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Abstract



The aim of this case study was to critically analyse the anticipated business problem for Zara, in relation to their sustainability goals of no waste and sustainable production by 2025. The business problem was identified by conducting two consumer interviews, wherein their perception of Zara, sustainability and their engagement in sustainable consumption was identified. The anticipated business problem identified was lack of transparency and sustainable production as per consumers expectations. The goals Zara has set for themselves might not be accomplished within the time frame and consumers trust in their goals was low due to lack of transparency. The business problem was further analysed using academic resources in barriers to sustainable production and transparency.  To conclude, potential solutions of the fast fashion and growth business model are briefly discussed to improve environmental impact, gain consumer trust, and set an example for the industry. 
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Introduction

To define sustainability is complex, and is often broken into three pillars of economic, social, and environmental value emerged from continuous critique on the subject (Purvis, et. al., 2018). According to Brundtland Commission Report (1987, pp. 41) sustainability can be measured in terms of development of its economy and society. Sustainable Development entails to meet the needs of the economy but as a society to not comprise the needs of those of future generations (ibid). 

Sustainability in Fashion is an emerging concept that focuses on the industry to be less harmful to the people and the planet (Mukendi, et. al., 2020). Mintel report (2021) stated that consumers are increasingly leaning towards shopping sustainably for fashion items due to increase in media exposure about items that end up in landfill and ill treatment of workers in factories employed by these fashion brands. 60% of the UK consumers consider sustainability when buying fashion products (Mintel, 2021). 

Circular economy is a concept from sustainability, but not all sustainable activities are circular in nature (Sillanpää and Ncibi, 2019, pp. 282 - 286). Circular economy refers to a closed loop cycle of three R principles – reuse, recycle, and reduce (Kirchherr et. al., 2017). Circular fashion is the process of designing and using products and materials for as long as possible through the principles of three Rs, thus, designed out of the waste closing the loop (Common Objective, No Date).  

Fast fashion brands are at a high risk due to increase competition, greater demand in transparency, and shift to sustainable practices (Gazzola, et. al., 2020). Charlotte Turner stated (in Chan, 2019) that there is a lack of agreement on the meaning of sustainability, and brands need to take well informed and genuine approach towards reducing the environmental impact, which is difficult with a high-volume business model. Though, Amina Razvi states “Sustainability is a journey”, (Chan, 2019, para 4) brands taking action to influence consumer choices, and encouraging sustainable consumption is considered a sustainable business practice (World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2008). 

Zara, a subsidiary of Inditex group, and the pioneer of the fast-fashion business model from the late 1980s (Schiro, 1989) in 2018 pledged to circular fashion and aims to produce 100% sustainable clothing by 2025 (Inditex, No Date). Sustainability in business can create long term value, it also allows to be competitive (Hannaes, 2016). Zara has created a 5-year plan to base on circular economy. This is due to the increasing importance of sustainability for their stakeholders such as from customers to partner organisations. (Inditex, 2020). 

Presently, the business models are all activities that support creation of services or products that is sold to the consumers in exchange for financial value (Ovans, 2015). 
Sustainable Business model comparatively are all activities that support the creation of services or products that is sold to the consumers and is added value for all stakeholders while protecting the environment, social and economic resources (Breuer, and Lüdeke-Freund, 2014). Main cause of environmental damage by the apparel industry is due to unsustainable production practices (Krajnc and Glavič, 2003). Sustainable development will be possible only when businesses take lead in creation of sustainable production. Zara is fulfilling some of the sustainable production conditions (ibid) by closing the loop, zero-waste, and recycling products (Inditex, No date). Sustainable production and use of recycled materials are still new and not produced at a scalable size (Silva, et. al., 2014). Zara’s commitment to no waste by 2025, might need a scalable technology and production using only recycled materials. Being an industry leader, with innovative technology, Zara needs to be transparent about their knowledge for the industry to follow suit (Appendix B). 

Transparency is a key driver towards sustainable production encouraging all stakeholders towards the change (Mol, 2015). Transparency and Traceability by some researchers are considered as dimensions to pursue common goal of sustainability (Egels-Zanden et al., 2015; Garcia-Torres et al., 2019). Traceability is to trace the supply chain (Agrawal and Pal, 2019) and transparency to communicate traceability to the public (Mejias et al., 2019). To understand the impact of Zara’s sustainability claims on its brand image, interviews were conducted, and a common theme of consumer expectation was identified. Consumers expect Zara to be transparent about its sustainability goals, and supply chain to be able to trust the brand (Appendix B). 

However, there are substantial barriers in sustainable production and transparency that Zara will need to overcome in order to change their business model from growth focused to sustainable. This case study will critically analyse sustainable production and transparency and consider the barriers to holistically understand the business problem. 


Business Problem

Zara’s Business Model and Sustainability 

Zara is a fast fashion brand that is to create inexpensive clothing from highly efficient supply chains, with high turnover marketed to the fashion-conscious consumers (Gheorghe and Matefi, 2021). It’s business model is customer and cost driven (Osterwalder, et. al, 2010) with high automation and integrated supply chain from the designers to the manufacturing (Scholssberg, 2015). The growing pressure and demand for ready to wear products at accessible pricing, has made fashion products disposable and a reaction of overconsumption and production (Fletcher, 2014). The short trend cycles have led to overproduction in the apparel industry. 85% of garments produced end up in the waste every year (Vemulakonda, 2021). This can be demonstrated in the case of Zara, as they produce approximately 1.6 billion items per year.(Inditex,2020). 

Moreover, consumers are highly becoming aware of the problems in over consumption and need for sustainability in fashion (Mintel, 2021). This has led Zara to commit to producing all collections from 100% sustainable fabrics by 2025 (Conlon, 2019) and nothing goes to landfill by 2023 as part of their closed loop production (Inditex, No Date). Zara has already taken a step towards fulfilling their commitment by launch of ‘join-life collection’ (Zara, No Date). However, Zara’s business model prioritises financial growth (Inditex, 2020). The sustainable fabrics in question are synthetic or semi-synthetic in nature (Appendix C). The fabrics are cheap and accessible for production of fast fashion items (Kassia, 2019). The synthetic fibres pose toxicity threat to humans (Singh and Bhalla, 2017) and the environment, caused due to microfibre pollution at all stages of production and use of the item (Muthu and Gardetti, 2020). 

There is lack of evidence from Zara, on their sustainable claims. Thus, there is also an issue of transparency in their collection (Appendix B). 85% consumers will continue their relationship with the brand if they have been transparent, although only 15% consider brands to be delivering transparency (Gilpin, 2018).  Additionally, Zara’s image of fast fashion brand contradicts to their sustainable efforts and hence the claims are not believed (Appendix B). 

Participant had stated: “… Zara came from a place where it was very toxic fast fashion … and they want to be fully on sustainable then you (Zara) need to have some backup in those statement that you (they) make by being transparent” (Appendix B). Another participant has also stated “…I think there's a long way to for fashion to be transparent…” (Appendix B).

It is evident that consumers trust is important to sustain a business, it is often achieved through transparency in the supply chain of the apparel businesses (Bhaduri, and Ha-Brookshire, 2011). From the Fashion Transparency Index (Fashion Revolution, 2021) it is noted that Zara has highest decrease in transparency score by (-)8% from the previous year. It is only 36% transparent, which is lower than its competitor H&M at 68% and ASOS at 47%. The brand showcases high commitments for societal and environmental welfare to the consumers at 89%, higher than its competitors. However, traceability for the commitments falls at only 1%, which is lower than the competitors such as ASOS at 62% and H&M at 81% (Fashion Revolution, 2021).   

Therefore, the anticipated business problem for Zara, will be in relation to 100% sustainable production and providing transparency to the consumers to support their claims. 

Barriers to Transparency and Sustainable Production 

Zara’s pledge to becoming sustainable and no waste production has led to many critics, consumers, and experts alike to consider it as greenwashing due to the fact that fashion circularity and sustainability messaging promotes guilt free consumption and continue production at a high rate (Chua, 2018). The growth of fashion businesses has led many experts to believe the sustainability goals will not be met due to the fashion’s growth model (Kent, 2020). Executives from fashion companies do not consider it overproduction if there is an equal demand for it. The business model the companies are leaning towards is based on how many times can revenue be produced from the same item (ibid).  

Sustainability goals of Zara are particularly based on circularity which encompasses mainly recycling and no waste generated goal. The recycling is of the fabrics provided by the consumers through their clothes collection programme and creating new raw materials from it to produce the new items (Zara, No Date). However, there are barriers to production from recycling, circularity, and sustainable business model implementation. 

Barriers in Sustainable Production 

1. The change from a growth-based business model to a sustainable business model requires organisational change that can lead to individual resistance from top down (Oreg, 2003). Thus, the business itself requires an additional satisfactory motive to drive the change (Zhu, et. al.,2011). 

2. There is an attitude behaviour gap in consumers, they often do not follow on their actions to be more sustainable due to multitude of reasons (Bray, et. al, 2011). Consumers being the most important stakeholders within the fashion industry can be a barrier. Consumers often do not find recycled made items appealing as consider it to be made from waste (Kim, et. al, 2021). 

3. Recycled textiles are more expensive than the regular textiles, this can increase the price of the products (Valle, 2005). This can directly impact Zara’s positioning in the market as a fast fashion brand and cost driven selling products at accessible prices (Appendix B). Sustainable business practices are competitive, and brands need to keep their positioning in the market, but brands tend to focus on short term goals rather than long term vision (Pedersen, 2018). 

4. Ability to recycle the products responsibility lies on the manufacturers and the manufacturing companies usually don’t have the knowledge or the resources to select the best technologies for recycling (Kirchherr et al., 2018). This has led to 75% of textile waste in landfill (Elander et al., 2017; Park and Evans, 2017)

5. Environmental Barrier to recycling and use of alternative plastic or recycled fabrics is also microplastic pollution (Muthu and Gardetti, 2020). Polyester or recycled polyester is continued to be the popular material to be used in sustainable collection, also seen in the Zara’s sustainable collection (Appendix C). 

6. The recycled yarn, to maintain cost and quality are often needed to be used with a mix of pure yarn which becomes a barrier in recycling after one use due to the lack of ability to recycle blended materials (Lewis, et. al., 2016). 

7. Lack of governmental policies and trust in sustainable development in the manufacturing countries can be barrier for entirely sustainable production. Institutional incentives are required for long lasting and impactful change (Fischer and Pascucci, 2017)

8. Sourcing of recycled material is complex, and thus, lacks traceability (Lakhal, et. al, 2008). The items must be transported between countries to be disseminated and then transported again for production of new products. Sorting and collection needs to be error free and can be a time-consuming process (Probst, et. al., 2016) thus, increasing Zara’s expense impacting price of the items. 

9. A scalable technology and system are required to use recycling technology at a wider scale including for blended materials, especially for the scale at which Zara operates. This technology is in progress (Silva, et. al., 2014) and might soon exist with large fashion companies turning to recycling and sustainable production but at present is a barrier.

Barriers in Transparency 

Transparency increases reliability, loyalty and improves brand image (Lin, et. al., 2017) but also improves working conditions, and environmental protection (Modi and Zhao, 2020). It is challenging in the fashion industry to be transparent due to vast network of supply chain process, situated in multitude of countries (Dyer and Ha-Brookshire, 2008). 

Although, consumers want brands to be transparent they do not have trust over brand’s transparency claims. Also, they want the transparency information to be accessed easily that is embedded in their shopping journey rather than having to search for that information (Bhaduri, and Ha-Brookshire, 2011). Important determinants of consumers shopping behaviour is also price and quality (McNeill and Moore, 2015), supported by participants (Appendix B): 

“…I kind of now like my shopping behaviours more driven to like more minimalist clothing and sometimes price and quality…”

  “…that is like extra point but if I really like the design and if it if there's no information mentioned there, I would still buy it if the price the quality or the design fits…”.

This is a barrier for brands that do provide transparency but if the quality of the product and accessibility is low, it can deter the consumers from purchasing from that brand. Zara is attractive for its low pricing and quality (Appendix B), but the sustainable collection will increase cost of the items (Appendix C) and might impact quality. 
Another barrier to transparency is the value of competitive advantage that brands risk of losing. Brands can face a threat of losing their suppliers and manufacturers, to their competitors if they expose their supply chain for public information. This does not satisfy any economic or profit goals for the company (Bateman and Bonanni, 2019). There are also anti-competition laws that prevent transparency (Human Rights Wages, 2019). It will also expose the working conditions throughout the supply chain which exposes brands to criticism (Bateman and Bonanni, 2019). The costs associated with auditing and traceability are high in comparison to the benefits (Egels-Zandén et al.,2015). 

Additionally, suppliers and manufacturers might not be willing to share or be transparent about their activities due to threat of disclosing information and they are not capable to answer if issues arise out of transparency due to lack of training, incentives, and protection from the companies (Mol, 2015). Manufacturing units in different countries might be controlled by one supplier and by being transparent they risk of losing their business directly of the manufacturers cutting out the middleman (Egels-Zandén et al.,2015). Laws and policies may not protect these suppliers or manufacturers from being exploited (Majumdar and Sinha, 2018). Economic, Environmental, Social Transparency is impacted by not being value led by the top management in brands due to low business need. Transparency costs to the business and as it not imperative with high risk of exposing their data, top executives are reluctant to making business supply chain transparent (Gold and Heikkurinen, 2018). 

Outlook 

There are internal and external barriers in transparency and sustainable production. Some of these barriers are in terms of Zara’s use of recycling as means of closed loop production and risk of using recycled textiles.  Executives and consumers are at opposing views in the need for transparency, though some companies have found a middle ground from transparency and gained consumer trust (Appendix B). 

Many critics have stated that though circularity programmes and no waste goals are adopted by fast fashion brands, overproduction is still an issue (Williams, 2017; Fullerton, 2021) which will lead to waste due to barriers in recycling (Kirchherr et al., 2018). Circular fashion’s objective is also to consume less clothing (Global Fashion Agenda, 2020) which will demand fast fashion to slow down (Advaya, 2020, 17:54). Promoting consumers to shop responsibility and consciously (Dory, 2018).

There is an opportunity for other business models to be considered rather than just circularity. Collaboration and partnerships are essential due to the nature of the business model. Consumers are often willing to trust brands with certified seal verified the business to be transparent (Bhaduri, and Ha-Brookshire, 2011). Transparency is possible due to legal implications faced by larger brands (Ma, et. al., 2015) but it will impact small independent brands as they do not directly have control over their suppliers (Human Rights Wages, 2019). Thus, it remains a complex issue for Zara and other brands alike. 






















Conclusion

This case study initially started with broader perspective on sustainability and sustainable development. Many fast-fashion brands are committing to sustainable practises in response to increased internet scrutiny and the competitive benefit of a sustainable business model, as customer behaviours evolve (Perez, 2021). Zara, one of the fast fashion brands, who have recently committed to sustainability was analysed for this case study. Business Problem was identified through consumer interviews. A common theme emerged was consumer expectation towards transparency to support the claims. Zara, as an industry leader with breakthrough technologies, must be upfront about their expertise for the industry to also follow suit. Transparency is a critical driver of sustainable manufacturing, encouraging all stakeholders to embrace the change (Mol, 2015). Zara will need to overcome significant challenges in sustainable production and transparency to shift their business strategy. 

Though there are multitude of barriers in sustainable production, and transparency, more companies producing their products with 10 percent recycled material is highly impactful than a single company producing only from recycled material (Larney and Aardt, 2009) showcasing a significant step towards sustainable development. The urgency of depletion of earth’s resources and its impact for example seen as climate change (Le, 2020), it’s a necessity to adapt to new business models that focuses on sustainability rather than on short term financial goals (Global Fashion Agenda, 2020). 

Growth of the economies is measured through GDP, yet it does not measure the growth of human well-being (Kapoor and Debroy, 2019), income equality (The Economist, 2016) and green growth (OECD, No Date). A potential solution is for planned action to slow down the growth of overconsumption (Advaya, 2020, 17:54) and production especially in fast fashion brands that rely on short life cycle of production and consumption and continue to support their sustainability initiatives for greater healthy impact on the environment (Segran, 2019). 
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Appendix 1 – Original Assignment Brief
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(Mintel, 2021).




















Appendix B

Two consumer interviews were conducted to understand the consumer perception of sustainable initiatives taken by Zara and how it impacts Zara’s brand image and influence their shopping behaviour. 


Data Table 


	Responses
Participant A & B 
	Code 
	Item

	A “two to three times per month”
B “it twice a month probably” 

	Shopping Frequency 
	Sustainable Consumption 

	A” because it is a bit cheaper … more accessible to me” ”.. and I would want to buy from a sustainable brand …I don't have the resources to pay an extra”
B “sale happens it increases desire”
	Accessibility 
	

	A “I see a product that's sustainable” “organic, materials, sustainable recycled ones plus and if they are not plastic”
B “the care labels sometimes I want something that can be like easy cared like for example”
	Product Material 
	

	A “to some charitable organisations”” give them to either friends family”” like buying from a thrift store”
B “like give to some relatives”” second-hand clothing” ”we sold it on vestiaire collective”” we sold it on vestiaire collective” Buyback programme “I think there's like a shift of like in minds like all my mindset like from fast fashion to slow fashion now I'd rather invest in more long lasting clothing rather”
	End of Use Product / Engagement in Circular 
	

	A” I already love Zara … not like the best made garments” 
B “Zara used to be my favourite or like go to brand for like fast fashion”” Zara has everything to offer”” it's a place where I like to get inspiration”
	Likeability 
	Zara’s Brand Image 

	A” because … Zara I don't really trust”
B “slightly a bit more expensive like on their sustainable line.. I think there's like a shift of like in minds like all my mindset like from fast fashion to slow fashion now I'd rather invest in more long-lasting clothing rather” “… but to me gives me an impression of a fast fashion.. don't really convince me”
	Sustainability 
	

	A” be more transparent with..”” if you're not that transparent I think it doesn't really matter because people will not believe”
B “as consumers we always blame brands.. demand and supply are like interconnected..”” and you can't be like 100% transparent “
	Expectation
	

	..would change your favourite brands quickly?
A  “yes…” “if they would change their policies and try to be more sustainable I will I will probably at one point only buy from Zara”
B not loyal or frequent shopper of zara “it's a place where I like to get inspiration”” my mindset like from fast fashion to slow fashion now I'd rather invest in more long lasting clothing rather”
	Loyalty
	




The consent form and original transcription has been removed for confidentiality purposes. 


Appendix C

Zara’s Join Life Collection pieces as an example of fabric content in their sustainable collection. 
(Zara, No Date)
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Join Life (left), Regular (right) – price comparison of ‘black satin shirt’. 
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Join Life(right) Regular (left) – price comparison of ‘green dress’ 
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Brief

« An individually negotiated assignment to include an individual action plan informed by reflection
(5000 words)

The summative assessment consists of an individually negotiated assignment in the form of a
case study. You are expected to carry out a case study of a company investigating a challenge
that the company is facing. The challenge must be based on one of the topics covered in this unit.
You are required to carry out primary and secondary research for the assignment. You should
choose a company you would like to work for at some point in your career and consider the case
study your opportunity to obtain in-depth knowledge of the company.

Further details are included in the Extended Brief on Moodle and will be given at the briefing on
Tuesday 28" September 2021.

SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS
Total word count: 5000 words. The word count indicated here includes all text from the first word
to the last word of your report. It does not include title page, executive summary, table of contents,
list of figures, tables and charts in the report (including titles, descriptions and sources), reference
list and appendices.
* Your project will gain good marks for being analytical;
* Any sources referred to must be cited in the text and listed in the Reference List, following
the Harvard method;
e You are required to apply concepts, theories and frameworks discussed in the unit and
explained in the recommended readings to support your analysis and discussion;
e You must demonstrate evidence of your engagement with relevant academic literature and
secondary sources and
* You are expected to conduct primary research to complete this assignment.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

A formative assessment is an activity designed to assist you in your learning by providing
feedback from tutors. This formative assessment, and the feedback from tutors, will help you
identify your strengths and weaknesses and to target areas that need further work to prepare you
for summative (graded) assignments in the future. The formative assessment does not contribute
to the final grade.
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For your formative assessment you are required to actively participate in the seminar group
presentations. You must be actively engaging in presenting and discussing the weekly topics and
challenges to receive feedback from tutor and peers for a minimum of 5 weeks. This is a minimal
requirement — you are strongly encouraged to actively participate in all seminar presentations and
discussion. The seminars are excellent opportunities to engage in the topics discussed and
identify one that you want to explore further in your summative assessment.

Accreditation

UN Sustainable Development Goals

LCF is a Signatory to the United Nations Principles for Responsible Management Education
(PRME). This unit references UN Sustainable Development Goal number 1 (No Poverty), 5
(Gender Equality), 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation),10 (Reduced Inequalities), 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production),13 (Climate Action), and 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions).

What you have to produce for Assessment

This unit is assessed holistically (100% of the unit).
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TRUST IN SUSTAINABILITY BY DIFFERENT TYPES OF FASHION RETAILERS, 2021

Asked of internet users aged 16+
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Designer fashion retailers (eg Burberry, Gucci) -n 24
Value fashion retailers (eg Primark, Boohoo) ._
High street fashion retailers (eg M&S, Zara) 30, _-n

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%





image4.png
MATERIALS, CARE
AND ORIGIN

JOIN LIFE

Care for fiber & water: at least
25% recycled polyester.

We use the Join Life label on
clothing that is produced
using technology and raw
materials that help us to
reduce the environmental
impact of our products.

RECYCLED POLYESTER
Recycled polyester is
produced from recycled PET
plastic, such as that found in
plastic bottles.

View more

JOIN LIFE / COLLECTION
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MATERIALS, CARE AND
ORIGIN

MATERIALS

We work with monitoring
programmes to ensure compliance
with safety, health and quality
standards for our products.

‘The Green to Wear 2.0 standard
aims to minimise the
environmental impact of textile
manufacturing. To that end, we
have developed Inditex's The List
programme, which helps
guarantee both that production
processes are clean and that our
garments are safe and healthy.

OUTER SHELL
100% polyester

LINING
100% polyester

View more

~ T
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MATERIALS, CARE
AND ORIGIN

JOIN LIFE

Care for fiber: at least 60%
recycled polyester.

We use the Join Life label on
clothing that is produced
using technology and raw
materials that help us to
reduce the environmental
impact of our products.

RECYCLED POLYESTER
Recycled polyester is
produced from recycled PET
plastic, such as that found in
plastic bottles.

View more

JOIN LIFE / COLLECTION
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MATERIALS, CARE
AND ORIGIN

JOIN LIFE

Care for fiber: at least 50%
ECOVERO™ Viscose.

We use the Join Life label on
clothing that is produced
using technology and raw
materials that help us to
reduce the environmental
impact of our products.

ECOVERO™ VISCOSE

ECOVERO™ is a viscose
produced by Lenzing using
raw materials and
technologies that reduce the
impact of the fibre production
processes.

This fibre is obtained from
wood grown in more
sustainably managed forests,
where trees are grown in a
controlled manner. In addition,
the producer of the fibre has
been rated as “green shirt” by
the non-profit organisation
Canopy in its Hot Button
Report, ensuring the

JOIN LIFE / COLLECTION
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MATERIALS, CARE
AND ORIGIN

JOIN LIFE

Care for fibe

: at least 25%
recycled acrylic.

We use the Join Life label on
clothing that is produced
using technology and raw
materials that help us to
reduce the environmental
impact of our products.

RECYCLED ACRYLIC

Recycled acrylic is produced
from the waste generated in
the production of other acrylic
garments.

‘This material is recovered,
ground, cleaned and sorted in
order to be recycled into new
thread. As a result, we are
able to give new life to waste
products and reduce the
consumption of virgin raw.
material through a process
that consumes less water and
less energy and generates
less waste.
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JOIN LIFE / COLLECTION

SATIN OVERSIZE SHIRT SATIN SHIRT
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