leads to the emergence of a disposable culture. This 25

can be explained through the fact that economic growth came to depend on continued 

marketing of new products and disposal of old ones that thrown away because stylistic 

norms promote their obsolescence. 
26

 Joy et al. 2012, p. 275.22

 Ibid., p. 283.23

 Claudio 2007, p. 451.24

 Hilton 2007, pp. 66-67.25

 Claudio 2007, p. 451.26

12
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	 This principle is highly applicable to the fashion industry. Fading trends that fol-

low each other quickly make the garment aesthetically obsolete. Fast fashion can, 

therefore, be linked to practices of planned obsolescence. Besides planned obsoles-

cence due to ever-changing aesthetics, also limited options for repair leads to garments 

being disposed of.  The fact that brands are aware of the short lifespan of the clothing 27

they produce is evident from the fact that fast fashion brands openly use ten washes as 

a benchmark after which an item will no longer be expected to retain its original value, 

due to poor-quality materials and manufacturing. 
28

	 But what happens to items that have become obsolete is that they are being 

thrown away often after only a couple of wears. With new, cheap fashion in the store 

every week this cycle of clothing being bought and disposed of is repeating at a rapid 

pace. Fast fashion as disposable has led to a constant stream of enormous amounts of 

textile waste that increase every day. Problems like textile are further discussed in the 

next paragraph and raise the question whether the fast fashion business model leaning 

on cheap, fast and disposable fashion is still viable today in times of growing consumer 

awareness regarding sustainability. 


2.2 Sustainability in the fast fashion industry 

2.2.1 Defining sustainability in design 

	 In this section a brief historiographical overview of sustainability in design will be 

provided. To better understand sustainability in design it is important to define the ter-

minology related to sustainability. Before introducing the three core theories of this the-

 Joy et al. 2012, p. 276.27

 Ibid., p. 273.28

13
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sis it is important to contextualise the history of sustainability in design and understand 

the changing use of the word 'green’ in the history of sustainability. Twenty years ago, 

Pauline Madge provided a valuable historiographical review that sought to link sustai-

nability issues in design activism and environmental histories to design history. Within 

the discipline of design, cultures she is regarded as a pioneer in the design history of 

sustainability.  This introduction to the Journal of Design History, written by Madge in 29

1993, is titled 'Design, Ecology, Technology: A Historiographical Review'.  Further ela30 -

borating on her ideas, the article 'Ecological Design: A New Critique' that Madge wrote 

in 1997 helps construct a historiography of environmentalism and sustainable design.  
31

	 In this article, Madge traces the history of sustainability and analyses how chan-

ging terminology can indicate either change or continuity in the understanding of sus-

tainability. Madge dates the first wave of environmentalism in the 1960-1970s.  This 32

first wave is closely linked to the 1972 UN conference 'Only one earth', in which global 

efforts for sustainability and the environment were coordinated.  Madge defines this 33

period as 'design for need' and especially the influential ideas of Victor Papanek and 

his 1971 book Design for a real world. In the 1980-1990s Madge distinguishes a second 

wave of environmentalism.  This period is characterised by 'green design'. In her 1997 34

article, a decade after the emergence of green design, Madge reflects on changing ter-

minology in sustainability. She describes a broadening of the scope in theory and prac-

 Julier et al. 2019, p. 18.29

 Madge 1993.30

 Madge 1997. 31

 Ibid., p. 46.32

 Madge 1993, p. 152.33

 Ibid., pp. 153-154.34

14
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tice combined with a more critical perspective on ecology and design.  This broaden35 -

ing of the scope is visible in changing terminology. 


	 After 'green' the buzzword changes through 'ecological design' into 'sustainable 

design'. Sustainability started to gain momentum as buzzword after the 1987 

Brundtland report.  This report was published by the World Commission on Environ36 -

ment and Development, and among other things raised awareness on the imbalance 

between rich and poor as caused by environmental problems. In this report, sustainable 

development was defined as 'development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs'.  This histori37 -

ographical overview by Madge has been influential and was adopted by other author 

writing on sustainability. In the same journal that published Madge’s 1997 article, for 

example, featured an article written by Victor Margolin in 1998. Margolin adopts 

Madge’s historical overview, stressing how 'green' is referring to single products and 

sustainability while 'sustainable' refers to a systematic approach of sustainability.  
38

	 In 2017, 24 years after Madge wrote her introduction, Norwegian historians Kjetil 

Fallan and Finn Arne Jørgensen wrote an introduction in the Journal of Design History 

titled 'Environmental histories of design: Towards a new research agenda'.  Building on 39

the foundation laid out by Madge their article can be read as an update of the sustain-

able research agenda. Fallan and Jørgensen trace the historiographical exchange 

between environmental history (the study of human interaction with nature over time) 

 Madge 1997, p. 44.35

 Madge 1993, p. 149.36

 Ibid.37

 Margolin 1998, p. 90.38

 Fallan and Jørgensen 2017.39
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and design history on the other hand.  Their article paves the way for an environmental 40

history of design, which can renew our understanding of well-known episodes in design 

history. Since Madge’s article in 1993, by now society is often connected to the geolo-

gical era of the Anthropocene, characterised by significant human impact on the earth’s 

ecosystems and geology. The idea of the Anthropocene challenges the traditional di-

chotomy of culture and nature. Fallan and Jørgensen describe how the boundary 

between nature and culture, environment and technology is getting harder to 

maintain.  Therefore it understandable that Fallan and Jørgensen describe an entan41 -

glement of environmental history, closely linked to nature, and design history, dealing 

with the man-made. In their proposal of an environmental history of design nature (en-

vironment) and culture (design) come together. 


	 These discussed articles demonstrate how history should be taken into account 

when trying to define 'green' or 'sustainable'. Historically, multiple environmental waves 

can be distinguished. Starting with the first wave in the 1960-1970s, each period is 

characterised by its buzzwords. Change in terminology can indicate changing points of 

interest within the environmental movement but can represent continuity in other cases. 

The word 'green' became popular in the second wave of environmentalism in the 1980-

1990s and was used referring to the sustainability of singular products. Since then, the 

environmental approach in design has been aiming more towards sustainable systems 

instead of 'greener' singular products. Most recent developments are characterised by 

thoughts that come with the acknowledgement that society has entered the age of the 

Anthropocene. Sustainability and greenness seem to be approached in an even more 

holistic way since boundaries between nature and culture have disappeared. The envir-

 Fallan and Jørgensen 2017, p. 103.40

 Ibid., p. 106.41
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onment and design seem to entangle, complicating a simplistic definition of green as 

something solely natural. 


	 The same goes for fashion, the terms sustainable and green fashion are 

nowadays not referring to a single 'green' garment but are referring to fashion and 

brands as a system. This way, a sustainable fashion brand is expected to perform sus-

tainably in all areas. Fast fashion, as the next section will demonstrate, is connected to 

inherently unsustainable issues and is therefore often not taken into account when re-

searching sustainable fashion. And exactly here is where the sustainability discourse 

needs to be renewed. When aiming for a sustainable fashion industry, also global sys-

tems such as 'fast fashion' should be taken into account. Instead of dismissing fast 

fashion as inherently unsustainable, it is important to look at ways the theories on sus-

tainable fashion could help to transform fast fashion brands into a more sustainable 

market segment in the fashion industry.


2.2.2 Environmental issues in fast fashion 

	 In this paragraph, the question of whether the fast fashion business model is still 

viable today will be investigated. By addressing three unsustainable issues in the fast 

fashion supply chain this paragraph aims to show how these current issues are putting 

a strain on the fast fashion business model. In academic literature, several environ-

mental issues are raised concerning the fast fashion segment of the apparel industry. 

The contradiction between fast fashion on the one hand and sustainability, on the other 

hand, is a component issue in this field. As described in the last paragraph, the fast 

fashion industry offers shorter fashion cycles for lower prices. This, in turn, leads con-

sumers to purchase and discard garments more easily. This connotation of fast fashion 

to disposable fashion is contradictory to sustainability since it leads to textile waste, 

17
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accelerating carbon emissions and global warming.  Rising consumer awareness on 42

the environment and global warming increases their interest in sustainable fashion. But 

the criticism addressed in the next paragraphs shows how challenging it is for the fash-

ion industry to offer the mass market affordable fashion sustainably, especially in this 

segment where consumers are more price sensitive.


2.2.3 Unsustainable materials 

	 The environmental point of criticism on unsustainable materials used in the fast 

fashion industry has been thoroughly investigated in research conducted by professor 

Kate Fletcher. To start at the beginning: clothing is spun out of yarn. The raw materials 

that make up the fibres that go into these yarns are the first step in the polluting foot-

print of fast fashion. The growing demand for fast fashion has led to increased produc-

tion of raw materials to create yarns that become fabrics. To meet the demand for 

cheap, fast fashion the manufacturing has to be as efficient as possible at all costs. 

Therefore both natural and synthetic fibre garments are currently linked to unsustain-

able practices such as selective breeding, intensive farming and in many cases chem-

ical processes.  To assess the environmental and social impact of fibres, research pro43 -

fessor in sustainable fashion and textiles Kate Fletcher has argued to look at the re-

sources consumed (energy, water, chemicals and land) on the one hand and waste and 

emission produced (to air, water and land) on the other hand.  For a detailed overview 44

of fibres and their environmental impact, Fletcher’s book Sustainable fashion and tex-

tiles design journeys can be consulted. In this thesis, the most popular synthetic fibre, 

 Yang et al. 2017, p. 6.42

 Brooks et al. 2017, p. 492.43

 Fletcher 2008, p. 7.44
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polyester, and the most widely used natural fibre, cotton, and their environmental and 

social impact will be addressed to indicate the environmental impact in this part of the 

fast fashion supply chain.


	 According to Fletcher, the biggest issues that come with the production of syn-

thetic fibres is the emission to air and water and the significant use of energy and non-

renewable resources.  The most widely used manufacture fibre in fashion is the syn45 -

thetic material polyester, made from petroleum. Due to the emergence of fast fashion 

also the demand for man-made fibres such as polyester has significantly increased. But 

during the manufacturing process of synthetic fibres, large amounts of hazardous waste 

are generated.  Besides this emission of environmental damaging metals, oxides and 46

dioxides, the amount of energy that goes into the production of polyester is also signi-

ficant with 109 megajoules needed for every kilogram of polyester.  Another problem 47

posed by synthetic fibre clothing is artificial microfibre pollution. Unlike natural fibres 

such as linen, cotton and wool, synthetic fibres are losing tiny strands and coils of 

polyester and acrylic in the washing machine that flush into aquatic and marine sys-

tems. This way fashion made out of synthetic materials contributes to the problem of 

plastic pollution in the seas and oceans.  
48

	 One of the most popular natural materials used in the manufacturing of clothing 

is cotton. With the emergence of fast fashion, the demand for cotton clothing has in-

creased. To produce more cotton in the same area of land large quantities of fertilisers 

and pesticides are used on the crops. This practice has led to environmental impacts 

including reduced soil fertility, loss of biodiversity, water pollution, and health problems 

 Fletcher 2008, p. 7.45

 Luz 2007, p. 449.46

 Fletcher 2008, p. 12.47

 Brooks et al. 2017, p. 492.48
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due to exposure to toxic pesticides.  Cotton crops account for a quarter of all the 49

pesticides used in the USA. Besides this, the cotton crop in America benefits from sub-

sidies that keep prices low and production high.  The unsustainability of cotton also 50

lies in the large quantities required for irrigation needed to grow the crops.  The 51

amount of water that is necessary to produce 1 kg of cotton varies between 7000 to 

29000 litres, depending on the climate. This irrigation leads to changes in water balance 

and severe dryness.  So both the examples of polyester and cotton show how the 52

negative environmental and social impact of fast fashion can already be connected to 

the raw material of the fibres. And each fibre, either natural and man-made synthetics, 

pose their own complex problems and challenges regarding sustainability. The envir-

onmental challenges for the production sector focus on reducing energy, water and tox-

ic chemical use, and minimising the release of chemicals in wastewater.  Besides en53 -

vironmental issues, it should be noted that chemical processes also pose health haz-

ards for textile workers.  Fletcher’s research, therefore, demonstrates how multiple un54 -

sustainable issues in fast fashion can be traced all the back to the raw materials. With 

the fast fashion business model maintaining this considerable demand for affordable, 

fast fashion these issues are likely to continue to negatively impact the environment. 


2.2.4 Textile waste 

 Fletcher 2008, p. 8.49

 Luz 2007, p. 450.50

 Fletcher 2008, p. 7.51
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 Anguelov 2015, p. 79.54

20



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

	 The amount of textile waste that comes with fast fashion is a second important 

point of criticism on fast fashion. This point of criticism has been raised in 2007 in the 

article 'Waste Couture: Environmental Impact of the Clothing Industry'. The article was 

written by the American professor Luz Claudio who researches the field of environ-

mental medicine and public health. With the fast style cycles and low quality of fast 

fashion, often garments are worn only a couple of times before being thrown away. Luz 

describes how Americans throw away more than 30 kilograms of clothing and textile 

per person per year. Alarmingly, textile represents 4% of the municipal solid waste.  55

But with a rapid cycle of disposable fast fashion, this percentage is likely to increase. 

This is leading to the unsustainable situation of a constantly growing amount of textile 

waste.


	 A part of the discarded garments is not being thrown away but donated with the 

purpose of recycling. In America, for example, this is 15% of the discarded clothing.  56

But although this might seem like a solution, recycled clothing does not always contrib-

ute to a more sustainable world. Only one-fifth of donated clothing ends up in a thrift 

shop.  Clothing that is not considered vintage or high-end is exported to developing 57

countries, where the used clothing is sold on local markets.  The first problem with this 58

is the carbon emission that comes with transporting this clothing to third world coun-

tries. Another problem is that the trade of second-hand clothing in African countries in-

hibits the development of local industries.  The environmental implications of cheap, 59

fast and disposable fashion described by Luz in 2007 are unfortunately still accurate 

 Luz 2007, p. 450.55

 Ibid.56

 Ibid.57

 Ibid., p. 451.58

 Ibid., p. 452.59
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today. This disruption of local economies in emerging markets will only increase with 

the accelerating cycle of disposable fast fashion.


2.2.5 Human rights violations 

	 The symbol for the socio-economic critique on the fast fashion industry is the 

tragedy of the collapse of the Rana Plaza building in Bangladesh. Socio-economic cri-

tique on the fast fashion segment of the apparel industry will therefore in this part be 

addressed through this case of the Rana Plaza factory collapse in 2013. Bangladesh is 

the world’s second-largest garment producers, manufacturing billions of pieces of 

clothing each year. In 2013 a poorly constructed textile factory collapsed and caused 

the death of 1134 garment workers.  This event focused the world’s attention on work60 -

ing conditions in global fashion supply chains.  The fashion industry relies on a supply 61

chain that is labour-intensive. Therefore, to keep production costs low, clothing is man-

ufacture in countries with low labour costs. However, in these developing countries, the 

awareness of the environment and human rights are often less developed.  The case 62

of the Rana Plaza factory shows how this system of outsourcing to low-wage countries 

to meet the demand for low-priced clothing in a competitive global market has a seri-

ous downside. The working conditions in third world countries under which apparel is 

manufactured are often very poor. On a daily basis, workers in fashion supply chains 

face violations of their rights to a living wage, reasonable working hours, a safe working 

environment free of harassment and abuse and a secure employment relationship, 

 Hoskins 2015, p.1.60

 Parker 2015, p. 210.61

 Shen 2014, p. 1.62
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among many others.  As an example, textile workers make around 12-18 cents per 63

hour.  Poignant yet indicative is how on the morning of the collapse, garment workers 64

were forced to enter the building even though they tried to refuse, alarmed by cracks 

that had appeared in the facade. However, the workers were threatened with their 

monthly wages not being paid if they would not show up for work that day.  The situ65 -

ation in Bangladesh became synonymous to the working conditions in the textile in-

dustry. 


	 But what has changed since 2013? The reaction visible within the fashion in-

dustry to both environmental and ethical criticism is, on the one hand, the emergence 

of 'slow' fashion brands, opposing fast fashion and focusing on a more ethical, sustain-

able and holistic way of producing and consuming fashion. On the other hand, existing 

fast fashion companies aim towards a more sustainable future. A frontrunner with an 

elaborate sustainable strategy is H&M Group, the subject of the case study in chapter 5 

of this thesis. The next paragraph elaborates on the choice of literature regarding H&M 

Group.


2.3 The history of H&M 

2.3.1 Documenting the history of H&M 

 
	 The history of H&M has been documented by Indrid Giertz-Mårtenson. Giertz-

Mårtenson is a Swedish ethnologist and art historian specialised in the Swedish fashion 

industry. The documentation is based on a project that started in 2008, commissioned 

 Parker 2015, p. 210.63

 Luz 2007, p. 450.64

 Hoskins 2015, n.p.65
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by H&M and conducted by The Centre for Business History, where Giertz-Mårtenson is 

a senior advisor. The Centre for Business History is a non-profit, independent organisa-

tion founded in 1974 with the mission of preserving and presenting Swedish corporate 

history. The centre works with professional academics and collaborates with uni-

versities. The research is conducted by scholar Giertz-Mårtenson and can, therefore, be 

seen as academic, but it should be noted that the research was initiated and commis-

sioned by H&M itself. On the other hand, documenting the corporate history of H&M 

would not have been possible if it would not have given insight into its archives. In the 

article 'H&M - Documenting the Story of One of the World's Largest Fashion Retailers' 

Giertz-Mårtenson describes her method of investigation as well as mentioning H&M as 

commissioner. This text gives a brief historical overview.  Many texts on fast fashion 66

using H&M as case study are based on the historical information documented by 

Giertz-Mårtenson and it should be kept in mind that this was originally commissioned 

by H&M.


	 To make sure the information on H&M is academical and neutral the case study 

is also based upon other sourced not affiliated to H&M. Firstly, a relevant and recent 

case study on H&M, its history and relation to fast fashion is the chapter 'The Key Role 

of Retail Stores in Fast Fashion Companies: The H&M Case Study' written by the Italian 

scholar in the field of economics Elisa Arrigo in the book Contemporary Case Studies 

on Fashion Production, Marketing and Operations.  Arrigo’s text contributes to the fast 67

fashion academic literature from a marketing context and provides insight into H&M’s 

business strategy. A remarkable difference with Giertz-Mårtenson's research is that Ar-

rigo’s text states that H&M was listed on the Stockholm Stock Exchange in 1974.  The 68

 Giertz-Mårtenson 2012.66

 Arrigo 2012.67

 Arrigo 2012, p. 127.68
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research by Giertz-Mårtenson describes how H&M was launched on the Swedish stock 

market a year later in 1975.  The website of H&M states that in 1974 H&M is listed on 69

the Stockholm Stock Exchange. 
70

	 Providing further understanding on the business strategies that are intrinsically 

linked to the fast fashion industry and also adopted by H&M is the book Principles of 

Retailing written by John Fernie, Suzanne Fernie and Christopher M. Moore, published 

in 2003 with a second edition in 2015.  Especially in chapter 7 called 'Retail Logistics' 71

the economic principles behind supply chains of fast fashion brands such as H&M are 

explained. Especially the analysis of offshore outsourcing that has led to fast fashion 

being so cheap turned out highly valuable to this thesis.  This source, with the others 72

mentioned in this literature review, contributed to gaining a deeper understanding of the 

challenges encountered by fast fashion brands in adopting a sustainable strategy. By 

critically evaluating the literature mentioned in this literature review this thesis is hope-

fully a valuable addition to the studies previously published. 

 Giertz-Mårtenson 2012, p. 111.69

 H&M Group, HISTORY 1960 - 1979.
70

It should be noted that that although H&M commissioned the historical research conducted by 
Giertz-Mårtenson their website states a different year in this case.

 Fernie, Fernie and Moore.71
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Chapter 3 | Theoretical Framework 

	 The review of academic literature on fast fashion demonstrate how the charac-

teristics inherent to fast fashion have led to unsustainable issues such as polluting ma-

terials, textile waste and human rights violations. The following chapter outlines the 

theoretical framework detailing the concepts that will be used in the analysis of the 

case study. This chapter is divided into three parts addressing three theories related to 

sustainability in the fashion industry. Firstly, sustainability and the historiography of re-

lated terminology is set out. Then, the concept of circularity in the fashion industry, 

based on research conducted by Kirsi Niinimäki will be introduced. Subsequently, the 

theory of transparency in global fashion supply chains as formulated by Denis Bozic 

and Alexis H. Bateman will be addressed. Lastly, based on the chapter 'Greenwashing: 

Disinformation through Green Advertising' written by scholars Brigitte Naderer, Desirée 

Schmuck and Jörg Matthes tools in identifying different types of greenwashing will be 

provided.


3.1 Circularity according to Niinimäki  

	 	 Kirsi Niinimäki, a professor in design at the Finnish Aalto University, wrote 

the chapter 'Fashion in a Circular Economy' in the book Sustainability in Fashion pub-

lished in 2017, in which she lays the grounding for principles in a circular economy from 

the fashion viewpoint. She defines a Circular Economy (or CE) as regenerative by nature 

and based on principles of closed loops.  The foundation for Niinimäki’s closing the 73

loop approach for fashion is based on the cradle-to-cradle principle formulated by ar-

 Niinimäki 2017, p. 151.73
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chitect William McDonough and chemist Michael Braungart in 2002. Following these 

principles, products are either designed to have multiple life cycles or it is biodegradable. 

In fashion, composting is difficult due to chemicals used in the creation of a garment 

and the methane caused by composting leading to greenhouse gasses and global 

warming.  This makes the multiple life cycles approach the remaining approach for cir74 -

cular fashion. Niinimäki’s Circular Economy approach aims to develop a more sustain-

able and closed-loop system where the goal is to extend the use time of garments.  To 75

achieve this CE system in fashion all actors must be included: designers, producers, 

manufacturers, suppliers, business people and even consumers.  To become sustain76 -

able and circular, the linear economic system needs to be rethought. This inherently un-

sustainable system is based on fast material throughout and a mindset of 'take, make, 

use and dispose’, according to Niinimäki.  In the circular system, materials have to be 77

seen as a valuable source that will be used in multiple cycles through disassembly and 

reuse instead of the materials that quickly flows through the economy only once.  A 78

circular business model requires the entire value chain to be redesigned and challenges 

the current industrial design and manufacturing principles but also business models in 

the current linear fashion system.  Products are designed to be included in a system 79

where all aspects are considered: the original design and its suitability for several life-

cycles, material flows in the system, appreciating waste as a valuable resource and 

 Niinimäki 2017, p. 151.74
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even collecting back all products after their use.  These four design principles are 80

visualised in a scheme (fig. 2).


 Niinimäki 2017, p. 152.80
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Fig. 2. Visualisation of design in a circular economy according to Kirsi Niinimäki.
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3.1.1 Principles of circularity 

 	 According to Kirsi Niinimäki, the first principle is to extend the use-time of 

products. Deep consumer performance can be achieved by prioritising to offer con-

sumer satisfaction both in instrumental performance such as durability, fit and quality 

but also expressive performance meaning the aesthetic qualities of a garment. 
81

	 A second principle is a design for services, in which satisfaction and change are 

sustainably offered to customers. To respond to the demand for sustainable change 

that customers have, especially with regard to fashion, several product-service systems 

are distinguished by Niinimäki. Research shows that concepts including experiential, 

innovative and social approaches (such as renting, swapping and fashion result) were 

evaluated as best suited for younger consumers. Clothing services that emphasised 

product satisfaction (e.g. redesign, repair/maintenance, customisation and consultancy) 

were seen to be most suited for older consumers with their more stable value base and 

less need for appearance changes.  
82

	 The third approach in design for a circular economy is design for reuse in manu-

facture. This approach in product design often consists of a modular design in which 

broken components should be able to be replaced. Applied to fashion, this would re-

quire a completely new model for garment design and construction.  Ideally, the gar83 -

ment is designed in a modular way that enables all parts to be recycled. For the fashion 

industry, this poses challenges. Niinimäki, therefore, suggests offering services to mend 

 Niinimäki 2017, p. 15381
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damaged garments, update them or modify them, and include these aspects in the 

business model. 
84

	 Important to Niinimäki’s theory on circular fashion is the distinction between up-

cycling and down-cycling. This is explained in the fourth approach, what she calls de-

sign for material recovery. In a linear system, all garments end up as textile waste. 

Downcycling means textile is recycled but as lower value products such as filling or in-

sulation materials.  According to the cradle-to-cradle concept that is at the root of cir85 -

cularity, textile should be up-cycled and seen as a valuable new material for the next 

round.  In this light, Niinimäki stresses the need for the future of fashion to be based 86

on closed-loop thinking and circularity.


3.2 Transparency according to Bozic and Bateman 

	 Since the collapse of Rana Plaza in 2013 in Dhaka, Bangladesh the fashion in-

dustry has been criticised for not ensuring safe and healthy conditions for its workers. 

Reports of physical and verbal abuse, child labour, unsanitary working conditions, un-

paid wages and restrictions of basic human rights across global media outlets revealed 

the demanding and life-threatening situations that garment workers in the fast fashion 

industry face on a daily basis.  Initiatives established in Bangladesh by fashion com87 -

panies after the incident to aid inspections and structural improvements of Bangladesh 

factories have been met with criticism.  For example, the Alliance for Bangladesh 88

 Niinimäki 2017, p. 158.84
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Worker Safety is not legally binding and companies that have signed are not obligated 

to meet any goals.  Also, the issue of human rights violations is not limited to Bangla89 -

desh, as the fashion industry is globally outsourced. Following this situation, the de-

mand for transparency in fashion supply chains as grown. Addressing the root of the 

problematic socially unsustainable fashion industry, many non-profit organisations and 

multi-stakeholders have called for transparency in fashion supply chains. 	 	 
90

3.2.1 Defining and measuring transparency 

	 Data scientist Denis Bozic and director at the MIT lab of Sustainable Supply 

Chains Alexis H. Bateman have defined transparency in their paper 'Evaluating social 

transparency in global fashion supply chains' in the book Eco-Friendly and Fair: Fast 

Fashion and Consumer Behaviour.  They argue that without a clear definition and 91

standardised framework of evaluating social transparency in global fashion supply 

chains, there is no reliable method of assessing the industry’s efforts to become more 

socially transparent. After evaluating literature they define transparency as 'as disclo-

sing of information publicly about industry-specific supply chain practices that include 

supplier traceability, sustainability conditions and purchasing practices.'  In this re92 -

search five criteria for transparency were investigated. The level of transparency is me-

asured by checking if the following five pieces of information are published on the 

brand’s website: 1) some or all suppliers 2) its Supplier Code of Conduct 3) some or all 

suppliers’ audits 4) full-cost breakdown of some or all of its products and 5) a state-

 Bozic and Bateman 2018, p. 165.89

 Ibid.90

 Ibid.91

 Ibid., p. 166.92

31



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

ment that identifies a) criteria the brand uses to establish business with its suppliers, b) 

actions the brand undertakes for suppliers’ compliance or non-compliance and c) whe-

ther the brand is actively trying to consolidate its supply chain. According to the au-

thors, this clear definition could pressure global companies to acquire a deeper under-

standing of the working conditions within their supply chains, which would, in turn, in-

crease the degree of their transparency.  More transparency serves as a tool for im93 -

proving social practices and avoid human rights violations.


	 Bozic and Bateman acknowledge that some criteria are not feasible for global 

fashion brands, such as providing a full price breakdown and therefore propose that 

other criteria should be addressed by legal acts.  The authors conclude their theory by 94

stating they are confident these changes would lead to significant improvements of so-

cial practices in the fashion industry, thus promoting globally transparent supply chains 

and ultimately paving the way to a socially responsible future. 
95

3.3 Greenwashing according to Naderer et al. 
	 


	 An important starting point in understanding greenwashing is the literature re-

view written by Brazilian scholars Sebastião Vieira de Freitas Netto et al. in February 

2020. The scholars describe how the worldwide increase in environmental issues have 

not gone unnoticed. Over the past decade governments, stakeholders and consumers 

have been putting pressure on companies to disclose information about their environ-

 Bozic and Bateman 2018, p. 172.93
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mental performance.  Besides this, environmental awareness makes consumers eager 96

to pay more for environmental-friendly products. In response to this, the concept of 

Corporate Social Responsibility is gaining importance among business leaders. Cor-

porate Social Responsibility is defined as a 'concept whereby companies integrate so-

cial and environmental concerns in their business operations and their interaction with 

their stakeholders voluntarily'. To achieve this companies must not only operate eco-

nomically but also be sustainable and socially responsible. Companies have to aim for 

the triple bottom line: economic, environmental and social performance or people, 

planet and profit.  But the increasing green markets are followed by the phenomenon 97

of greenwashing.


3.3.1 Defining and recognising types of greenwashing 
	 


	 The term greenwashing was introduced in a 1986 essay written by the American 

environmentalist and biology researcher Jay Westerveld. With greenwashing, he was 

referring to organisations that spend more time and money advertising that they are 

green than on actually putting into place environmentally friendly practices. As an 

example, he took the hotel industry where hotel guests are suggested to reuse their to-

wel to save water and therefore the environment. In fact, the intended outcome was not 

so much the conservation of water, but rather saving money on laundry costs while ap-

pearing to be environmentally friendly to consumers.  The 2011 article 'The drivers of 98

greenwashing', written by scholars Magali A. Delmas and Vanessa Cuerel Burbano de-

monstrate how since greenwashing was first introduced the term is used also in other 

 de Freitas Netto et al. 2020, p. 1.96
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industries.  Delmas and Burbano are often cited when dealing with greenwashing. The 99

authors are referring to greenwashing as misleading consumers about companies’ envi-

ronmental benefits of a product or service, specifically by combining positive environ-

mental communications with poor environmental performance.  The article demon100 -

strates how by 2010 more and more firms have been participating in practices of 

greenwashing.  This makes it important to develop academic theories on greenwas101 -

hing and test these theories through case studies. 


	 Defining the types of greenwashing more precisely is essential to critically evalu-

ate a brand's sustainable intentions and actions. Highly relevant for this case study is 

the chapter 'Greenwashing: Disinformation through Green Advertising' written by 

scholars Brigitte Naderer, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes in the book Commercial 

Communication in the Digital Age published in 2017.  In this chapter, the authors 102

thoroughly evaluate academic literature on greenwashing published over the last three 

decades. Then the text provides a nuanced definition and a clear overview of various 

types of greenwashing. This overview will serve as a theoretical framework in this thes-

is. Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes describe how the academic literature on greenwash-

ing has defined the phenomenon as 'the act of misleading consumers regarding the en-

vironmental practices of a company or the environmental benefits of a product or ser-

vice'.  Another more precise definition of greenwashing deducted from the body of 103

literature is 'the act of disseminating disinformation (false information to obscure the 

 Delmas and Burbano 2011.99
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truth) to consumers regarding the environmental practices of a company or the envir-

onmental benefits of a product or service'.  Four drivers of greenwashing practices in 104

green marketing today are consumers’ increasing demand for sustainable products, 

rising sales of green products, government regulations that support environmental ob-

jectives and lastly the absence of international industry-wide laws regulating green 

promotion.  The chapter distinguishes two types of greenwashing: greenwashing 105

based on claims and so-called executional greenwashing, where nature-invoking ele-

ments (for example images) are presented in association with a product that is not fac-

tually eco-conscious. 


	 Firstly, greenwashing based on claims uses textual claims to advertise a product 

as service as sustainable. In this category, four types of claims can be distinguished: 1) 

false claims that present a straight out lie; 2) vague or ambiguous claims offering a 

broad and poorly defined claim leaving room for misinterpretation, for example, the 

phrase 'all natural'; 3) claims that omit important information, which advertises a narrow 

set of green attributes while ignoring other aspects of equally important environmental 

concerns and 4) a combination of misleading elements.  In addition, more recently in 106

2010 four additional concepts have been established: 1) unfounded claims, which 

present an unsubstantial claim without accessible supporting information or reliable 

third-party certification; 2) presenting false labels, which show images and logos that 

give a wrongful impression of a third-party endorsement; 3) claims of irrelevance, which 

advertise a truthful environmental claim that is unimportant or unhelpful, for example 

claiming products are CFC-free (chlorofluorocarbon-free) when CFC is generally 

banned by law; 4) claims to promote the lesser of two evils, which offer information that 

 Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes 2017, p. 107.104

 Ibid.105

 Ibid., pp. 108-109.106
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may be true but that distracts the consumer from the greater environmental impact of 

the category as a whole, for example, a fuel-efficient sports car. 
107

	 Secondly, executional greenwashing is defined as the use of nature-invoking 

elements are presented in association with a product that is not factually eco-con-

scious. Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes describe how visual demonstrations of pleasing 

nature images are frequently used in advertising, in 2016 research showed that 73.6% 

of all advertisement presented elements of vegetation and 13.9% showed images of 

landscapes and animals.  But the authors state how this nature imagery may be mi108 -

sused in green advertising to induce false perceptions of a company’s environmental 

efforts without referring to its actual sustainable product or service features.  Therefo109 -

re, in the case of executional greenwashing, nature-evoking images are paired with tri-

vial green buzzwords such as 'natural’ or claims such as 'go green’ to evoke the feeling 

of a product being environmentally friendly without factual basis, hence creating disin-

formation about a product or service.  After analysing literature on greenwashing from 110

the last ten years, the group of Brazilian scholars agree with the classifications claim 

and executional greenwashing. In their article, they provide some insightful examples of 

using nature-invoking elements in executional greenwashing: for example images using 

colours (e.g., green, blue) or sounds (e.g., sea, birds). Backgrounds representing natural 

landscapes (e.g., mountains, forests, oceans) or pictures of endangered animal species 

(e.g., pandas, dolphins) or renewable sources of energy (e.g., wind, waterfalls) are 

examples of executional nature-evoking elements.  Some practices are of course 111

 Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes 2017, p. 109.107

 Ibid., p. 110.108
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 Ibid.110

 de Freitas Netto et al. 2020, p. 10.111
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more misleading than others, but in academic literature, there has been little attempt to 

formulate these degrees.  However, further research on this has to be done, especially 112

the effects of different types of greenwashing on customers is indicated in the acade-

mic literature as a current hiatus. 


	 Finally, Naderer, Schmuck and Mattes conclude how research so far has shown 

that vague green advertising claims are not perceived as greenwashing among consu-

mers and may even positively influence brand attitudes and purchase intentions, espe-

cially when the advertisement contains pleasing images of nature.  The authors, the113 -

refore, argue for the importance to increase consumers’ awareness for misleading ad-

vertising practices such as greenwashing. On the other hand, in the interest of consu-

mer information, Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes urge advertisers to substantiate their 

claims by presenting more details on the green product or service.  However, given 114

the finding that emotional appeals such as nature imagery are very successful in per-

suading consumers, the chances of advertisers will change their advertising strategies 

is low.  The authors then suggest that consumers should be provided with more de115 -

tailed information about a company’s actual efforts to preserve nature. 
116

	 In sum, the academic literature of the last decade clearly distinguishes different 

types of greenwashing: claims greenwashing and executional greenwashing. This typo-

logy will, therefore, serve as a theoretical framework. Where the typologies of green-

washing are generally accepted throughout academic literature, some areas need de-

velopment. By testing the theories with a specific case study, this thesis hopes to con-

 de Freitas Netto et al. 2020, p. 9.112

 Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes 2017, p. 115.113
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tribute to the greenwashing discourse. Procedures to measure the greenwashing in 

companies have not been developed.  Also, due to its multidisciplinary character, 117

there is no general definition of greenwashing accepted.  This makes it difficult for 118

consumers to identify greenwashing. By evaluating the case of H&M Group according 

to the typologies of greenwashing set out by Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes this thesis 

aims to contribute to the greenwashing discourse and demonstrate how the theory can 

be used to analyse a company’s sustainability intentions and actions in a case study. 
119

 de Freitas Netto et al. 2020, p. 11.117

 Ibid., p. 10.118
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38



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

Chapter 4 | Methodological Framework 

4.1 Research strategy 

This chapter provides an outline for the research method used for analysis in this 

thesis. This MA thesis uses the case study of the sustainable strategy of fast fashion 

brand H&M to demonstrate the challenges that occur when applying the existing sus-

tainable fashion theories on the global, outsourced fast fashion industry. The case study 

is supported by literature research to be able to answer the main question of this thesis: 

to what extent is a sustainable strategy compatible with a fast fashion business model 

such as adopted by H&M Group?


	 Important to note is that this thesis researches the strategy behind the H&M 

Group, which is a fashion company that includes multiple brands of which one is also 

called H&M. Throughout this thesis, 'H&M' is, unless specified differently, used to refer 

to H&M Group that includes not only H&M  but also &OtherStories, Afound, ARKET, 

COS, H&M, H&M Home, Monki, Weekday. Especially in titles and subtitles throughout 

this thesis for the sake of conciseness the choice has been made shorten 'H&M Group' 

to 'H&M'.


	 The analysis in chapter 5 starts with preliminary research. This section sets out 

the historical context in which the fast fashion business model of H&M did emerge. In 

addition, it connects the company to the three characteristics of fast fashion as set out 

in the literature review: cheap, fast and disposable fashion. This preliminary research 

demonstrates how H&M is exemplary for the fast fashion industry and therefore a suit-

able case study for this research.
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	 Then, section 5.2 investigates how the strategies circularity and transparency 

have developed in the annual reports on sustainability as published by H&M Group 

since 2002. The reports demonstrate how H&M has been developing a sustainable 

strategy over the last two decades. Then, environmental and social criticism on H&M in 

the last three years will be addressed, showing how unsustainable issues are still a 

problem and therefore the H&M sustainable strategy has not yet proven to be sufficient 

the way it is executed now.


	 Subsequently, the analysis in chapter 5 can be divided into three parts: circularity 

(5.3), transparency (5.4) and greenwashing (5.5). All three parts focus on the challenges 

in different areas of H&M’s sustainable strategy. Each part will be critically evaluated 

according to the corresponding theory on the addressed concept, as set out in the the-

oretical framework. Firstly, the challenges in H&M adopting a circular approach to be-

come more sustainable will be addressed. H&M’s circular approach will be compared to 

the theory on circularity as formulated by Kirsi Niinimäki. Secondly, the challenges in 

H&M adopting a transparent strategy to become more sustainable will be addressed. 

H&M’s transparent approach will be compared to the theory of transparency in global 

fashion supply chains as formulated by Denis Bozic and Alexis H. Bateman. Lastly, the 

claims and visuals expressed by H&M will be critically evaluated according to the 

concept of greenwashing as set out in the theoretical framework. Greenwashing will be 

used as a core theory to investigate the sustainable strategy of H&M. The core theory 

of greenwashing as used in this thesis is based on the literature review chapter 'Green-

washing: Disinformation through Green Advertising' written by scholars Brigitte Nader-

er, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes in the book Commercial Communication in the 

Digital Age published in 2017.  The following schematic overview demonstrates the 120

 Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes 2017.120
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different types of greenwashing distinguished in chapter 3 that will be used in this thes-

is:


A. Greenwashing based on claims: using textual claims to advertise a product as service as 

sustainable 

Four types of claims: 

1. False claims: presenting a straight out lie 

2. Vague or ambiguous claims: offering a broad and poorly defined claim leaving room for 

misinterpretation 

3. Claims that omit important information: advertising a narrow set of green attributes while 

ignoring other aspects of equally important environmental concerns 

4. A combination: a combination of misleading elements. 

Four additional concepts of greenwashing based on claims: 

1. Unfounded claims: presenting an unsubstantial claim without accessible supporting in-

formation or reliable third-party certification 

2. Presenting false labels: showing images and logos that give a wrongful impression of a 

third-party endorsement 

3. Claims of irrelevance: advertising a truthful environmental claim that is unimportant or un-

helpful 

4. Claims promoting the lesser of two evils: offering information that may be true but that dis-

tracts the consumer from the greater environmental impact of the category as a whole 
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B. Executional greenwashing: the use of nature-invoking elements are presented in associ-

ation with a product that is not factually eco-conscious 

4.2 Data collection 

	 In the analysis, in chapter 5 the sustainable strategy of H&M and the companies 

undertaken actions regarding sustainability will be investigated. H&M’s ideals and acti-

ons on sustainability will be investigated through the analysis of yearly Sustainability 

Reports published on the H&M website. Annual reports can be found on the H&M web-

site from 1999 up until 2019. The specific year reports on sustainability can be found 

from 2002 until 2019. The reports are intended for the companies stakeholders and 

partners, but openly accessible at their website.  The most recent report, therefore 121

highly relevant to this thesis, is that in the year 2019, this Sustainability Performance 

Report was published on 2 April 2020.  This annual report is extensive, 85 pages long 122

and contains the company’s strategy, goals, programmes, and performance data during 

the financial year from 1 December 2018 to 30 November 2019. The report covers 

sustainability strategies, challenges, activities, goals and performance for the global 

group operations of H&M Hennes & Mauritz AB (also called H&M Group in the report). 

The report includes eight H&M Group brands: &OtherStories, Afound, ARKET, COS, 

H&M, H&M Home, Monki, Weekday.


	 It is important to be aware that part of the data used in this thesis provided by 

H&M itself, in the form of annual reports, and therefore can be seen as part of their 

marketing strategy. The 2019 report contains an 'auditor’s limited assurance report' on 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, P. 3.121

 Ibid.122
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specified sustainability information in the H&M Group sustainability performance report 

issued by Ernst & Young.  This third-party auditor’s report is in the field of accounting 123

a common way to illustrate the correctness of a report. This auditor’s report shows that 

the data provided by H&M Group in the report corresponds to the reporting criteria as 

formulated by the H&M Group management. It is important to note this auditor’s report 

offers a limited assurance and therefore only includes data provided by H&M. A critical 

attitude towards this data is essential in investigating the annual reports regarding sus-

tainability. The claims made in the reports will, therefore, be critically analysed and 

checked. Since this part of the data comes from H&M itself it is important to mention 

that the research is further supported by literature research on the sustainability of 

H&M. 

4.3 Relevance and limitations 

	 	 This research aims to analyse how fast fashion brands are trying to be-

come more sustainable. The choice of H&M Group as case study to investigate sus-

tainability in the fast fashion industry is made since the brand is the second-largest re-

tailer in the world after Inditex, a Spanish multinational clothing company including 

brands such as Zara. What makes H&M Group an interesting case is that it embodies 

many well-known high street brands: H&M but also COS, Weekday, Cheap Monday, 

Monki, & Other Stories, ARKET and since 2018 AFound. With AFound being explicitly 

launched as a solution to unsustainable issues caused by the fast fashion industry and 

the yearly Sustainability Reports in which H&M expresses their sustainable strategies 

make an interesting occasion to look into the union of sustainability and fast fashion 

envisioned by H&M. 


 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, P. 83-84.123
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	 In academic literature, the field of sustainable fashion has been increasingly re-

searched. Solutions for sustainable fashion such as circularity and sustainable materials 

have been researched by scholars such as Kirsi Niinimäki and Kate Fletcher. Academic 

literature on sustainable fashion often focuses on an alternative, 'slow fashion' as an 

alternative solution to unsustainable practices. Fast fashion in connection to sustainab-

ility has been researched mostly from an economical perspective. Sustainability in 

global, outsourced supply chains that characterise fast fashion brands has been invest-

igated through for example the theory of Bozic and Bateman that focusses on trans-

parency in global supply chains. Criticism on fast fashion brands that claim sustainabil-

ity has been supported by the concept of greenwashing. In the popular press, H&M has 

been often criticised for unsustainability but also for greenwashing. In academic literat-

ure greenwashing has not been often applied and further research needs to be conduc-

ted. For example research into consumers responses to greenwashing practices has 

been under-researched. This thesis hopes to contribute to the existing literature by 

evaluating existing theories on sustainable fashion, being circularity, transparency and 

greenwashing and connecting this to the specific case of fast fashion company H&M 

Group.


	 Since sustainability is such a comprehensive topic, it is important to define the 

demarcation of this research. The scope of this thesis is limited to the investigation of 

the strategies regarding the sustainability of fast fashion brands, in this case being H&M 

Group. Through critical analysis of the sustainable strategy of H&M Group according to 

the theoretical framework, this research provides insight in the challenges in applying 

general sustainable fashion theories specifically to fast fashion companies with a glob-

al, outsourced supply chain. By demonstrating the challenges in fast fashion brands 
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adopting a sustainable strategy, this thesis aims to contribute to a more sustainable 

fashion industry.
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Chapter 5 | Analysis 

	 This chapter, chapter 5, will investigate the compatibility of a sustainable strategy 

with a fast fashion business model through the case study of H&M Group. As prelimin-

ary research, section 5.1 demonstrates how historically H&M developed its fast fashion 

business model and the company’s history regarding sustainability. Section 5.2 invest-

igates how H&M Group has developed its sustainable strategy into its current aim of 

being circular and transparent. This research is based on earlier annual Sustainability 

Reports published by H&M since 2002. To then demonstrate how a fast fashion busi-

ness model is incompatible with H&M Group’s current sustainable strategy, three areas 

where challenges occur are investigated. Firstly, the challenges in circularity are ad-

dressed, Secondly, the challenges in being transparent are analysed. Lastly, green-

washing practices are identified to demonstrate the discrepancy between H&M’s sus-

tainable strategy and their fast fashion business model. 


5.1 H&M as a fast fashion brand  

	 Today H&M is one of the world’s largest fast fashion brands. But in what histor-

ical context did the fast fashion business model of H&M emerge? H&M’s business 

model based on selling cheap and fast clothing was inspired by the post-war American 

apparel industry. The outsourcing that characterised the American fast fashion industry 

from the 1980s onwards is eminently visible at H&M Group, a company entirely relying 

on outsourcing. This paragraph demonstrates how the fast fashion model is an under-

standable outcome of the historical context of post-war consumerism that has led to 

outsourcing since the 1980s. Today, the affordable fashion at H&M is being offered to 
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customers in increasing style cycles and therefore has become more disposable than 

ever, which raises the question whether this business model is still viable today. 


5.1.1 The history of H&M: rooted in post-war consumerism 

	 	 The founding story of H&M fits perfectly in the larger historical context of 

the emergence of fast fashion as an industry. H&M embodies the three concepts in-

trinsically liked to fast fashion: selling cheap, fast and disposable fashion. The founding 

of H&M can be traced back directly to post-war American fashion. This connection was 

documented by Indrid Giertz-Mårtenson.  Giertz-Mårtenson describes how the com124 -

pany was founded in the country town Västerås in 1947 in post-war Sweden. The 

Swedish entrepreneur Erling Persson was inspired by his travels through post-war 

America and opened his first shop, initially called Hennes, meaning 'Hers' in 

Swedish.  The business model of the company was especially influenced by that of 125

American retailer Lerner Shops, offering inexpensive garments with a fashionable touch 

to a wide audience. This shows how H&M has its roots in the American post-war fash-

ion industry. In America, affordable products for the masses were fuelling economic 

growth during a boom of consumerism after the Second World War. In this light, Amer-

ican post-war consumerism set the stage for cheap, fast and disposable fashion that 

emerged after increasingly outsourcing since the 1980s. 


	 H&M’s business model of cheap, stylish fashion turned out to be successful in 

other countries as well and in 1964 Hennes opened their first foreign store in Norway. 


 The Centre for Business History that initiated this research is a non-profit, independed orga124 -
nisation, but it should be noted that this project documenting the brand history that started in 
2008 was commissioned by H&M. 

 Giertz-Mårtenson 2012, p. 110.125
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In 1968 Persson took over a Stockholm-based hunting apparel and fishing equipment 

retailer called Mauritz Widforss. From now on, the companies’ name was 'Hennes & 

Mauritz', selling not only women’s clothing but men’s and children’s as well.  The 126

company kept expanding and was listed on the Swedish stock market in 1975.  In the 127

1980s and 1990s, decades characterised by globalisation, H&M started its global ex-

pansion outside Scandinavia into the United Kingdom, Germany, Austria, France, the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. In the 2000s, H&M also entered the North American 

market with stores openings in the United States.  This international expansion is in128 -

dicative of the economic growth that has transformed the 1947s Hennes shop into 

today’s H&M Group, one of the largest fast fashion companies.


5.1.2 Cheaper: outsourcing the supply chain 

The notion of cheap fashion has been rooted in H&M’s business model since it 

was founded after the American inspiration. Hennes was founded to sell 'fashion at 

prices that will suit everyone'.  But this pursuit for low prices has led to a transforma129 -

tion in the supply chain that characterises H&M’s current fast fashion business model: 

outsourcing. The search for cheap fashion resulted in outsourcing parts of the supply 

chain to low-wage countries to ensure competitive prices. The business model of H&M 

is, unlike competitors such as Inditex (a Spanish multinational clothing company includ-

ing brands such as Zara and Bershka), up until today fully relying on outsourcing in-

stead of in-house production. H&M does not own factories but all manufacturing is out-

 Arrigo 2018, p. 127.126

 Giertz-Mårtenson 2012, p. 111.127

 Arrigo 2018, p. 127.128

 Giertz-Mårtenson 2012, p. 110.129
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sourced to suppliers and factories worldwide.  H&M was motivated by increased 130

competition and technological advancements like transport improvements to shift their 

production to newly emerging markets.  This offshore outsourcing can be connected 131

to the broader historical development of globalisation of production visible throughout 

the fashion industry. Since the 1980s manufacturing in the fast fashion segment has 

been increasingly outsourced. 


	 Recently, in February 2020, H&M has published a supplier list on their website 

that states the company does business with 750 suppliers manufacturing products in 

1400 factories worldwide. China and Bangladesh are now listed as the largest produc-

tion markets for clothing.  The current situation can be connected to the process of 132

outsourcing to low-wage countries such as China, adopted firstly by American fast 

fashion brands since the mid-1980s. By following this approach and continuously re-

locating manufacturing to emerging markets to ensure low-wages H&M is keeping pro-

duction costs low and offering affordable fashion. In their outsourced supply chain, 

H&M has eliminated middlemen, creating an efficient logistical system and therefore 

saving costs.  This way, H&M’s completely outsourced supply chain is what provides 133

the price advantage to other companies.


 Arrigo 2018, p. 130.130

 Fernie, Fernie and Moore, p. 201.131

 H&M Group, SUPPLIER LIST 2020.132

 Taplin 2014 b, p. 257.133
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5.1.3 Faster: speeding up traditional style cycles 

	 From the 1990s H&M was able to produce its clothing not only to a lower price 

but also offering fresh styles faster, therefore embodying important characteristics of 

the fast fashion industry. Around the time H&M was founded, the apparel industry was 

characterised by standardised production for a mass market, supplying a large number 

of retailers with clothing designed for two to four retail seasons. Most manufacturers 

were more concerned with keeping production costs of the clothing low rather than of-

fering a wide variety of fashionable styles to meet customer demand. Only a small seg-

ment of the apparel industry was fashion-orientated, with a faster rate of product turn-

around instead of manufacturing standardised goods in long production rounds.  The 134

H&M strategy focussing on the combination of offering low priced but trendy styles ap-

pealed to a large group of fashion-minded customers with a modest income. But how 

did H&M manage to lower their prices one the one hand yet anticipating to fashion 

trends faster and faster? Part of the explanation lies in their business strategy: H&M 

adopted a so-called lean strategy, eliminating unnecessary steps in the production pro-

cess leading to a quick response and faster cycle of style seasons.  So H&M not 135

only brought affordable style to the high street but revolutionised lead times in a tradi-

tional four-season clothing supply chain.  
136

	 In sum, when founded in 1947, 'Hennes' was inspired by the American apparel 

industry rooted in post-war consumerism. H&M’s current business model is relying on 

outsourcing, a process that was adopted firstly in the American fast fashion industry 

from the 1980s onwards. H&M was founded with the mission to sell 'fashion at prices 

 Taplin 2014 b, p. 249.134
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that will suit everyone'. Therefore manufacturing fashion at a low price has been an im-

portant intention since the beginning of the brand. H&M ensures low priced clothing by 

outsourcing manufacturing to low-wage countries and eliminating unnecessary steps in 

the production process according to a lean business strategy. H&M changed the fash-

ion industry, transforming the traditional two to four retail seasons into a faster fashion 

with multiple successive style seasons adapting to the demand of fashion-minded cus-

tomers. In the post-war context H&M’s cheap, fast and disposable fashion was a relev-

ant business model in ensuring continued economic growth. From a business perspect-

ive, the fast fashion business model is still economically attractive, selling an increasing 

amount of clothing. But decades have passed, and it is necessary to evaluate whether 

this business model based on disposability is still viable today. The next sections in-

vestigate three areas in which challenges occur when H&M as fast fashion company is 

adopting a sustainable strategy. Firstly, in section 5.2 the concept of circularity is ad-

dressed, after that in section 5.2 the concept of transparency is investigated and lastly 

in section 5.3 greenwashing will be evaluated according to the theoretical framework.


5.2 History of H&M’s sustainable strategy 

	 This section investigates how the concepts of circularity and transparency have 

occurred in the past annual H&M reports and have been covered in the press. By look-

ing into past annual reports on sustainability at H&M Group, this section aims to 

provide insight into how H&M’s sustainable current strategy characterised by circularity 

and transparency has developed. By then addressing how H&M’s has been criticised 

by journalists in the press this section aims to demonstrate how unsustainable issues 

are still an urgent problem at H&M Group, despite having developed sustainable 

strategy over the last two decades.
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5.2.1 H&M’s reporting on circularity 

	 That the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility is gaining importance 

among business leaders, as stated in the theoretical framework, is demonstrated by the 

case study of H&M Group. On the current website of H&M Group annual reports ad-

dressing sustainability can be found from 2002 up to 2020. Between 2002 and 2007 the 

reports were called Corporate Social Responsibility reports, since 2008 the annual re-

ports are called Sustainability Reports. H&M’s sustainable strategy has developed, be-

coming more elaborate and containing more specifically formulated goals over the 

years. Throughout the first Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) report that still is pub-

licly available, that of 2002, H&M is referring to their Code of Conduct that is signed by 

suppliers as a way of responding to social issues as well as the environmental 

impact.  No significant or measurable targets are set regarding sustainability or hu137 -

man rights. 


	 The concept of circularity that is formulated as one of three sustainability strate-

gies at H&M Group nowadays, appeared first in the 2011 report. However, in the 2007 

report, H&M Group is addressing the problem of disposability for the first time. Around 

2007 and 2008 sustainability seems to be an increasingly important pillar in the H&M 

Group strategy, which is also demonstrated by the change in name, where the annual 

reports are called Sustainability Reports from 2008 on. In 2007 H&M’s sustainability vi-

sion is formulated as 'business operations run in a way which is economically, socially 

and environmentally sustainable', which has been the same CSR vision since 2002.  138

New is in 2007 how H&M addresses the disposability of fast fashion, stating 'part of our 

 H&M Group, CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY REPORT 2002, p. 6.137

 H&M Group, CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY REPORT 2007, p. 4.138
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concept is the belief that affordable does not mean disposable. We therefore conti-

nuously work to improve the quality and design of our products’.  Also, H&M explains 139

how they are responsive to costumers’ demands regarding environmental and social 

issues by striving to limit the negative impact they have on the environment. The word 

choice 'striving' however implies little obligation and seems non-committal.


	 In their 2012 report, H&M is introducing the notion of circularity by briefly men-

tioning their work towards 'closing the loop' in their 2012 report.  In the following re140 -

port, H&M again addresses their aim to close the loop on textile fibres by stating their 

participation in the circular economy 100.  In 2013, 40 companies were part of this 141

global platform initiated by the Ellen McArthur foundation, bringing together leading and 

emerging companies to accelerate the transition to a circular economy. In the same 

year, H&M started collecting systems in all H&M brand stores.  In the 2014 report, the 142

CEO of H&M expressed how H&M Group wants to go from a linear production model to 

a circular one.  The actions H&M is undertaking in this area are formulated as 'reduce, 143

reuse and recycle'. Further in the report, a circular model is defined as 'a closed-loop 

when the products, components or materials are being re-purposed into either the 

same product or the same company'.  It is interesting how this notion of 'closing the 144

loop' initially has a central position in H&M’s circular strategy, but as will be demon-

strated in section 5.3 is the very problem in H&M’s current circular strategy. The same 

goes for the 2017 report, where the goal is formulated as '100% circular & 

 H&M Group, CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY REPORT 2007, p. 21.139

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2011, p. 11.140

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2013, p. 62.141

 Ibid., p. 59.142

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2014, p. 3.143

 Ibid., p. 81.144
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renewable’.  Section 5.3 will show how 100% circularity is still not achieved by H&M 145

Group since they only adopt certain circular principles but miss the closed-loop point of 

circularity. This point is already mentioned in the 2014 report by the feedback of An-

drew Morlet, the CEO of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation that is included. The Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation focusses on 'exploring solutions to create a closed-loop for tex-

tiles, where unwanted clothing can be recycled into new ones'. This feedback mentions 

how H&M has included several principles of a circular economy through their garment 

collecting initiative. However, closing the loop can be achieved by taking the next steps 

and exploring other approaches such as rethinking product design but also exploring 

an online clothing rental model. Morlet expresses how he would be very interested in 

seeing H&M explore collaboration opportunities, economic models and incentives en-

abling a shift away from a focus on volumes and throughput to a more systemic per-

spective.  Through their collaboration with the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, it seems 146

like H&M has all the knowledge to successfully implement a circular business model. 

Moving away from a linear model based on making, using and disposing of resources is 

explicitly mentioned in the report of 2014.  This demonstrates H&M Group is aware of 147

the need to move away from the 'take, make, use and dispose of’ model also described 

by Kirsi Niinimäki. However, as will be further investigated in section 5.3, in the report 

published in 2020 H&M still seems to be missing this essential point in circularity.


 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2017, p. 26.145
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5.2.2 Criticism regarding textile waste 

	 	 Despite H&M’s efforts to reduce textile waste through their circular ap-

proach since 2013, H&M has been accused of unsustainable practices regarding textile 

waste as recent as 2017. A waste-related point of criticism on fast-fashion brands, in-

cluding H&M, is the practice of burning tonnes of new, unsold clothing.  Fashion 148

United, a platform for professionals in the fashion industry, published an article in 2017 

reporting how the research from a Danish tv-programme accused H&M to have inciner-

ated approximately 60 tonnes of usable, unsold clothing over the past few years.  In 149

2010 New York Times exposed that H&M had been cutting up and dumping unwanted 

garments. At the time H&M confessed and vowed that it would make sure these prac-

tices would never happen again.  In 2017 H&M initially denied all claims of destroying 150

overproduction in an interview with Fashion United. Their spokesperson stated over-

production is being recycled.  Discarded H&M garments are indeed partly being sold 151

to I:CO, a company that offers an international take-back system.  This waste clothing 152

is then exported to low-income countries as they provide the most profitable outlet.  153

As described, these practices can disrupt local markets of emerging economies in de-

veloping countries


 Paton 2018, n.p.148

 Hendriksz 2017, n.p.149
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 Ibid.151

 Brooks et al. 2017, p. 494.152

 Ibid.153
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	 But in March of 2017, The New York Times revealed H&M was dealing with a 

stack of unsold clothing worth 4.3 billion dollars.  Journalist Elizabeth Paton connec154 -

ted this unsold stock to practices of burning unsold defective products in a waste-to-

energy facility in Vasteras, where H&M was founded.  H&M admitted this and Karl-155

Johan Persson, the company’s chief executive and grandson of H&M’s founder ack-

nowledged that the rapid transformation of the industry was weighing on his company. 

He stated inventory levels were up because H&M was opening 220 new stores and ho-

ping to expand its e-commerce operations, and therefore needed to fill the racks.  156

This situation demonstrates how H&M is struggling with the effects of accelerating cy-

cles of fast fashion. H&M has not yet shifted away from a focus on volumes and 

throughput to a more systemic perspective, as recommended in their 2014 report by 

Andrew Morlet. It illustrates how H&M has not yet successfully adopted a circular busi-

ness model as they are aiming for since 2013.


5.2.3 H&M’s reporting on transparency 

	 Transparency is mentioned for the first time in the H&M Sustainability Report in 

2005. H&M has asked organisations to provide feedback on their CSR reporting. Trans-

parency is mentioned in 2005 both by the coordinator at the Swedish branch of the 

Clean Clothing Campaign and by the secretary-general of International Textile, Garment 

and Leather Workers' Federation.  Both refer to transparency as an important indicat157 -

 Paton 2018, p. 3.154

 Ibid.155

Ibid.156

 The ITGLWF was a global union federation which is now part of the IndustriALL Global 157

Union since a fusion in 2012.
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or of how well a company is performing. The explicitly aim for transparency is first men-

tioned in the 2008 Sustainability Report.  'H&M of today aims for transparency and is in158 -

volved in stakeholder dialogues, joint initiatives and reports in-depth on their CSR work. The 

Company also reports on negative aspects and challenges and gives room for its critics to 

express their views.'  Indeed, sometimes negative feedback from third parties on how 159

H&M could become more sustainable is incorporated in the earlier annual reports, but it 

is lacking in the 2020 report. Another example of negative feedback further in the report 

comes from Anna Nilsson of the Swedish investment advisory firm Swedbank Robur. 

She mentions the fact that the first sustainability analysis of H&M was conducted by 

Swedbank Robur in 1997.  This is the earliest remark on attention to sustainability in 160

company history. That year H&M launched its first Code of Conduct for suppliers but 

did not do any sustainability audits. H&M did not have an environmental policy and did 

not report on sustainability issues. Nilsson expresses that H&M was 'famous' for its 

non- transparency on sustainability issues. However, Nilsson concludes that since then 

H&M has built its CSR work from scratch in between 1997 and 2008.  
161

5.2.4 Criticism regarding human rights violations 

	 However, despite H&M’s aim for transparency to improve sustainability issues 

and be fair and equal, H&M has a history of receiving socio-economic criticism. This 

criticism exponentially emerged after the deadly factory collapse in Bangladesh in 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2008, p. 7.158

 Ibid.159

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2008, p. 12.160
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2013. The incident, killing over a thousand textile workers, was widely covered in the 

press worldwide and fuelled the debate on working conditions of garment workers in 

the global fast fashion industry. After the collapse of the factory in Bangladesh H&M re-

leased a statement on the 7 May 2013 in which they said that none of the textile factor-

ies located in the collapsed Rana Plaza building produced for H&M. H&M committed to 

looking into their possibilities in improving safety regarding textile factories in Bangla-

desh.


	 Although H&M did not produce in the specific factories that collapsed in Bangla-

desh in April 2013, this event raised awareness on the situation in the supply chains of 

fast fashion brands including H&M. Since then there has been more research into the 

working conditions of H&M textile workers in developing countries. On 24 September 

2018 new research findings based on interviews with H&M supplier factories conducted 

by Clean Clothing Campaign alleged that many workers making H&M's clothing live be-

low the poverty wage, forcing many employees to work overtime - despite H&M's 

commitment to ensuring workers in its supply chain are paid a living wage.  The Clean 162

Clothing Campaign is a global network dedicated to improving the working conditions 

and empowering workers in the global garment industries. Despite the increasing global 

attention to garment worker rights in the last decade, H&M has been criticised for not 

ensuring the rights and minimum wages of garment workers. A recent example is a 

publication by the Dutch Vogue in February 2019 stating that supplier factories of H&M 

have fired thousands of textile workers.  The head of the Garment and Industrial 163

Workers Federation confirmed that at least 7580 employees from 27 factories were 

fired. International news organisation Reuters published the workers were fired after 

 Website Business & Human Rights Resource Centre.162

 Pelle 2019, n.p.163
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protesting for a minimum wage. Textile workers in Bangladesh make around €55 per 

month, an amount that has not been changed since 2013 and is far under a living wage 

according to the Clean Clothing Campaign.  These two examples show not enough 164

has improved since the factory collapse in 2013, and that there is still a long way to go 

in improving the working conditions of textile workers. In 2020, seven years after the 

incident that raised global awareness the human rights of garment workers and 23 

years after H&M started analysing the social and sustainability issues in their supply 

chain, living wages are still not the standard.


	 In sum, the annual reports on sustainability as published by H&M since 2002 

make it possible to trace back the current sustainable strategy of H&M. The concept of 

circularity has been initiated in 2013, but H&M has stated to be aware of the negative 

effects of disposability in fast fashion in their 2007 report. Transparency has been men-

tioned in the reports since 2005. The reports demonstrate how H&M is developing a 

sustainable strategy over the last two decades. On the other hand, press articles writ-

ten by journalists in the last three years show how unsustainable issues are still a pro-

blem and therefore the H&M sustainable strategy has not yet proven to be sufficiently 

executed. This is a first sign of the incompatibility of the fast fashion business model 

with adopting a sustainable strategy. In the next sections, the challenges that are oc-

curring in the areas of circularity and transparency will be investigated more in-depth 

according to the most recent annual Sustainability Report.


 Pelle 2019, n.p.164
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5.3 Circularity 

	 In the H&M Group Sustainability Performance Report 2019, a threefold sustain-

ability strategy is outlined. H&M’s vision is to lead the change towards circular and cli-

mate positive fashion while being a fair and equal company.  To realise this vision 165

H&M Group is taking actions in the three strategic areas being 1) leading the change, 2) 

circular & climate positive and 3) fair & equal (fig. 3). This section focusses on the 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 11.165
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Fig. 3. 'Our sustainability strategy’, visualisation featured in H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY RE-
PORT 2019.
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second strategic area H&M describes the goal of achieving full circularity. H&M’s circu-

lar approach will be analysed and evaluated according to the principles of fashion in a 

circular economy as formulated by the Finnish design professor Kirsi Niinimäki in the 

chapter 'Fashion in a Circular Economy' from the book Sustainability in Fashion, pub-

lished in 2017.  This way, the challenges in H&M adopting a circular approach as fast 166

fashion brand are demonstrated. This section shows that by aiming for a circular ap-

proach through repair, reuse and recycling practices as they are doing now, H&M 

seems to be missing the point of circularity. Therefore H&M is not changing the unsus-

tainability caused by a linear fast fashion industry. By maintaining the linear fast fashion 

business model H&M will not attain regenerative, closed-loop circularity. Therefore the 

communication regarding circularity can be seen as false and qualifies as greenwash-

ing.


5.3.1 H&M’s circular approach 

	 In the 2019 Sustainability Report H&M expresses the goal of becoming climate 

positive by 2040.  H&M acknowledges the climate crisis and resource depletion as 167

two of the biggest challenges facing our planet. Aiming to tackle the problems posed 

by carbon emissions, H&M aims to be climate positive. To reach this, H&M proposes it 

will be working to cut energy use throughout our value chain, using renewable energy, 

and exploring natural and technological carbon sinks.  Another important factor in 168

becoming a circular business, according to H&M is the notion of circularity. In a report 

 Niinimäki 2017.166

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 27.167

 Ibid., p. 27.168
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Fig. 2. Visualisation of design in a circular economy according to Kirsi 
Niinimäki.

Fig. 4. 'Our circular approach’, visualisation featured in H&M Group, 
SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019.



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

published in April 2020, H&M expresses the ambition to become a fully circular busi-

ness within its entire value chain. H&M defines this as moving from a linear model 

characterised by 'take, use and waste' to a circular strategy that maximises resource 

and reuse and where nothing is wasted.  This circular approach affects the entire pro169 -

cess of production, distribution and consumption, as shown in the visualisation (fig. 2). 

Interestingly, in an interview conducted in 2020 H&M CEO Helmersson has expressed 

she stands behind the fast fashion business model.  The disposability of fast fashion 170

due to its cheap cost and fast style cycles seems inherently connected to this business 

model. It seems therefore contradictory to aim for climate positivity while not changing 

the fast fashion business model. To investigate this seeming contradiction it is interes-

ting to analyse and evaluate H&M’s circular approach according to the theoretical fra-

mework of Kirsi Niinimäki on circularity. 


5.3.2 Prolonging product lifespan: repairing and altering 

	 Extending the use-time of products is an essential principle in the circular ap-

proaches of both H&M and Kirsi Niinimäki. In the visualisation of H&M’s circular ap-

proach steps to prolong garment lifespan seem to have been undertaken through the 

Take Care concept embodying repairing and altering garments. But this concept of re-

pairing or altering clothing is problematic in two ways. Firstly, keeping the existing 

wardrobe of customers up to date through repairing and altering contradicts the fast 

fashion business model that requires continuously selling new styles. Secondly, with a 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 37.169

 Cosgrove 2020, §5. 170
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business model relying on disposability of garments the instrumental performance in 

fast fashion is so poor that it is no use to make such life-prolonging alterations.


	 Extending the use-time of garments can be achieved through design. H&M sees 

design, like Niinimäki, as their first opportunity to build this circular principle into their 

value chain.  In both H&M’s and Niinimäki’s visualisation design has a central place in 171

a circular approach (fig. 2 and fig. 4). H&M describes how every design decision affects 

how a product can be used, reused and recycled. Therefore they stress the importance 

of building-in quality and durability, ensuring safe chemical input, assessing materials 

and production processes used, and maximising the life of each product.  The efforts 172

of maximising the lifespan of garments are embodied in H&M’s 'Take Care’ concept. 

H&M is experimenting with repairing and altering items for example through pilots offe-

ring customisation to customers aiming to update items so their clothing won’t wear 

out.  But keeping customer’s wardrobes up to date and fashionable through customi173 -

sation of older H&M garments seems to stroke with their core business model of selling 

new fashionable styles. If this pilot would indeed be successful and expanded, it will 

lead to customers who are satisfied with their current wardrobe and have no need to 

shop for more, new clothing. To maintain their fast fashion business model repairing, 

refurbishing or altering garments does not seem to be in H&M’s interest.


	 Niinimäki refers to the durability, fit and quality of a garment as instrumental per-

formance.  The instrumental performance in the fast fashion industry is usually not 174

satisfactory. The industry uses a business model relying on disposability of garments, 

with often not more than ten washes as a benchmark after which an item will no longer 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 38.171
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be expected to retain its original value, due to poor-quality materials and manufactur-

ing.  If the instrumental performance of a garment is not satisfactory, to begin with, 175

there is no point in making such life-prolonging alterations. On paper H&M’s Take Care 

concept that offers reparation and alterations seems an essential step to prolong the 

lifespan of a garment and initially seems in line with the theory of Niinimäki.


But as demonstrated the altering and repair concept is contradicting H&M’s fast fashion 

business model. One the one hand maximising the use-time of existing garments is 

conflicting with the quick cycles in which new styles are sold in the fast fashion busi-

ness model. On the other hand, the disposability that is connected to the quick cycles 

in which new styles are sold remains problematic. Poor instrumental performance com-

plicates the execution of the Take Care concept since there is no use in repairing poor-

quality items.


5.3.3 Preventing textile waste: re-wear, reuse and recycling 

	 In the 2019 report, H&M is referring to circular design principles for H&M and 

Monki, another brand in the H&M Group as well as working with external partners such 

as the sustainable change agency circular.fashion and the Ellen MacArthur 


Foundation.  H&M Group’s garments are indeed partly being sold to I:CO, a company 176

that offers an international take-back system.  H&M advertises their recycling pro177 -

gramme as preventing landfill.  Instead, collected clothing is according to H&M 're-178

 Joy et al. 2012, p. 273.175

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 38.176

 Brooks et al. 2017, p. 494.177
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worn, reused or recycled'.  In the H&M 'Be a fashion recycler' campaign 're-wear' 179

means that clothing is marketed worldwide as second-hand goods. But as investigated 

in the article 'Fashion, Sustainability, and the Anthropocene' this clothing is being ex-

ported to low-income countries where these tonnes of clothing disrupt local markets of 

these emerging economies in developing countries.  'Reuse' and 'recycle' deals with 180

clothing and textile that can no longer be worn and that is converted to products such 

as cleaning cloths or car insulation.  It should be noted that this 'reuse’ or 'recycle’ is, 181

in fact, downcycling since clothing is transformed into a product of lower quality and 

functionality than the original garments. Niinimäki also addresses this loss of quality 

when recycling textile materials is a clear challenge.  By creating collection points in 182

the H&M brand stores (not at all H&M Group brands, but specifically H&M) where cus-

tomers can donate their old garments, H&M has collected 55.000 tonnes of clothing 

and textiles (not limited to H&M but any brand or textile). If H&M would operate accord-

ing to the principles of circular systems as formulated by Niinimäki, the garments would 

be kept in the loop and updated and restored to new H&M garments. Only then a non-

linear system could be achieved. But the way clothing is now down-cycled to cleaning 

cloths or car insulation the raw materials are not coming back into the loop as new 

clothing.


	 But by aiming for a circular approach through recycling practices as they are do-

ing now, H&M seems to be missing the point of circularity and therefore is not changing 

the unsustainability caused by a linear fast fashion industry. Through these recycling 

programs and by collecting discarded garments the actual problem of disposability in 

 H&M Group, CAMPAIGN 'BE A FASHION RECYCLER'.179
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fast fashion is not addressed. When handing in a bag of used garments and textiles at 

H&M customers will receive a €5 discount on their next purchase of €25 or more.  183

According to H&M, this discount is meant to persuade customers with less environ-

mental interest in recycling. But the discount system demonstrates the 'take, make, use 

and dispose of’ model described by Niinimäki as problematic and opposing a sustain-

able circular system. By maintaining this fast fashion business model, consumers are 

not changing their behaviour leading to issues such as textile waste and pollution. In-

stead of being on their way towards becoming a circular business, this recycling initiat-

ive shows how H&M is still encouraging a business model leaning on disposability.


5.3.4 Circularity as a closed-loop system 

	 After analysing H&M’s circular approach it appears to be contradicting with Ni-

inimäki’s definition of circularity as a closed-loop system. On paper, H&M’s visualisation 

of circularity resembles the circularity scheme featured in the text of Niinimäki. But a 

circular economy is defined by Niinimäki as a closed-loop system. In the fashion indu-

stry circularity supposes closed-loop principles according to Niinimäki. The production 

of H&M being completely outsourced to almost a thousand manufacturers worldwide 

raises the question of how closed this loop can be.


	 In the Sustainability Report from April 2020 H&M states, it is exploring new busi-

ness models by testing new products and services to prolong the life of clothing, such as 

repair, rental, resale and remanufacture.  However again this contradicts the state184 -

ment by H&M CEO Helmersson in which she expressed she is standing behind the fast 

 H&M Group, CAMPAIGN 'BE A FASHION RECYCLER'.183
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fashion business model.  The fast fashion business model is characterised by in185 -

creasingly faster style cycles. This business model supposes new fashion styles to be 

sold weekly. This contradicts the slower cycles that are necessary for a circular system 

according to Niinimäki. H&M’s current circular approach of re-wear, reuse or recycle is 

not effectively changing the linear idea of production, distribution and consumption. The 

fast fashion sold by H&M Group is characterised by its low price, fast style cycles and 

disposability. Therefore the quality of garments is likely to be too low to last multiple life 

cycles. 

	 Niinimäki bases her theory of circular fashion on the cradle-to-cradle approach 

of William McDonough and Michael Braungart, in which products are designed to have 

multiple life cycles. The cradle-to-cradle approach requires a radical rethinking of the 

design process. This theory changes the linear idea of production, distribution and con-

sumption that is common in design and includes the next phase after consumption. In-

stead of products ending up as waste after consumption, the designer sees this dis-

carded object as a valuable material for up-cycling. A new product with the same or a 

higher quality can be created out of discarded items, therefore providing the design with 

multiple life cycles. The circular approach as executed by H&M does not correspond to 

these principles. The part of H&M’s circular strategy that has the potential of up-cycling 

garments is the Take Care concept. But the reparations and alterations that are part of 

the Take Care concept are not in the interest of H&M Group, a company aiming to con-

tinuously sell new styles of fast fashion. In the 2019 report H&M states it starts by testing 

new initiatives on a small scale so that they can learn what works and then deploy suc-

cessful models more widely.  However, keeping customers wardrobe up to date 186

 Cosgrove 2020, §5. 185
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through repairing and altering conflicts the initial mission of H&M Group, which is selling 

fashion at prices that will suit everyone.

Niinimäki’s theory of the circular system, garments have multiple life cycles 

through disassembly and reuse.  In H&M’s circular strategy reuse leads to the disrup187 -

tion of markets in low-income countries where collected discarded items of clothing are 

being sold. This is the case with items that can still be worn. But the cheap, fast fashion 

of poor instrumental performance often has a short lifespan and can lose its original 

quality quickly. These items that cannot be worn anymore are down-cycled into pro-

ducts of lower quality such as filling at H&M Group. Textile reused as filling or insulation 

materials is exactly the example that Niinimäki provides for down-cycling that is occur-

ring when textile waste is recycled into lower value products. Niinimäki stressed the 

need to see materials as a valuable source that do not flow through the economy only 

once. As the textile waste stream is ever increasing, the future of fashion and textiles 

will need to be based on closed-loop thinking and circularity.  To be effective, H&M’s 188

circular strategy should be based on closed-loop principles and the design process 

should incorporate the possibility of multiple life cycles. This way a start in changing the 

unsustainability caused by the linear fast fashion system could be made.


	 In sum, a large part of H&M’s sustainability approach depends on the notion of 

circularity. But the key problem in H&M’s circular approach is their linear fast fashion 

business model that opposes circularity. Even though the visualisation of circularity in 

H&M’s Sustainability Report (fig. 4) resembles a textbook case of a circular approach, 

the actions that are undertaken to achieve this circularity, through reuse, repairing and 

recycling are not sufficient to achieve a sustainable circular business based on closed-

 Niinimäki 2017, p. 163.187
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loop principles. Claiming circularity, therefore, can be seen as an example of green-

washing since H&M is using a false claim. Instead of becoming a fully circular and 

therefore sustainable business H&M is implementing principles from circular theories. 

The implemented principles are not enough to outweigh the unsustainable impact of 

H&M Group as part of the fast fashion industry. This indicates that the current strategy 

of circularity, as set out in the most recent H&M Group Sustainability Report, is not sus-

tainable since it is not adequately solving the negative impact of the business model 

that remains linear. This proves the incompatibility of the current linear fast fashion 

business model with H&M Group’s sustainable strategy of circularity.


5.4 Transparency 

	 The second challenge encountered when H&M Group adopts a sustainable 

strategy is rooted in the complexity and thereby lack of transparency of H&M’s com-

pletely outsourced production process. H&M does not own factories but is working with 

thousands of suppliers. With the increasingly unbundled and complex global supply 

chains it also has become increasingly challenging to maintain responsibly. This has 

proven to make it difficult to ensure adherence of human rights of the garment workers 

throughout the supply chain. H&M’s third strategic approach relates to human rights 

issues and concerns being 'fair and equal' through transparency. The challenge in ap-

proach lies (just as with circularity) in the maintenance of the fast fashion business 

model relying on outsourcing. This is demonstrated by evaluating transparency at H&M 

through the framework developed by scientists Denis Bozic and Alexis H. Bateman. 

The aim is to demonstrate how transparency can function as a tool for becoming sus-

tainable if sufficient responsibility is taken. But although H&M is providing the most 
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transparent information among the fast fashion industry, it is not a guarantee for sus-

tainability.


5.4.1 Transparency at H&M 

	 Being fair and equal trough transparency is the third field in the companies’ 

sustainable strategy. H&M regards industry transparency as one of the key ingredients 

for a sustainable business.  The level of transparency at H&M measures 3 out of 5 189

evaluated through the framework of Bozic and Bateman (specifically the brand H&M, 

not the entire H&M Group). The way H&M is being more transparent is by indicating 

each product in their webshop with fabrics and manufacturers (fig. 5). The manufactu-

rers are mentioned with their address and the approximate number of employers. So 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 4.189
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H&M does mention some or all suppliers on its website and therefore complies with the 

first criterion. Also, H&M publishes its Supplier Code of Conduct on its website and the-

refore qualifies for the second criterion. H&M is not giving insight into some or all sup-

pliers’ audits, which is the third criterion. A system of risk-based audits monitors and 

maintains compliance with the requirements as mentioned in the 2019 report.  Howe190 -

ver, the contents or outcomes of these audits are not published. Another criterion that 

is lacking is a full-cost breakdown of some or all of its products. However, the 2019 re-

port does contain the information to qualify for the fifth criterion. Although a statement 

on how the brand establishes business with its suppliers is without concrete criteria, 

only saying that H&M works with partners who share their values and our commitment 

to positive environmental and social impact.  To ensure suppliers comply with H&M’s 191

values the suppliers have to sign a Code of Ethics supported with face-to-face training 

to 'set the expectation of mutual trust and transparency'. The second requirement for 

the fifth criterion is openness on the actions the brand undertakes for suppliers’ com-

pliance or non-compliance. In their 2019 report, H&M stated to follow up incidents with 

a letter of concern and a corrective action plan and if this does not lead to satisfactory 

result H&M will evaluate the relationship with the supplier in question.  Lastly, the 192

point whether the brand is actively trying to consolidate its supply chain has also been 

addressed in the 2019 report. H&M is on multiple occasions open about their aspirati-

ons to consolidate a circular and climate positive supply chain. After analysing the rate 

of disclosure of information H&M according to Bozic and Bateman’s framework H&M 

would qualify as a medium-transparency brand meeting three out of five criteria.
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5.4.2 Transparency as a tool for sustainability 

	 Transparency can be an important tool that has the potential to increase sustain-

ability. An initiative that supports this vision is Fashion Revolution, that aims for industry 

change through investigating and publishing a yearly Fashion Transparency Index. Their 

index tool aims to gain insight into working conditions and is the first step in holding 

brands accountable for the human rights and environmental impacts of their 

practices.  In the most recent Fashion Transparency Index of 2020, H&M is ranked 193

first with a score of 73% transparency. This percentage is constructed through research 

of 220 indicators covering a range of social and environmental topics such as openness 

on chemicals, climate, forced labour, freedom of association, living wages, purchasing 

practices, supplier disclosure, waste and recycling, working conditions.  Highly im194 -

portant to note is that the index does not evaluate the brands’ ethical or sustainability 

performance but rather how much information they disclose publicly about their human 

rights and environmental policies, practices and impacts.  The idea is to hold brands 195

accountable if more information is shared.


	 But even though it is desirable for H&M to be transparent, this is not the goal in 

itself. Needless to say, the actual goal in which transparency is a tool, is improving 

working conditions in the garment factories. As demonstrated in the analysis according 

to Bozic and Bateman’s theory and the transparency index, H&M is trying to achieve 

this through openness about manufacturers, their signed Code of Ethics is followed up 

 Website Fashion Revolution, FASHION TRANAPARENCY INDEX 2020.193
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by training and audits on the spot. But in 2019 H&M was still criticised on the working 

conditions, low wages and fired garment workers. This raises the question to what ex-

tent the current sustainability theory applies to a globalised supply chain characterised 

by outsourcing.


5.4.3 Challenges of sustainability in a globalised supply chain 

	 Fashion has become globalised. Design cultures scholar Guy Julier describes in 

Economies of Design how global trade has grown and the increased complexities of 

supply chains have increased.  When investigating design and production, Julier ar196 -

gues for the consideration of complex interweaving of global networks and local capab-

ilities instead of general terms.  He distinguishes the 'first and second unbundling’ 197

that help deepen the understanding of globalised supply chains today. Julier places the 

first unbundling in the nineteenth century with the decline of transport costs, the indus-

trialisation of the West and the dominance of global trade in primary materials. In this 

period originates the notion of production being distanced from consumption, although 

tasks involved in making products predominantly remained in one place. The second 

unbundling however show these tasks start to be undertaken in different places and 

become an important basis of trade.  Julier illustrates this principle in the fashion in198 -

dustry by the replacement of fashion capitals such as Paris by places in China, India, 

Morocco and Turkey that turn out to have similar abilities to make fashion goods. This 

is only a small example of extensive deregulation and liberalisation of global constrains 

 Julier 2017, p. 61.196

 Ibid., p. 63.197

 Ibid.198

74



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

on clothing and textile trading.  The second unbundling is also embodied by the lean 199

production method adopted by fashion companies such as H&M: manufacturing tasks 

are outsourced while companies focus on core assets of design and strategy. Julier 

discerns a more varied geography of design and production relationships due to the 

second unbundling.  The case of H&M is a prime example of the second unbundling. 200

As of December 2019, the H&M Group supply chain consists of 757 commercial 

product suppliers, 1712 manufacturing factories and final processing units and 1.6 mil-

lion people that are employed by supplier factories.  This demonstrates a highly var201 -

ied geography of design and production relationships. Unlike competitors such as Indi-

tex, H&M is completely relying on outsourcing. The supply chain is spread over 41 

countries worldwide. 
202

5.4.4 Taking responsibility 

	 In their 2019 report, H&M describes transparency about their supply chain as a 

way of accelerating sustainable change in the fast fashion industry.  The notion that 203

knowledge can lead to better-targeted improvements resembles the aim of the Fashion 

Transparency Index. However, H&M describes the first out of two ways in which trans-

parency can lead to sustainability as 'enabling informed customer choice' through 

'connecting customers to the story behind our products, so they can make choices 

 Julier 2017, p. 64.199

 Ibid., p. 64-65.200

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 6.201

 H&M Group, SUPPLIER LIST 2020.202

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 20.203
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Fig. 6. Capture of the information on the webshop Honest by. Bruno Pieters.
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aligned with their values and be inspired to shop more sustainably.'.  This notion of 204

customer responsibility is expressed on the H&M website and multiple times through-

out the report, for example in the 'vision and strategy' paragraph in the 2019 report: 

'We want to enable our customers to understand and be part of that story, so they can 

make informed choices and ultimately see more sustainable choices as the most desir-

able and attractive ones.'  But increasing supply chain transparency should be a tool 205

for changing practices of fashion brands and improving social practices globally ac-

cording to Bozic and Bateman.  Also, the initiators of the Fashion Transparency Index 206

see transparency as a tool to demand accountability of fashion brands for the human 

rights and environmental impacts of their supply chain.  H&M’s first initiative in trans207 -

parency is an important step and a desirable example for the fashion industry, but it 

should be used as a tool to increase the social responsibility of the company instead of 

shifting responsibility to the customer. But with the increasingly complex global supply 

chains, it also has become increasingly challenging to take responsibility for hundreds 

of product suppliers, thousands of manufacturing factories and taking care of millions 

of people that are employed by supplier factories. But shifting responsibility to custom-

ers or suppliers will not contribute to a more sustainable fast fashion industry.


	 However, disclosing information on the factory that manufactured a product ad 

its size, as H&M does on their website, does not guarantee the sustainability of the 

product. Sharing the name, size and address of a factory are not providing insights into 

the working conditions in the factory. It gives customers a starting point in investigating 

the conditions under which their clothing was made. But given that the factories are not 

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 20.204

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 10.205

 Bozic and Bateman 2018, p. 172206

 Website Fashion Revolution, FASHION TRANAPARENCY INDEX 2020.207
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owned by H&M but merely partners, disclosing the factory names could also be under-

stood as shifting responsibility for working conditions to the suppliers. Indeed, provid-

ing the supplier’s name with each garment as H&M does is a good start and has more 

potential in creating a fair and sustainable situation than not disclosing any information. 

But as demonstrated through the assessment of H&M’s openness through the frame-

work by Bozic and Bateman, there is room for improvement. Something H&M has not 

yet opened up about is how their prices are composed. 


	 Being open about how the price of a garment is composed can provide more in-

sight into the production costs, what amount of the price is spent on labour and is a 

more specific indicator of wages paid to garment workers. This transparent calculation 

of costs communicates the honesty of the business and justifies the costs. It gives cus-

tomers an additional point of view from which to reassess the material and immaterial 

value of fashion and apply that knowledge to their fashion-decision making regarding 

sustainability.  It can, therefore, be a powerful tool for raising awareness on the wor208 -

king conditions of garment workers in low-wage countries. Providing a full price break-

down is not yet common in the fast fashion industry. It has been applied for example by 

'Honest by.', the brand of Belgium fashion designer Bruno Pieters that was the world’s 

first 100% transparent fashion brand. The brand, that no longer exists today, provided 

highly detailed information on the price calculation, from the costs of fabric and labels 

to the price and number of working hours that went into a garment (fig. 6). The fact that 

H&M is not disclosing all this information can be explained by the fact that it is time-

consuming to provide all this data. But a more important argument is that where this is 

manageable for a small-scale brand such as Honest by. that produced in Europe, 

 Carbonaro and Goldsmith 2015, p. 166.208
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H&M’s supply chain has become too unbundled and global to monitor all facets of the 

supply chain. 


	 In sum, as with H&M’s circular approach, in taking responsibility for a sustainable 

supply chain through transparency, the problem remains to maintain the fast fashion 

business model. Also H&M’s strategy of being transparent proves to be incompatible 

with the current business model based on producing fast fashion in a global, out-

sourced supply chain. According to Guy Julier, fast fashion, garments moving through 

design, production, distribution, consumption and disposal as rapidly as possible, is 

relying on the low costs that make it a commodity that is subject to quick changes.  209

But it seems transparency is not solving the issues that come with this fast fashion 

business model such as human rights violations in low-wage countries. The sustainabil-

ity discourse would benefit from being sharpened. The challenges that emerge when 

fast fashion brands with global, highly unbundled, outsourced supply chains are plan-

ning to be more sustainable should be more underlined. For fast fashion companies 

such as H&M, transparency does not necessarily equal sustainability but providing in-

formation can be a tool on the condition that companies take sufficient responsibility.


5.5 Greenwashing 

	 To demonstrate the incompatibility of the sustainable strategy of the H&M Group 

with the company’s fast fashion business model, this section addresses the concept of 

greenwashing. In the theoretical framework greenwashing is defined as 'the act of mis-

leading consumers regarding the environmental practices of a company or the envi-

ronmental benefits of a product or service' according to the framework of scholars Bri-

 Julier 2017, p. 64.209
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gitte Naderer, Desirée Schmuck and Jörg Matthes.  This section will critically evaluate 210

H&M’s sustainable intentions and actions according to the theory and typologies of 

greenwashing as formulated by Naderer et al. 	According to Naderer et al. there are two 

main types of greenwashing: greenwashing based on claims (using textual claims to 

advertise a product or service as sustainable) and executional greenwashing, (using na-

ture-invoking elements that are presented in association with a product that is not fac-

tually eco-conscious).  As outlined in the theoretical framework, increasing environ211 -

mental awareness has led companies to feel pressure not only to operate economically 

but also be sustainable and socially responsible. To be able to identify greenwashing 

practices, the company’s sustainability claims have to be compared to the actual envi-

ronmental impact of their practices. This way, analysing greenwashing practices is a 

way to provide more insight in how a company aims to control the rhetoric around envi-

ronmental issues and how this relates to a firm’s actual impact on the natural environ-

ment. 
212

	 


5.5.1 Greenwashing trough vague claims 

	 H&M does not explicitly define sustainability in their most recent report. Their 

definition of sustainability can be deducted from key ingredients described in CEO 

Helmersson’s letter opening the most recent report: environmental protection, people 

empowerment and industry transparency are described as key ingredients for a sus-

tainable business.  These ingredients correspond to the three sustainable goals: lead213 -

 Naderer, Schmuck and Matthes 2017, p. 106.210

 Ibid., pp. 108-109.211

 Bowen 2014, p. 226.212

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 4.213
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ing the change, being circular and climate positive, and fair and equal through trans-

parency. But the problem with not precisely enough defining sustainability is that vague 

claims leave room for misinterpretation. This is why 'vague or ambitious claims' are as-

sessed as a greenwashing practice according to scholars Naderer, Brigitte, Desirée 

Schmuck and Jörg Matthes. They present vague or ambiguous claims the second type 

of greenwashing, defined as 'offering a broad and poorly defined claim leaving room for 

misinterpretation'. Throughout their sustainable strategy, H&M could more precisely 

define 'sustainability' and 'sustainably sourced materials’ to show how their intentions 

are eco-friendly.


	 	 By not providing information that is precise or open enough about sustai-

nability, a company is not necessarily doing anything wrong. However, current times are 

characterised by a more refined corporate environmentalism and less obvious green-

washing practices. Greenwashing based on vague or ambiguous claims can, therefore, 

be an indication of a discrepancy between a company’s intentions and actions regar-

ding sustainability. Identifying greenwashing should not be used as a goal in itself, but 

rather as a tool to verify to what extent a company’s claims are consistent with its acti-

ons regarding sustainability. The same approach is advocated in the book After green-

washing: symbolic corporate environmentalism and society published in 2014, written 

by professor Frances Bowen whose research focuses on corporate environmental stra-

tegy.  She describes how earlier during the 1990s and 2000s obvious cases of 214

greenwashing were being exposed by NGOs and journalists. It concerned visible at-

tempts by powerful firms to lobby or advocate for particular green solutions. However, 

she states that most corporate environmentalism is implemented in a more nuanced 

 Bowen 2014.214
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context, so cases of greenwashing today remain unnoticed.  In the current social me215 -

dia age, the traditional practice of greenwashing is unsuccessful since it can easily be 

exposed. Bowen describes how companies have gone from greenwashing to a more 

refined form of symbolic corporate environmentalism. As an example, she states how 

companies issue environmental reports and create new job titles to show that they are 

addressing environmental issues. Bowen points out how much of these strategies are 

an attempt to control the rhetoric and resources around environmental issues and does 

not change a firm’s impact on the natural environment.  In this light, it is interesting to 216

investigate H&M’s environmental reporting and how they are addressing environmental 

issues. The next section will analyse how sustainable H&M’s materials are now and 

whether the communication on sustainable materials can be perceived as misleading 

and therefore greenwashing.


5.5.2 Greenwashing: more sustainable materials 

	 In their 2019-year report, H&M expresses the goal to use 100% sustainable ma-

terials by 2030. That means, that in ten years the company is aiming to switch comple-

tely to materials such as organic cotton and wool. Over 2019 H&M states to have 

'achieved just over 57% recycled or other sustainably sourced materials’.  H&M’s 217

strategy on sustainable materials will be studied through a well-known sustainable mi-

lestone of the company so far: the Conscious Collections. The launch of the Conscious 

Collections marked the start of H&M’s sustainability strategy. In 2010 H&M launched 

 Bowen 2014, p. 232.215

 Ibid., p. 226.216

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 39.217

82



	 	 MA Thesis - Merlĳn Groenen

the Garden Collection, a floral themed fashion collection using organic and recycled 

materials.  This collection aimed to combine more sustainable materials with fashio218 -

nable designs. After the commercial success of this collection, the first Conscious Col-

lection was launched in 2010. In different shades of white, the fashion colour that 

spring, the collection was made with more sustainable materials such as organic cot-

ton, Tencel and recycled polyester.  According to the 2010 Sustainability Report pu219 -

blished by H&M, Conscious products represent about 5 per cent of the total of gar-

ments produced. With the Conscious Collection, H&M aims to make it easier for con-

sumers to make informed and more sustainable decisions when shopping.  In an in220 -

terview from 2014, Helmersson explains how through the hangtags of the Conscious 

Collection H&M tries to raise awareness on sustainability among customers.  Hel221 -

mersson expressed how H&M wants to move away from just having a Conscious Col-

lection, to having customers feel that sustainability is built into their whole brand.  In 222

the April 2020 report, H&M states to have 'achieved just over 57% recycled or other 

sustainably sourced materials’ in 2019.  But this does not indicate the definition of 223

'sustainably sourced'. In order to assess the environmental and social impact of fibres, 

Kate Fletcher has argued to look at the resources consumed (energy, water, chemicals 

and land) on the one hand and waste and emission produced (to air, water and land) on 

the other hand.  By refraining from using 'more sustainable' or 'sustainably sourced’ 224

 H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2010, p. 18.218

 Ibid., p. 19.219
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but instead quantifying this and specifying what the terms entail, for example, accor-

ding to the definition developed by Fletcher, misinterpretation and greenwashing can be 

prevented.


5.5.3 Greenwashing: the Conscious Collections 

	 H&M’s vague claims have not gone unnoticed. In 2019 the Norwegian Consumer 

Authority has stated that H&M provides insufficient information about the sustainable 

nature of its Conscious Collections.  The Conscious Collection launched in April 2019 225

claims to consist of garments made from sustainably sourced material, such as 100 per 

cent organic cotton, Tencel or recycled polyester. But Norwegian Consumer Authority 

director Elisabeth Lier Haugseth stated the information on the percentages of sustain-

able materials used was insufficient, leaving consumers not knowing if a garment is 

based on five or 60 per cent recycled material.  The Consumer Authority assesses 226

H&M’s marketing claims therefore as misleading and breaching the Norwegian market-

ing laws. 'The focus should be on what your company is actually doing to be more sustain-

able, and refrain from using general terms such as 'sustainable', 'environmentally friendly' and 

'green',' according to Haugseth.  This quote from Haugseth resembles Jay West227 -

erveld’s original 1986 definition of greenwashing in which a company is spending more 

time and money advertising that they are green than on actually putting into place en-

vironmentally friendly practices. The accusation of the Consumer Authority of H&M of 

using misleading claims regarding sustainability demonstrates vague or ambiguous and 

 Hitti 2019, §2.225

 Ibid., § 11.226

 Ibid., § 20.227
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therefore greenwashing claims are not only found in the sustainable strategy but also 

the execution embodied in the Conscious Collections.


	 H&M responded to the Consumer Authority claims by stating they are pleased 

that the Norwegian Consumer Authority puts light on the marketing of sustainable al-

ternatives. H&M says the company is in dialogue with the Consumer Authority on im-

proving the preciseness of the communication on the Conscious Collection and provide 

correct and clear information to consumers. Lastly, H&M added that the Norwegian 

Consumer Authority is not looking into whether the H&M products are sustainable or 

not but is looking into whether the information H&M has providing connected to our 

Conscious products is precise enough. 
228

	 Sustainable materials are an important step in creating sustainable fashion. But 

H&M using more sustainable materials comes with challenges. To be able to assess the 

actual sustainability of the materials H&M should focus on offering precise information. 

Although H&M’s goals of using 100% sustainable materials by 2030 are admirable, the 

current communication regarding sustainable materials qualifies as greenwashing. Rea-

ching CEO Helena Helmersson’s goal to move away from just having a Conscious Col-

lection, to having customers feel that sustainability is built into the whole brand, H&M 

could start by offering precise information to consumers on the sustainability of their 

products not only in the Conscious Collection but throughout H&M Group. 


5.5.4 Executional greenwashing: the sustainable strategy visualised  

	 H&M Group has been responding to environmental criticism and the underlying 

growing demand for sustainability through developing a sustainability strategy over the 

 Hitti 2019, § 21-24.228
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last decade. Although H&M is a frontrunner in the industry with their elaborate sustai-

nability department and strategy, this thesis has demonstrated that there is also a con-

tradiction in H&M adopting a sustainable strategy while maintaining a linear fast fashion 

business model. Coinciding with the 2019 Sustainability Performance Report, H&M pu-

blished a video the second of April 2020 on the YouTube channel of the brand and the 

H&M website (fig. 7).  This video will now be analysed according to the concept of 229

executional greenwashing as described by Naderer et al., where executional greenwas-

 Video: ANNA GEDDA ON SUSTAINABILITY, 2 April 2020.229
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Fig. 7. Captures from ANNA GEDDA ON SUSTAINABILITY, H&M Group, 2 April 2020, video, 3 
min 15.
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hing refers to the use of nature-invoking elements are presented in association with a 

product that is not factually eco-conscious. In the video, Anna Gedda, the Head of 

Sustainability of H&M Group, acknowledges the urgency of the climate crisis. She ex-

presses the need for a more sustainable future and addresses the challenges for the 

fashion industry such as the use of resources.  Visually, the video contains multiple 230

nature-invoking elements. Anna Gedda is filmed in an almost jungle-like office, filled 

with green plants. Both the garment Gedda is wearing as well as a garment demonstra-

ted on the H&M website has a floral print. Shots of H&M stores contain plants, for 

example, cotton plants. Landscape shots contain cities but to a backdrop of blue skies 

and wide waters. Overall, the video contains executional nature-evoking elements. The 

next section analyses the content of the video according to the earlier chapters. It de-

monstrates how this recent video of H&M Group qualifies as executional greenwashing, 

evoking an environmentally friendly feeling using nature-invoking imagery while the ac-

tual performance is not eco-conscious.


	 In the video, the first solution to the urgent climate crisis offered by Gedda is 

H&M’s move towards becoming a more circular company. According to Gedda, this 

means, for example, using better and more sustainable materials. Besides increasing 

the number of sustainable materials, Gedda refers to the use of more innovative materi-

als such as citrus and pineapple waste. Another part of becoming circular is to keep 

products in the loop so they can be used over and over again. Gedda mentions the fo-

cus on garment collecting and how H&M has collected 29.000 tons of products in 

2019, which is exceeding the set goals.  As demonstrated in section 5.3, by aiming 231

for a circular approach as they are doing now, H&M seems to be missing the point of 

 Video: ANNA GEDDA ON SUSTAINABILITY, 2 April 2020.230
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circularity and therefore is not changing the unsustainability caused by a linear fast 

fashion industry.


	 A second theme Gedda mentions is transparency. It is according to Gedda im-

portant both for the industry and for customers that brands are open and transparent 

about how and where products are made. Gedda stresses the importance for custom-

ers to be able to make more sustainable and conscious decisions when buying cloth-

ing.  But as shown in section 5.3, with the increasingly unbundled and complex global 232

supply chains it also has become increasingly challenging to take responsibility. Trans-

parency is no guarantee of sustainability. Demonstrating both the concepts of circularity 

and transparency in the video accompanied by nature-invoking imagery such as floral 

patterns, therefore evokes the feeling of H&M being more environmentally friendly than 

it factually is.


	 In sum, multiple expressions of the H&M Group can be identified as greenwash-

ing practices according to the theoretical framework. Both claims as well as visual ex-

pressions are misleading customers and making the brand appear more eco-friendly 

then it factually is. The presence of greenwashing at H&M Group shows once again the 

incompatibility of the sustainable strategy and a fast fashion business model. In the 

areas where greenwashing has been identified, such as the use of sustainable materials 

and the Conscious Collection, the actual sustainability is lagging behind the situation 

H&M is communicating. If H&M’s as fast fashion company would indeed perform suffi-

ciently environmentally friendly, there would be no need to use vague or ambiguous 

communications regarding sustainability. The current increased environmental aware-

ness is pressuring companies to act more sustainable. This can lead to more eco-con-

scious businesses but is unfortunately also a driver of greenwashing. In the most recent 

 Video: ANNA GEDDA ON SUSTAINABILITY, 2 April 2020.232
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2019 Sustainability Report, H&M’s actions regarding sustainability are communicated 

as more sustainable than they factually are. The unsustainable impact of H&M Group is 

caused by the company maintaining a linear fast fashion business model that is relying 

on global, outsourced supply chains. This business model is problematic since it is still 

causing unsustainable key issues such as pollution, textile waste, and human rights vi-

olations. H&M Group has stated it is moving away from its linear business model into a 

sustainable circular one. However, currently, it has not significantly changed the busi-

ness model from linear to circular to solve the unsustainable issues. By assessing 

H&M’s strategy of being circular and transparent according to the theoretical frame-

works from the sustainable fashion discourse, this thesis has aimed to add to the theor-

ies on sustainable fashion. To make the fashion industry more sustainable, fast fashion 

as a major global player should be taken into account. This thesis proposes to include 

fast fashion in the sustainability discourse and investigate how theories on sustainability 

can be applied to make fast fashion more sustainable. Lastly, by demonstrating the nu-

anced greenwashing practices at H&M Group this thesis aims to have contributed to 

the literature on greenwashing. By showing how greenwashing currently manifests in 

the fast fashion industry this thesis proposes greenwashing as a tool to identify areas in 

which sustainable fashion can be developed.
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Chapter 6 | Conclusion 

	 The introduction of this thesis described the current situation in which fast fash-

ion companies are responding to increasing environmental awareness of their custom-

ers by communicating the sustainability of their brand. This raised the main question: to 

what extent is a sustainable strategy compatible with a fast fashion business model 

such as adopted by H&M Group? Through a case study on H&M Group, this thesis has 

demonstrated the incompatibility of a sustainable strategy with the fast fashion busi-

ness model as adopted by H&M Group.


6.1 Summary and conclusions 

	 In summary, H&M Group is one of the largest fashion retailers in the world today. 

The company, which includes the brand H&M but also COS, Weekday, Cheap Monday, 

Monki, & Other Stories, ARKET and AFound, is based on a fast fashion business model. 

This business model, emerged in the context of post-war American consumerism and 

has accelerated through outsourcing since the 1980s, has proven to be economically 

viable. However, in a time with increasing environmental awareness in society, this 

business model is posing problems. When aiming for a sustainable strategy, maintain-

ing a linear business model based on low production costs (cheap), rapidly changing 

style seasons (fast) and planned obsolescence in fashion (disposability) turns out in-

compatible.


	 Challenges in circularity, transparency and greenwashing at H&M Group all 

demonstrate this incompatibility. Firstly, by aiming for a circular approach through re-

pair, reuse and recycling practices as they are doing now, H&M seems to be missing 
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the point of circularity and therefore is not changing the unsustainability caused by a 

linear fast fashion industry. By maintaining the linear fast fashion business model H&M 

will not attain regenerative, closed-loop circularity. Therefore the communication re-

garding circularity can be seen as false and qualifies as greenwashing. 


	 The second challenge encountered when H&M Group adopts a sustainable 

strategy is rooted in the complexity of fast fashion’s production process that is com-

pletely outsourced. H&M aiming to be more transparent illustrates the increasingly un-

bundled and complex global supply chains. It has become increasingly challenging to 

take responsibility and ensure human rights of the garment workers throughout the 

supply chain. For fast fashion companies such as H&M, it is not enough to be transpar-

ent, since transparency does not equal sustainability. Besides providing information, 

companies should take responsibility for the social and environmental impact of their 

unbundled, global supply chains.


	 Lastly, the presence of greenwashing at H&M Group shows again the incompat-

ibility of the sustainable strategy and a fast fashion business model. If H&M as fast 

fashion company would indeed perform sufficiently environmentally friendly, there 

would be no need to use vague or ambiguous communications regarding sustainability. 

The current increased environmental awareness puts pressure on companies to act 

more sustainable. This can lead to more eco-conscious businesses but is unfortunately 

also a driver of greenwashing. At H&M Group, both claims as well as visual expressions 

are misleading customers and making the brand appear more eco-friendly then it fac-

tually is. When researching greenwashing, the aim should not be to blame companies 

that they are doing things wrong but to identify areas in which sustainability can be im-

proved and the actual sustainability is lagging behind the communication.
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	 In conclusion, H&M Group’s sustainable strategy is incompatible with a fast fas-

hion business model. In the fast fashion industry, H&M is a frontrunner with its sustai-

nable strategy. On paper, H&M’s sustainable strategy indeed consists of tools that can 

lead to sustainability: circularity and transparency. However, the actions undertaken by 

H&M Group to reach this sustainable strategy are not sufficient to actually reach their 

goal of a completely sustainable, circular and climate positive situation. H&M’s sustai-

nable strategy qualifies as greenwashing since it is offering information distracting from 

the negative environmental impact that is inherent to the linear fast fashion industry. 

These greenwashing practices should be seen as an indication of the areas in which 

H&M can improve their business strategy to comply with their sustainable strategy. 

H&M’s fast fashion business model based on cheap, fast and disposable clothing 

emerged in the historical context of economic growth in post-war America. However, it 

is no longer appropriate in the current Anthropocene era that is characterised by clima-

te change. Over the last two decades, H&M Group is striving to develop a sustainable 

strategy. Therefore it is on its way to be leading the change in making the fast fashion 

industry more sustainable. But to fully realise their goals in becoming a climate positive 

and circular business, H&M should not just execute their sustainable strategy more 

precisely. Above all, H&M should re-evaluate their linear, fast fashion business model 

based on disposability. Only then their strategy can be effectively implemented and 

could result in leading the change, circularity and transparency and reach their goal of 

being the sustainable fashion brand they want to be.
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6.2 Suggestions for further research 

	 H&M Group has published its most recent Sustainability Performance Report on 

2 April 2020 right in the middle of the COVID crisis. This pandemic has already shown 

to have far-reaching consequences in all segments in the fashion industry. These recent 

developments make an interesting subject for further research. Major new institutions 

such as CNN, BBC, The Guardian and The New York Times have reported on how the 

new coronavirus led to unemployment of low-wage garment workers.  Also, the Clean 233

Clothes Campaign has started a live-blog on how the Coronavirus affects garment wor-

kers in supply chains.  The world being in lock-down is causing a dropping sales for 234

retailers, leading to orders being cancelled and garment workers in low-wage countries 

losing their income. Garment factories, including factories that produce for H&M, are 

firing thousands of workers worldwide.  Following this, H&M stated that it would take 235

and pay for the shipments of goods that had already been manufactured for the com-

pany, as well as those currently in production. It said it would not negotiate prices on 

orders that had already been placed.  This shows that the human rights of garment 236

workers are being called into question again due to the consequences of the pandemic. 

In this, transparency can be an important tool and should be researched more in the 

future, especially in the fast fashion segment of the industry.


	 An important change in the fashion industry that is gaining momentum in the 

current crisis is that of slower style cycles. In the high fashion segment, prominent de-

 Paton 2020, n.p.233

 The Clean Clothes campaign is a global alliance dedicated to improving working conditions 234

and empowering workers in the global garment and sportswear industries.

 Website Clean Clothes Campaign, LIVE-BLOG: HOW THE CORONAVIRUS AFFECTS GARMENT 235

WORKERS IN SUPPLY CHAINS.

 Paton 2020, n.p.236
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signers such as Raf Simons and luxury brands Saint Laurent and Gucci have distanced 

themselves from the established fashion seasons. They have expressed from now on 

not to be guided by the fixed fashion calendar with multiple seasonal fashion shows. As 

demonstrated throughout this thesis, increased style cycles are an issue in fast fashion 

as well. This shift in the high fashion segment was previously unimaginable but has 

started to emerge since the corona crisis. For further research, it would be interesting to 

investigate the possibilities of slower style cycles not only among the luxury brands but 

also in the fast fashion industry. 


	 Another implication of the current crisis and the recession that will most likely 

follow is that it will, as opposed to luxury brands, probably increase the demand for 

cheap, fast fashion. Therefore further research is necessary into how fast fashion 

brands can use their global scale to drive sustainability. How circularity can be correctly 

implemented in the fast fashion industry is currently under-researched.


	 Lastly, this thesis has aimed to contribute to the academic literature on green-

washing in the fashion industry. But a standardised framework to measure greenwas-

hing practices in companies is still necessary. A recent development is that the Eu-

ropean Parliament has approved a much-debated law against greenwashing on the 

18th of April 2020.  A Taxonomy Regulation will determine which financial investments 237

can be labelled environmentally sustainable. This is an important step in sustainable fi-

nance, that will help channel investments towards a new, clean economy. It also has 

implications for the fashion industry. For example, the biggest sustainable bank in the 

Netherlands, ASN Bank, is investing in H&M. This new law offers a framework to assess 

whether H&M is a financial investment that qualifies as environmentally sustainable. A 

suggestion for further research would be looking into the criteria this new European law 

 Bannon 2020, n.p.237
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has set out and investigated how this can contribute to a standardised framework of 

greenwashing in the fashion industry. This greenwashing then should not be used to 

accuse companies, but to identify areas in which sustainability should be improved. 

This way, further research can continue to contribute the knowledge of sustainable fas-

hion industry.
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Illustrations 

Fig. 1. Cover illustration.


Source: Website H&M Group <https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/vision-and-
strategy.html> [27 January 2020].


Fig. 2. Visualisation of design in a circular economy according to Kirsi Niinimäki.


Source: Niinimäki, Kirsi, 'Fashion in a Circular Economy', in: Henniger, Claudia E. (et al. 
eds.), Sustainability in Fashion: A Cradle to Upcycle Approach, London (Palgrave Mac-
millan) 2017, p. 153.


Fig. 3 'Our sustainability strategy’, visualisation featured in H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY 
REPORT 2019.  

Source: H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 11, <https://hmgroup.com/content/

dam/hmgroup/groupsite/documents/masterlanguage/CSR/reports/2019_Sustainability_report/

H%26M%20Group%20Sustainability%20Performance%20Report%202019.pdf> [30 April 

2020].


Fig. 4. 'Our circular approach’, visualisation featured in H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY RE-

PORT 2019. 

Source: H&M Group, SUSTAINABILITY REPORT 2019, p. 37, <https://hmgroup.com/content/

dam/hmgroup/groupsite/documents/masterlanguage/CSR/reports/2019_Sustainability_report/

H%26M%20Group%20Sustainability%20Performance%20Report%202019.pdf> [30 April 

2020].


Fig. 5. Capture of the information on the webshop of H&M. 

Source: Webshop H&M, <https://www2.hm.com/en_us/
productpage.0861712001.html> [13 May 2020].


Fig. 6. Capture of the information on the webshop Honest by. Bruno Pieters. 

Source: Aethic Website, HONEST BY. BRUNO PIETERS<http://www.aethic.de/2015/07/07/
honest-by-bruno-pieters/> [13 May 2020].
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Fig 7. Captures from ANNA GEDDA ON SUSTAINABILITY, H&M Group, 2 April 2020, video, 3 
min 15. 


Source: Website H&M Group <https://www.youtube.com/watch?
time_continue=163&v=ygP42yI7JB0&feature=emb_logo> [29 April 2020].
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