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Despite public campaigns demonstrating the global fashion industry’s sustainability efforts 
to address climate change, the industry is still largely behind the needed systemic change 
to remain on the 1.5-degree pathway. Its sizeable contribution to climate change, such as 
the estimated 10% share of the global total of greenhouse-gas emissions in 2017, is only 
anticipated to increase, due to growing population and consumption patterns. The concept 
of decoupling economic growth from material resource use as a path towards sustainability 
becomes especially contradictory when faced with the fashion industry’s linear business 
and fast fashion models. This thesis examines how the systemic change of the fashion 
industry is perceived, and how the industry’s linear business model and its contradictions 
with the concept of decoupling can be addressed through regulatory measures, especially 
in the case of European Union (EU) policies on fashion. 
The thesis analyses the framework for systemic change in the fashion industry through the 
case of the EU and its preparation for the EU Strategy for Textiles (2021) and the 
Sustainable Products Initiative (2021), including their preparatory policy materials, such as 
roadmaps and discussion papers by the European Union and its respective agencies. The 
document data is triangulated with semi-structured expert interviews, and the data is 
analysed using qualitative content analysis. 
Based on the analysis, EU policy perceives systemic change of the fashion industry 
primarily as a transition to a circular economy model, where it is presented as a win-win 
situation for both environment and economy. Despite these ambitious aims, there is still 
reliance that there are no limits to growth. The study finds that this promise of ever-
increasing economic growth within planetary boundaries is materially contradictory. In fact, 
the study suggests that the system of capital accumulation and its adherence to the 
material growth of economies is the main impediment for systemic change.  
The evidence indicates that this contradiction is deeply embedded, highly complex, and 
global in scope, with numerous obstacles, if it is to be overcome. Yet, some elements in 
the EU process show a desire to attempt to address these problems and radically alter the 
structure and operations of the fashion industry. The study finds that by reflecting the true 
costs of environmental and climate harms, as well as human rights, by increasing the 
criteria and obligations for the fashion industry actors, the problem of overproduction and 
overconsumption may be addressed. 
 



Tiivistelmä 
Tiedekunta: Valtiotieteellinen tiedekunta 
Koulutusohjelma: Yhteiskunnallisen muutoksen maisteriohjelma 
Opintosuunta: Globaali kehitystutkimus 
Tekijä: Aleksandra Reskalenko 
Työn nimi: No to “more new clothes, to more people, more often, forever.” The material 
contradictions in the EU policies on fashion 
Työn laji: Maisterintutkielma 
Kuukausi ja vuosi: Toukokuu 2021 
Sivumäärä: 69 
Avainsanat: muotiteollisuus, kiertotalous, irtikytkentä, irtikytkennän ristiriidat, talouskasvu, 
asetus, Euroopan unioni 
Ohjaaja tai ohjaajat: Barry Gills 
Säilytyspaikka: Helsingin yliopiston kirjasto 
Muita tietoja: 
Tiivistelmä: 
Huolimatta muotiteollisuuden julkisista kestävyyskampanjoista ilmastonmuutokseen 
puuttumiseksi, tämä teollisuudenala on edelleen suuresti jäljessä tarvittavasta 
systeemisestä muutoksesta, jotta 1,5 asteen ilmastotavoitteessa pysyttäisiin. Sen 
laajamittainen myötävaikutus ilmastonmuutokseen, mukaan lukien alan noin 10 % osuus 
maailman kasvihuonekaasupäästöistä vuonna 2017, on arvioitu vain lisääntyvän kasvavan 
väestömäärän sekä kulutuksen myötä. Käsitys talouskasvun ja ympäristövaikutusten 
irtikytkennästä polkuna kestävyyteen muuttuu erityisen ristiriitaiseksi, kun se kohtaa 
muotiteollisuuden lineaarisen liiketoimintamallin sekä pikamuotimallin. Tämä 
maisterintutkielma tarkastelee miten muotiteollisuuden systeeminen muutos hahmotetaan, 
sekä miten muotiteollisuuden lineaarista liiketoimintamallia ja sen ristiriitoja irtikytkennän 
konseptin kanssa voidaan käsitellä sääntelytoimenpiteiden kautta, erityisesti Euroopan 
Unionin (EU) muotiin kohdistuvissa toimenpiteissä.  
Tutkielma analysoi systeemisen muutoksen viitekehystä muotiteollisuudessa EU:n 
tapauksessa, erityisesti EU:n tekstiilistrategian ja kestävien tuotteiden aloitteen 
valmistelussa, mukaan lukien niiden valmistelevat politiikkamateriaalit, kuten EU:n ja sen 
virastojen etenemissuunnitelmat ja keskusteluasiakirjat. Asiakirjojen tietoja verrataan 
triangulaatio-menetelmin puolistrukturoituihin asiantuntijahaastatteluihin, ja tiedot 
analysoidaan kvalitatiivisen sisältöanalyysin avulla.  
Analyysin perusteella EU:n politiikassa muotiteollisuuden järjestelmällinen muutos 
nähdään ensisijaisesti siirtymisenä kiertotalousmalliin, jolloin se esitetään sekä ympäristön 
että talouden kannalta edullisena tilanteena. Näistä kunnianhimoisista tavoitteista 
huolimatta on edelleen luottamus siihen, että kasvulle ei ole rajoja. Tutkimuksessa 
todetaan, että tämä lupaus loputtomasti kasvavasta talouskasvusta maapallon sietokyvyn 
rajoissa on materiaalisesti ristiriitainen. Tutkimuksessa itse asiassa todetaan, että 
pääoman kertymäjärjestelmä ja sen sitoutuminen talouksien materiaaliseen kasvuun on 
systeemisen muutoksen suurin este.  
Todisteiden mukaan tämä ristiriita on syvästi juurtunut, erittäin monimutkainen ja 
maailmanlaajuinen, ja sen selvittämiseksi on monia esteitä. Jotkin EU:n prosessin 
osatekijät osoittavat kuitenkin halukkuutta puuttua näihin ongelmiin ja muuttaa radikaalisti 
muotiteollisuuden rakennetta ja toimintaa. Tutkimuksessa todetaan, että kun otetaan 
huomioon ympäristö- ja ilmastohaittojen todelliset kustannukset sekä ihmisoikeudet 
lisäämällä muotiteollisuuden toimijoiden kriteereitä ja velvollisuuksia, niin ylituotantoa ja 
liikakulutusta koskevaan ongelmaan voidaan puuttua. 
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1. Introduction: the fashion industry and its environmental impacts and 
contradictions 

1.1. Relevance and context of the topic 

The fashion industry plays a key role in the global public discourse on climate change, 

extractivism, chemical pollution, water shortage, and human rights, but this connection 

between fashion and the climate crises is still poorly understood (Boström & Micheletti, 

2016). However, both the production and the generation of waste within the global fashion 

industry have significant implications for the environment, and for climate change. 

A trillion-dollar industry, fashion employs more than 300 million people along its 

transnational value chain (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). Since the beginning of the 

21st century, clothing production has almost doubled. Growing middle-class population 

across the world and increasing per capita incomes in developed economies have been 

two key drivers of this change. In the emerging markets, these key drivers have also 

brought increased consumption and taste for Western-style clothing to the Global South 

(Niinimäki et al., 2020). As the world population is projected to reach 9.7 billion in 2050 

compared to 7.7 billion in 2019, the demand will further increase if everything goes along a 

business-as-usual path (UN DESA, 2019).  

Closely linked with this pace of increasing production is the extremely wasteful and 

polluting nature of the fashion industry today. The current system of the industry seems to 

operate in a completely linear way that has led to the extraction of large amounts of non-

renewable resources that it relies upon. According to a report by Ellen McArthur 

Foundation (2017), the textile industry uses around 98 million tons of non-renewable 

resources per year, such as oil to produce synthetic fibres, fertilizers and chemicals. 

Additionally, the industry puts huge pressure on water supply which especially contributes 

to increased problems in already water-scarce regions. This linear production system 

pollutes and degrades the natural environment, as well as, creates negative societal 

impacts at all scales. The negative input extends beyond the use of raw materials. 

Furthermore, this same report presents the estimate of the greenhouse gas emissions 

(GHG) from the fashion industry at around 1.2 billion tons of CO2 equivalent, totalling 

more than those of all international flights and maritime shipping combined in 2015. 
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Another estimate says that the global fashion industry accounts for 10 percent of the 

global GHG emissions (EP, 2020).  

The trajectory of the fashion industry points to ever-increasing negative impacts by 2050 if 

it proceeds along a business-as-usual scenario, as the GHG emissions would rise to 25 % 

of the global carbon budget for a 2°C pathway (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). This 

scenario is catastrophic, as the expected growth would more than triple global fashion 

compared to today’s total clothing sales amount. Thus rendering other global efforts to 

contain global warming to 1.5 or 2.0 degrees ineffective. 

As stated above, the global fashion industry has large-scale negative climate and 

environmental impacts that should be addressed much more effectively than before. There 

is urgency to do so within the present decade of the 2020s. 

The problems of crossing planetary boundaries and creating harmful environmental 

impacts through excessive production and consumption have been popularly addressed 

by the concepts of green growth as well as sustainable consumption (O’Rourke & Lollo, 

2015). These two concepts as well as green economy and sustainable development 

initiatives, share the main focus of framing possible solutions as a win-win arrangement for 

both the economy and the environment by decoupling negative environmental impacts 

from the economy through greater resource effectiveness. Consequently, the advocates of 

growth have proposed decoupling gross domestic product (GDP) from ecological impacts. 

That is evidently the position taken by growth advocates such as the UN, World Bank, 

IMF, OECD and EU (Raworth, 2018, p. 258). This would mean that even though GDP 

would continue to rise, the resource use could fall simultaneously, defined as “relative 

decoupling”.  

These proposed solutions, seeking to address the challenges of crossing planetary 

boundaries, are increasingly criticised by academics (Bengtsson et al., 2018; Hickel, 2019; 

Marglin, 2013; O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). In the future the biggest challenge is faced in the 

high-income countries, where relative decoupling does not provide a guide to moving to 

remain within planetary boundaries. Instead, it requires sufficient absolute decoupling that 

is far more difficult to fulfil (Raworth, 2018, p. 259). An even stricter view is presented by 

Vadén et al. (2020, p. 240) who emphasise the need to direct attention to cases that 
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“clearly point towards the ecologically necessary goals of absolute, global, economy-wide, 

long-enough and fast-enough decoupling”. Their view is grounded on the recent scientific 

research by the IPCC (2018) that stresses the “limited window of opportunity” for the 

needed decoupling, where any amount of “relative decoupling” within this time window is 

not sufficient. According to Ward et al. (2016, p. 10), “GDP ultimately cannot plausibly be 

decoupled from growth in material and energy use, demonstrating the GDP growth cannot 

be sustained indefinitely”. They conclude their research by stating that it would be 

misleading to develop growth-oriented policy around the expectation that decoupling is 

possible. Furthermore, Antal and Van Den Bergh (2016, p. 165) conclude that “decoupling 

as a main or single strategy to combine economic and environmental aims should be 

judged as taking a very large risk with our common future”. 

 

1.2. Research questions and the topic 

From the fore-going, it is useful to ask whether the contradictions in the fashion industry1 

are fundamental rather than incidental to global capitalism. This is crucial when discussing 

how to put systemic change of the entire industry into practice.  

Existing ideas-based criticisms of the industry do not address this question. However, if 

there is a growing need to aim at systemic transformation of the fashion industry as the 

problems of excessive consumption and production appear acute, then a study of the 

material contradictions in fashion is needed, a gap that this thesis seeks to address. 

On the one hand, the fashion industry’s negative environmental and climate impacts are 

widely known and the companies face significant pressure from the public and 

acknowledge the need to reduce their GHG emissions and shift to more environmentally 

friendly ways of production. On the other hand, the industry has, on a large scale, 

continued operating via business-as-usual and not yet properly addressed its negative 

 

 
1 When using the term fashion industry in this thesis, I refer to the raw material production, manufacturing, 
distribution and consumption of clothing, accessories and footwear. UN, 
<https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2018/12/milestone-fashion-industry-charter-for-climate-
action-launched/>, accessed 12 April 2021. 
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impacts. The industry works on a linear business model that continuously aims for 

maximum profit, which means that increasingly more resources are being extracted and 

wasted. Especially, the fast fashion model represents the ultimate linear business model 

where more profit means more production, which then means more materials, which 

further means more resource extraction. For the fashion industry, increase of production is 

essential. Here, the principal contradictions arise from the industry’s continuous pursuit for 

maximum profit, via continuous increase in production for the global market, and the need 

to become ecologically sustainable and significantly reduce GHG emissions. 

One concept that seeks to answer this problem, ‘decouplingi ’, refers to the end of this 

strong correlation between natural resource use2 and economic growth (Bringezu et al., 

2017). This concept is crucial for policy-making that both sees the economic growth as 

necessary and yet acknowledges how the economy is causing unsustainable levels of 

material use and environmental damage (UNEP, 2011). Ultimately, according to Vadén et 

al. (2020, p. 240), to reach the goal of decoupling, and thus, ecological sustainability, 

focus has to be pointed towards absolute, global economy-wide, long-enough and fast-

enough decoupling. However, there are many dissenting views and research on the 

applicability of decoupling to answer to the challenges on sustainable production and 

consumption. 

As the fashion industry’s current business model, thus its profits, rely heavily on natural 

resources, it seems that the goals of decoupling, and especially absolute decoupling, 

become unrealistic and materially contradictory. Here, the material contradictions arise 

from the endemic overproduction of the fashion industry. 

Therefore, it is urgent to think of how this can be solved. How can the industry be 

systemically changed? Is it realistic that the industry will force itself (i.e. via voluntary self-

regulation) to change in an absolute, global and time-efficient manner? What are the 

possible ways to regulate the industry? The fashion industry has already introduced some 

voluntary measures to tackle its environmental and climate impacts. However, these 

 

 
2 This includes the generation of pollution. (Parrique et al., 2019) 
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measures have been widely acknowledged as insufficient. Therefore, this thesis will focus 

on potential regulatory measures. 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions:  

1) How is the systemic change of the fashion industry perceived? 

2) How can the fashion industry’s linear business model and its contradictions with the 

concept of decoupling be addressed through regulatory measures? 

This thesis examines the case of EU policies on the fashion industry.  

This thesis research contributes to global development studies and research on specific 

aspects of global climate and environmental crises through examining the case of the 

global fashion industry.  

My choice of topic was inspired by noticing a lack of discussion, or the light nature of it, 

around the global fashion industry and its environmental and climate effects. The urgency 

to act, the lack of transformational initiatives, and calls for regulation caught my interest. 

By noticing the preparations of the EU Strategy for Textiles, I wanted to examine its 

potential for creating systemic change in the fashion industry, and gain more knowledge 

about it. Although my personal position is not neutral, I do not see it as a problem. Rather, 

I see it as a motivational feature that has helped me to pursue the research for this thesis, 

and conduct a careful analysis.  

The following chapter will examine some previous research, and present the theoretical-

conceptual framework on the topic. Chapter 3 will explain the methods and data used in 

the study, while chapter 4 will present the findings for the research question. The findings 

will be discussed in chapter 5, and chapter 6 finishes with conclusions and suggestions for 

further research. 
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2. Previous research and theoretical-conceptual framework 

In this chapter, I will review the pertinent literature to place this thesis in the context of 

previous research and theoretical-conceptual framework. First, the literature on the 

contradictions in the fashion industry’s campaign to reduce global environmental impacts 

is explored. Second, the literature on the systemic change of the fashion industry is 

investigated. Finally, the chapter will finish with conclusions on the literature review. 

 

2.1.  Contradictions in the fashion industry’s campaign to reduce global 
environmental impacts 

2.1.1. Ontology of fashion 

Existing research on the fashion industry is atheoretical. It tends to focus on sustainable 

business models (Pal & Gander, 2018), corporate responses on sustainability issues 

(Desore & Narula, 2018), supply chain management (Caniato et al., 2012; Winter & Lasch, 

2016), sustainability responsibility of actors (Boström & Micheletti, 2016; Bürklin, 2019), 

consumer behaviour (Austgulen, 2016) and sustainable design strategies (Niinimäki & 

Hassi, 2011).  

These approaches focus on distribution, not production, or, if they are focused on 

production, they neglect the economic system which conditions the fashion industry. More 

fundamentally, they lack what Jukka Gronow calls ‘The Sociology of Taste’. According to 

Gronow (1997, p. 171),  

“fashion offers a socially binding and valid standard of taste which, 
however, is only based on the individual ‘preferences’ and choices of 
taste of the members of such a ‘community of taste. … What is 
characteristic of such ‘communities of taste’ is that they are in a constant 
state of being born and dying out.” 

Thus he regards fashion as an “ethereal social formation”. According to Gronow (1997, p. 

xi), “one cannot understand the modern consumer society and the meaning of 

consumption in a modern society if the social mechanism of fashion, a self-dynamic social 

process, is not properly understood and analysed”. Therefore, it is critical to understand 

the mechanism of fashion in order to properly address the fashion industry. Gronow 
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highlights that modern consumer is essentially a hedonist, and in a modern capitalist 

economic system this feature of hedonism is also functional. He argues that there is a new 

ethic of consumption that nurtures qualities like wastefulness and self-indulgence, and this 

is absolutely necessary in expanding consumer demand. The hedonist can never achieve 

total fulfilment to his desires. Therefore, a consumer society is always a society of 

“scarcity”. As the cycles of fashion have become more rapid, the satisfaction becomes 

even more difficult to achieve.  

Even though Gronow’s work focuses mainly on the aestheticisation of everyday life and 

the role of taste in society, it states clearly that fashion is functional for capitalism. 

According to Gronow (1997, p. 104) “fashion is, after all, an ideal and extreme case of 

waste, by transforming otherwise perfectly useful (in the narrow functional sense of the 

word) objects into totally useless ones (in the aesthetic sense)… as such, it promotes 

sales and accelerates the turnover of capital”. Thus this system benefits the continuous 

expansion of markets. However, in order to answer the research question, it is essential to 

address the systems of production and consumption more thoroughly.  

In addition, Kate Bayliss and Ben Fine (2020, p. 131) claim that “fashion in contemporary 

capitalism is always caught between the demands for novelty, differentiation, emulation 

and cheap mass production as a route to greater profitability, just as we want both 

throwaway clothes and those of quality that last.” Moreover, their work on systems of 

provision approach, connects clothing and fashion to the unequal geographical 

dependencies between the Global North and South. Across the global fashion industry’s 

supply chains, agricultural and factory workers, and even child labour, from the Global 

South are incorporated with retailers, designers, models and advertisers in the North 

(2020). Here, the clothes are “constructed through a web of relationships which draw upon 

and reproduce positions of power and dependency emerging from decades, even 

centuries, of uneven development” (2020, p. 94). Bayliss and Fine depict a model in which 

the workers in the South receive only a tiny proportion of the final sale price, while the 

owners of global fashion brands gain “billions of dollars in fortunes”, thus, distributing the 

profits in an extremely unequal way. The owners also possess the power to reopen 

elsewhere, if the workers organise labour protests. The conditions of the people in the 

South are exacerbated by the negative environmental impacts caused by the fashion 

industry’s factories.  
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2.1.2. Fashion in Institutional Political Economy 

Accordingly, a more defensible approach is institutional political economy (IPE) defined by 

the work of Thorsten Veblen (The Theory of The Leisure Class, 1899), J.K Galbraith (The 

Affluent Society, 1976), and, in more modern times, Hamilton (Affluenza, 2005). They are 

all critical towards consumption and production of goods, thus helping to address the 

problems regarding consumption and production patterns of fashion. Especially, Galbraith 

(2004) points out how the uncritical conception of the economy has been lacking history, 

as capitalism was renamed as ‘the market system’. According to him, this is a meaningless 

denomination as its operations are shown as impersonal and class-free. This approach is 

attentive to economic and socio-political processes that enable the multidimensional 

understanding of scales and space that are historical and relational. Also, institutions, 

regarded as collective action and rules, play a central part in this approach. 

Thorsten Veblen’s book ‘Theory of The Leisure Class’ (1979), originally published in 1899, 

is a social critique of “conspicuous consumption” as a function of the hierarchy among 

social classes and consumerism. Veblen is one of the founders of the field of institutional 

political economy. Veblen argues that economic life is based on social tendencies that are 

rooted in prehistoric times and he dismisses the utilitarian benefits theory. For him, there is 

no homo economicus, nor rational economical human beings. The conspicuous 

consumption consumer is an example of this, and the theory of the dress demonstrates it. 

As Veblen discusses, in the theory of a dress, he points to the differences between 

females and males, definition of belonging to a social class and distancing from certain 

types of labour. He argues that expenditure on clothing has an advantage over other 

methods to show an indication of his/her financial situation to the observers at first sight. 

Therefore, it is a social act. This is more obviously present and globally practiced in 

fashion than in any other line of consumption. Furthermore, he argues that the principle of 

novelty is another consequence under the law of conspicuous waste. The short usage of 

the apparel increases the wasteful expenditure on dress. This type of wastefulness, 

however, is a symbol of belonging to the “leisure class” where clothes perform a symbolic 

function, and demonstrate the capability to purchase new clothes when fashion changes. 

Thus, the masses look at the behaviour of the rich, and emulate it. 
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J.K. Galbraith (1976) argues in his book ‘The Affluent Society’ that production has become 

the biggest concern in economic thought, especially in the USA. In contrast to the 

axiomatic assumption of scarcity in standard economics, Galbraith argues that the world’s 

productive capacity has expanded so much that the actual problem is not underlying 

scarcity, but overproduction. Yet, these products are grossly maldistributed globally 

between the rich and the poor. Galbraith brings up the problematic about production when 

he describes that welfare is not inevitably dependent on the all-round higher level of 

production as the lower one can be the same. He criticizes the emphasis on the high rates 

of production being the most essential factor in a prosperous economy. Additionally, 

Galbraith argues that especially in the US economy the high production rates are settled 

by a society’s need for various products that is artificially created by the power of 

advertising. Moreover, it is not the pre-existing needs of the consumer that are met, but 

rather the artificial constructions created by modern advertising campaigns and 

salesmanship that increase needs and desires. Their central function is to support this 

process of production and consumption by creating wants that hitherto did not exist. Thus 

Galbraith defines this dependence effect: “the higher level of production has, merely, a 

higher level of want creation necessitating a higher level of want satisfaction” (1976, p. 

131). Therefore, the consumers’ needs grow out of the process of production itself. For the 

conventional economist, the increase of production is essential, and anything that reduces 

output is perceived as wrong.  

Hamilton and Denniss (2005) address the modern obsessions about money and material 

acquisition in their book ‘Affluenza, When Too Much Is Never Enough’. They argue that 

neoliberal economic policies promote higher consumption levels as the “road to a better 

society” (2005, p. 17). Along with this promotion, there have been high costs imposed by 

the expanded consumption that are directed to the consumers, society, and the natural 

environment. Hamilton and Denniss’ work brings Veblen’s concept of conspicuous 

consumption to modern times by contextualizing it in the consumers’ pursuit of a luxurious 

“good life” in Australia. It shows the ever-growing needs and desires of the consumers to 

acquire money and material things. Yet, they argue, this consumer culture does not bring 

greater welfare to the country. Rather, it makes people feel materially deprived, despite 

their ever increasing wealth. And that is, as Hamilton and Denniss describe, essential to 

the reproduction of consumerism, that however benefits the capitalist economic system. 
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Even though the desires might be endless, the capacity to use things is limited. They 

define the concept of waste as the “difference between what we buy and what we use” 

(2005, p. 111). As the result of overconsumption and overproduction, the ever-growing 

amounts of waste are, in their perspective, psychological and social problems, rather than 

engineering problems.   

To research the fashion industry from an institutionalist political economic methodology, it 

would be necessary to address the dependencies that have been created by different 

socio-economic and political factors. Galbraith (1976) and Hamilton and Dennis (2005) 

locate the fashion industry within the artificial needs of individuals that have been created 

by advertising and salesmanship. According to them, the capitalist economic system has 

been further developed to benefit “the economy” by constantly creating new needs and 

desires that make the older products seem useless and worthless. They focus on the 

issues regarding how the dependence effect and conspicuous consumerism have been 

created and how their continuum has been supported. Therefore, based on the research 

question, it is useful to apply here the concepts of conspicuous consumerism and 

dependence effects.  

By using a framework that emphasizes equality and ecology, the institutional political 

economy offers a well-defined framework for studying the fashion industry in the present 

day. Despite its help to better understand and interpret the problems of overproduction 

and overconsumption, institutionalism can also assist to provide solutions to these 

problems. The construction of what Galbraith calls the ‘dependence effect’ is crucial in the 

attempt to interpret the industry’s apparently endemic functions of overproduction and 

overconsumption. The concepts of dependence effect and conspicuous consumerism are 

essential in understanding how waste is created and how it thus contributes to the crisis of 

global environmental and climate change.  

In order to critically assess the results of this research and help to develop answers to 

these challenges, the concept of critical sustainability is applied. This specific approach is 

derived from Clark et al. (2018) and their research on “capital’s production of social 

inequalities and environmental degradation” that addresses the issue from a political 

economy viewpoint and approaches sustainability critically. It is a conception that calls for 

highlighting the need for the radical transformation of socio-economic relationships. It 
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“confronts the logic of capital, directly challenging this very system in an effort to create 

substantive equality, meet human needs, and protect the conditions of life” (Clark et al., 

2018, p.562). Furthermore, according to Rose and Cachelin (2018), “mechanisms for 

change must be based in non-commodified and non-individualized approaches to 

sustainability”. Most of all, the superordinate status of capital accumulation over ecological 

integrity must be rejected (ibid.).  

Gills and Morgan (2020, p. 897) argue that “our system of capital accumulation with its 

commitment to material growth of economies” creates the main impediment for systemic 

change. They call for urgent action in this time of Global Climate Emergency. Until 

recently, economic growth has been seen as the default value, an unavoidable context 

and a source of solutions, rather than being recognised as “the problem for emissions”. 

Even the UNFCCC process, as well as the latest Conference of the Parties (COP), have 

been rendered into failures, due to this paradigm of political economy. In contrast, they 

note that global economic growth is incompatible with the necessary emissions reduction 

within the available timelines, and this can be seen in all current tendencies. What they 

suggest to be done is to start accepting the correct context and create the framework for 

what an economy can be and allow to be done. Here, Gills and Morgan claim, that if we 

are truly devoted to solving the GHG emissions problem, we should acknowledge that 

material expansion, as growth, must stop, thus favouring degrowth as a rational, not 

radical, approach. 

Steve Keen (2020) goes even further in his critique of mainstream economics by claiming 

that Neoclassical economists are responsible for causing the crisis of climate change, and 

its predicted catastrophic outcomes, potentially the greatest crisis in the history of life on 

Earth. The opinions between economists and scientists diverge significantly. Once having 

approved the Neoclassical model of capitalism, these economists believe that climate 

change could not do major damage to the economy, as “the economy” is indefinitely 

capable to resolve “exogenous shocks”, and thus, always returns to equilibrium. Keen 

argues that these economists have a fundamental impact on the public policies towards 

climate change, where they have actually written some economic components of IPCC 

reports.  This impact and the immediacy of the climate urgency, could, according to Keen, 

appear as “the most significant and dangerous hoax in the history of science” (2020, p. 3).  
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2.1.3. What are fashion industry’s impacts on the environment and climate? 

The global fashion industry’s linear business models are putting huge stress on the 

environment. The current trajectories mirror an increase of 63 % in production and 

consumption by 2030 that would have enormous negative impacts. In 2017, it was 

reported that fibre production has grown to 100 million tonnes (The Fiber Year Consulting, 

2017). By 2030, the land use for fibre production is projected to grow by 35 % that could 

otherwise be left for biodiversity or growing other crops (Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). 

Textile production’s value chain is long and environmental impacts occur along all of them 

due to agriculture, animal husbandry, oil extraction and industrial synthesis through 

various processes, such as dyeing (Laitala et al., 2018). On top of these, the fashion 

industry is observed to have an extensive range of negative impacts, such as, wasteful 

use of water resources, use of harmful chemicals, creating CO2 emissions, and generation 

and disposal of waste. However, as Laitala et al. (2018) argue, the use phase of clothing 

has to also be taken into account in specifying the environmental footprint, as they vary, 

such as, in ways of washing, drying, ironing, and getting dirty. 

 

Greenhouse gas emissions 

The report by the Ellen McArthur Foundation estimates that textile production is producing 

approximately 1.2 billion tonnes of CO2 equivalent (CO2e) annually and is therefore a 

major contributor to climate change ((Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). Furthermore, in 

2015 it accounted for a 2 % share of the total carbon budget. However, when counting in 

other phases during a clothing’s life cycle, such as use phase and disposal, the carbon 

footprint grows. According to Rana et al (2015, p. 150), in the case of cotton textiles’ life 

cycle, about 50 % of CO2 emissions occur during daily usage. Some estimate the 

clothing’s full life cycle to produce an annual carbon footprint of approximately 3.3 billion 

tonnes CO2e (Sumner, 2018). According to the Ellen McArthur Foundation (2017), if the 

fashion industry continues business-as-usual, it could cover 26 % of the global carbon 

budget by 2050 (if associated with a 2°C pathway).  

 



 

 

 13 

 

Water consumption 

Certain regions of the world are already facing permanent water stress, such as North 

Africa, the Middle East and South Asia (Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). The recent UN 

World Water Development Report estimates that over 2 billion people live in countries with 

high water stress (UNESCO, 2019). As the water consumption of the fashion industry is 

anticipated to increase by 50 % by 2030 from its current usage of nearly 79 billion cubic 

meters, the situation in some of the production regions is already becoming critical.  

The production of raw materials, especially in cotton cultivation, is the most remarkable 

phase of water use in fashion industry. These effects vary extensively between different 

materials, such as cotton and polyester. For example, polyester, that is typically derived 

from crude oil, accounts for 55 % of the total textile production globally and has the highest 

water footprint (Water Footprint Network, 2017). The second largest is cotton with 27 %, 

that in some cases surpasses polyester, such as in some of the conventional farms in 

India that apply highly toxic pesticides. Global 2018/2019 cotton production has been 

estimated to be around 25,800,334,005 kg and it is expected to rise 6,9 % the following 

year along with consumption levels (United States Department of Agriculture, 2019).  

According to the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), it requires approximately 20,000 litres of 

water to produce one kilogram of cotton that makes, for example, one t-shirt and a pair of 

jeans (2019). The Global Fashion Agenda predicts in its report that as water scarcity is 

turning more extreme, cotton-growing countries may have a dilemma between choosing 

whether to continue to produce cotton or provide clean water to their citizens (2017). A 

decade ago, UN General Assembly declared safe and clean drinking water and sanitation 

as a human right (UN General Assembly, 2010). Furthermore, it recommended along with 

the World Health Organization’s (WHO) guidelines, that between 50-100 litres of water per 

person per day are needed to ensure basic needs (2010). Although, the absolute minimum 

requirement is about 20 litres a day per person, according to the United Nations 

Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Report, most of the people 

categorized as lacking access to clean water use about 5 litres per day (2006, p.5). In a 

high income country such as Finland the median single household water consumption per 

day is 140 litres (Motiva, 2020). With the amount of water that is used to produce a few 

pieces of clothing, a person in Finland could live for around 143 days, almost half a year. 
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Along with WHO’s guidelines it would be 400 days. According to UNDP, the people 

categorized as lacking access to water count in 1.1 billion of the world’s population (2006). 

In their case, they could live with that 20,000 litres for over 10 years. In order to increase 

their water use to an absolute minimum of 20 litres a day, it would correspond to the 

production of 825,000 kg of cotton.  

 

Chemicals 

The use of agrochemicals in production of fibres, such as cotton, result in soil erosion and 

degradation, pollution and water contamination (WWF, 2019). According to the article by 

Steffen et al. (2015) on planetary boundaries, the levels of phosphorous (P) and nitrogen 

(N) in biochemical flows are already exceeding the safe operating space by more than 220 

%. Fertilizers containing these chemicals are especially used in cotton production (Global 

Fashion Agenda, 2017). According to Hamilton et al. (2018), fresh and marine water 

bodies face serious ecosystem threats due to the oversupply of N and P that further cause 

eutrophication, thus diminishing water quality, decreasing biodiversity and generating 

aquatic dead zones, that are oxygen-starved regions in the ocean. There are already over 

400 ecological dead zones caused by eutrophication that have been reported, covering 

more than 245,000 km2 in area. The world’s oceans absorb the majority of CO2 being 

captured globally, and in fact produce much of the oxygen we breath. However, the threats 

to ocean life systems are approaching acute levels. 

Hamilton et al.’s study reveals that clothing among other manufactured products and 

services account for 35 % of global marine eutrophication and 38 % of the global 

freshwater eutrophication in 2011 that has increased since 2000. The focus has often 

been on agriculture and especially food consumption as major drivers of eutrophication 

and growing food trade which has been further aggravated by, for example, reduction of 

prices and displacement of emissions. However, Hamilton et al. (2018, p. 314) argue that 

as economies develop, a bigger share of expenditure relative to GDP is directed towards 

services and goods that may rely on agriculture in their supply chains, such as clothing. 

Moreover, complexity of supply chains makes it difficult to address pollution and the 

displacement of ecosystem impacts, but they should be more effectively considered in 

policy development. 
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Particularly, treatment and dyeing processes in textile production use high volumes of 

chemicals and water, and recent estimates show how 20 % of industrial water pollution 

globally is deriving from these practices (Kant, 2012). Overall, 72 toxic chemicals have 

been traced solely to textile dyeing. These chemicals including toxics, used in textile 

manufacturing, have caused the degradation of entire ecosystems through poor waste 

water treatment that allows the water to enter local groundwater (Niinimäki et al., 2020). 

For example, in Cambodia, where fashion counts for almost 90 % of all industrial 

manufacturing, the fashion industry has caused approximately 60 % of water pollution and 

34 % of chemical pollution. 

 

Waste 

Most of the fashion industry’s waste ends up being incinerated or in landfill, and only 

around 10 % is reused or recycled (Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). Every second one 

garbage truck of textiles ends up incinerated or in a landfill (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2017). At the same time, less than 1% of material used for clothing production is recycled 

into new clothing.  

Currently, humankind produces 2.1 billion tons of waste per year globally, an amount 

crossing way beyond the earth’s absorption levels (Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). At the 

same time, the fashion industry’s waste is estimated to increase by about 60 % by 2030. 

Thus, the total fashion waste would increase to 148 million tons annually. Fashion 

products are presently being massively underutilised, through a culture of waste. As a 

result of the current fast fashion business model in particular, each garment is used 

approximately 125 times worldwide (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, p. 77). In 

comparison, in a high-income country such as the US, a new garment is worn only 40 

times, also including its reuse. In the past 15 years, the average number of times a piece 

of clothing is worn has decreased by 36 %. These patterns of consumption produce a 

huge increase in waste, pollution, and ecological damage globally. 

 

Microplastic pollution 
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Another significant environmental impact coming from the textile industry is its contribution 

of microfibres entering the ocean. Household laundering, textile industry, domestic 

drainages, landfills close to a water source, and dumping off of clothes in rivers and 

oceans, are the main sources of microfiber pollution (Sunanda Mishra et al., 2019). 

Amongst all marine environment pollutants, polyester is the dominant microfiber pollutant. 

Currently, there is a lack of regulation to filter the microplastics out of the wastewater 

streams, as well as to mandate filters on all laundry machines (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017). It is estimated that annually there are around half a million tonnes of 

plastic microfibers ending up in the ocean during the washing of plastic-based textiles. 

This amount is expected to rise by 22 million tonnes by 2050 as the resource consumption 

is increasing dramatically. Synthetic clothes release microplastics that have been 

estimated to make up to 35 % of primary microplastics in marine environments (Henry et 

al., 2019, p. 483). Furthermore, microplastic pollution is already having a critical impact on 

ecological systems and potentially also on human health (ibid.).  

Moreover, the research has been expanded beyond coastal and marine habitats to include 

others, such as freshwater lakes and rivers (Henry et al., 2019). What the studies have 

found, is that microplastics are now ubiquitous in global ecosystems. A recent study found 

that textile fibres, especially polyester fibres, from North America and Europe are in all 

probability driving the contamination in the Arctic Ocean (Ross et al., 2021). Also, river 

exports have a critical role as they are the most important source of microplastics in the 

marine environment (van Wijnen et al., 2019). According to Lebreton et al (2017), most of 

the global river plastic input originates from Asia, where there has been rapid economic 

development, as well as poor waste management. China, Indonesia, USA, Sri Lanka and 

India are the major microfiber polluting countries, mainly due to the fashion industry and 

laundering (Sunanda Mishra et al., 2019). 

 

2.1.4. Fashion industry’s linear business model 

Nowadays, the environmental and climate impacts of the fashion industry are significant 

and widespread. However, this has not always been the case. The change in the way we 

purchase fashion products can be traced back to the 1960s, when young people started to 

focus instead of practicality, to the possibility of expressing their personality through 
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clothing (Idacavage, 2018). At that time, massive textile factories were created across the 

developing world, to enable fashion brands to respond to the increased demand for cheap 

clothing. Before this, a big part of clothing production was still done at home or in small 

workshops. This rapid change, combined with the rise of the middle class population 

around the world, lead to quick increase in the demand for low-cost clothing. In due 

course, this led to the fast fashion trend, where massive amounts of new collections are 

cheaply produced and sold with “cheap” prices. In the 1990s and 2000s this trend 

increased even further as it became widely acceptable and desirable to purchase low-cost 

fashion. However, the “cheapness” of things should be assessed critically. Moreover, Patel 

and Moore (2017, p. 202) state:   

“Our cheap things didn’t magically make themselves. They emerged through a 
violent alchemy of ideas, conquest, and commerce in the modern world. At its 
heart has been a series of binaries that entwined with each other from the 
beginning: Society and Nature, colonizer and colonized, man and woman, the 
West and the Rest, white and not-white, capitalist and worker. Each of these 
dualisms has not merely worked to describe and categorize the world but 
served practically to dominate and cheapen the lives of nearly all humans and 
the rest of nature. Understanding capitalism as a world-ecology of power, 
capital, and nature helps us see how deeply each half of these is embedded in 
the other, how mightily the powerful have worked to police the sharp 
boundaries between them, and how forcefully those boundaries have been 
contested.” 

However, compared to 2000, we are now buying 60% more fashion products (Nature 

Climate Change, 2018). The increased consumption and efficiency in production methods 

has made the price of clothing indeed very low, which further amplifies the phenomenon of 

fast fashion. As a result, there are approximately 20 new garments manufactured per 

person each year. According to Niinimäki et al. (2020, p. 189), “fast fashion relies on 

recurring consumption and impulse buying, instilling a sense of urgency when purchasing”. 

This business model has been noted to be highly successful, as it continues to grow, 

outperforming more traditional fashion retailers, and as new actors, especially online 

retailers, are increasingly entering the market.  

The fashion industry changed in a short time from custom-made pieces, which lasted for 

years or even decades, to mass production. At present, fast fashion brands produce about 

52 micro-seasons annually, meaning that new collections arrive into the retail store every 
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week (Stanton, 2019). Although the demand has increased in the past decades, it should 

not come as a surprise for anyone, that not all the produced clothes will ever be sold. 

Instead, they end up being burned or placed in landfills. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation 

describe in their study that the current system for clothing production, distribution and 

using is operating on “a predominantly take-make-dispose model” (2017, p. 36). According 

to a 2019 EU report, clothes are now being worn approximately only for 7 or 8 times, and 

they are seen as “nearly disposable” (Sajn, 2019). Annually, the fashion industry produces 

over 92 million tonnes of waste and consumes 79 trillion litres of water (Niinimäki et al., 

2020). From this waste, less than 1% is then recycled into new fashion products (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017).  

Fast fashion has had a particularly huge contribution to the problems of exponential 

increase in waste and pollution of the fashion industry as a whole. Today’s linear business 

model uses massive amounts of resources, has low utilisation and recycling rates, and 

thus creates many negative environmental and climate impacts. It has been argued that 

making fashion significantly more sustainable, within the framework of the industry’s 

current linear business model, will be extremely difficult or even impossible. Whereas, 

some argue that there is an unfeasible conflict between long- and short-term interests 

(BoF, 2020). However, there is no question that the global fashion industry needs to 

radically change its ways of operation, if it is to effectively address its environmental 

impact. 

Many researches and reports highlight the need for systemic change of the industry (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017; Global Fashion Agenda, 2017; Mistra, 2019; Niinimäki et al., 

2020; WRAP, 2020). Niinimäki et al (2020) state the need for ‘fundamental changes’ in the 

fashion business model, that would include slowing down the pace of manufacturing, 

initiating sustainable practices throughout the value chains, as well as, a significant shift in 

consumer behaviour. Furthermore, they come to the conclusion that these changes stress 

the need for urgent transition, more accurately, a transition to slow fashion, which would 

improve the long-term sustainability along the value chains. The way to achieve this is 

through developing system-wide understanding of the transition. The most difficult 

challenge for the transition, in their view, is to change consumer behaviour, and most of 

all, the meaning of fashion. Consumers should change their understanding of fashion from 
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entertainment to functionality, what seems like taking steps back to the time before the 

‘explosion’ of fast fashion, back to the 1990s.  

However, what Niinimäki et al. (2020) suggest might not be in the economic interest of the 

fashion companies, as they pursue maximum profit and these changes could limit those 

aspirations. Even though the amount of public sustainability campaigns and initiatives by 

the industry actors has increased during the past couple of years, there are many 

concerns that these are guided by short-term interests. Whereas some fashion companies 

have already pledged to carry out changes in their production chains, there are still no 

initiatives that would properly target the acute problems of the current linear business 

model. Black (2008, p. 18) describes these contradictions aptly: “how to reconcile the 

transience and inherent obsolescence of fashion’s constant change with the imperatives of 

sustainability and social justice, and fashion’s economic importance with diminishing 

resources” in a phenomenon which she calls a “fashion paradox”.   

 

2.2. The framework for systemic change in the fashion industry 

2.2.1. Decoupling  

“Green growth” first emerged as a dominant theme at the Rio+20 Conference on 

Sustainable Development calling for a ‘green economy’ and ‘sustained economic growth’ 

in 2012 (Hickel & Kallis, 2019). It has since been dominating the global policy responses to 

climate change and ecological degradation, and is promoted by the UN, World Bank, IMF, 

OECD and EU. As the green growth theory is praised by many influential global 

institutions, it has become the cornerstone of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Policy-making that both 

sees economic growth as necessary and acknowledges how economic output is causing 

unsustainable levels of material use and environmental damage, is dependent on this 

concept (UNEP, 2011).  

Green growth theory alleges that continued economic growth is possible to maintain within 

Earth’s ecological limits, as technological change and substitution will enable us to 

decouple GDP growth from material use and carbon emissions (Ward et al., 2016). 

However, this has been claimed to be misleading, and many scholars now argue that GDP 
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cannot be absolutely decoupled from resource and energy use (Fletcher & Rammelt, 

2017; Hickel & Kallis, 2019; Parrique et al., 2019; Raworth, 2018; Ward et al., 2016). 

O’Rourke and Lollo (2015, p. 235) maintain green growth is the response to the 

“consumption-sustainability-dilemma” that frames a win-win solution for all. Fletcher and 

Rammelt (2017) go as far as calling decoupling the “key-fantasy of the post-2015 

Sustainable Development Agenda”. Moreover, Wanner (2015, p. 31) describes decoupling 

as serving as “an ideological instrument of the passive revolution of green 

economy/growth through which the predominance of economic growth over environmental 

sustainability is maintained and environmental realities are obfuscated”.  

According to Fletcher and Rammelt (2017), absolute decoupling is foundational to these 

goals and they are unachievable without it. This is alarming, as there is a high probability 

of the contradiction in terms that absolute decoupling could be achieved when, as, and if 

actual policies continue to pursue economic growth. These SDGs then further guide global 

policy on multiple levels. Many multinational companies have voluntarily begun to develop 

their own eco-efficiency strategies, especially when it is economically beneficial. Actors 

from global institutions to companies strongly rely on technological fixes and innovation as 

the central decoupling mechanism (Clark et al., 2018; Hickel & Kallis, 2019; O’Rourke & 

Lollo, 2015). However, according to Hickel and Kallis (2019), the outsourcing of production 

by many of the developed countries creates the ‘illusion of decoupling’ that distorts the 

calculation of domestic material consumption as well as carbon footprint calculations. 

According to Vadén et al. (2020, p. 240), to reach the goal of decoupling and thus, 

ecological sustainability, the focus has to be pointed towards absolute, global economy-

wide, long-enough and fast-enough decoupling. However, they reach the conclusion that 

currently the empirical evidence on decoupling is thin. Furthermore, Antal and Van Den 

Bergh (2016, p. 165) conclude that “decoupling as a main or single strategy to combine 

economic and environmental aims should be judged as taking a very large risk with our 

common future”. They suggest that, instead, we should earnestly consider reducing our 

dependence on economic growth to minimise this risk.  

Parrique et al.’s report entitled ‘Decoupling debunked’, published by the European 

Environmental Bureau (2019), looks at the scientific foundations behind the “decoupling 

hypothesis” and concludes that there is no empirical evidence supporting the existence of 
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the concept of decoupling anywhere near the needed scale, and moreover, such 

decoupling seems unlikely to happen in the future. The report states:  

”It is urgent to chart the consequences of these findings in terms of policy-making 
and prudently move away from the continuous pursuit of economic growth in high-
consumption countries. More precisely, existing policy strategies aiming to increase 
efficiency have to be complemented by the pursuit of sufficiency, that is the direct 
downscaling of economic production in many sectors and parallel reduction of 
consumption that together will enable the good life within the planet’s ecological 
limits. In the view of the authors of this report and based on the best available 
scientific evidence, only such strategies respect the EU’s ‘precautionary principle’, 
the principle that when the stakes are high and the outcomes uncertain, one should 
err on the side of caution.” (2019, p. 3) 

According to the report, on the EU side, there is an obsession with decoupling, where in 

fact, to truly address the climate crisis, it would require direct downscaling of economic 

production and consumption.3 

 

2.2.2. Circular economy 

A concept that further supports these decoupling aims is the circular economy, which 

claims to look beyond the current take-make-dispose industrial model (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017). It seeks to redefine growth while “gradually decoupling economic 

activity from the consumption of finite resources, and designing waste out of the system” 

(ibid, p. 48). At the institutional level, the circular economy concept has been welcomed as 

a solution to tackle the resource scarcity issue, environmental impacts, and CO2 

emissions, while still ensuring continued economic growth and job creation, especially in 

 

 
3 ”Policymakers have to acknowledge the fact that addressing the climate and biodiversity crises (which are 
only two of several environmental crises) may require a direct downscaling of economic production and 
consumption in the wealthiest countries. In other words, we advocate a shift in priorities from efficiency to 
sufficiency, with the latter being put before the former. The decoupling strategy takes consumption levels as 
granted and relies on the hope that further economic growth will provide the means to (over) compensate for 
its own environmental impacts. It is indeed an appealing approach to policymakers in that it requires only 
minimal changes in economic and social structure. However, this focus on supply appears counter-intuitive 
and now outdated. The obsession with decoupling in European politics shows a problematic lack of political 
creativity and ambition, as well as an inability from policymakers to imagine the economy differently than in 
its current form.” (Parrique et al., 2019, p. 58) 
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the clothing and textiles industry (EP, 2015; Kjaer et al., 2019). However, the transition 

from a linear to a circular economy model has been recognised as a major challenge due 

to the systemic change needed throughout the value chain. For example, the cost 

pressure and level of competition remain extremely high, hindering the change of business 

practices (Niinimäki et al., 2020). 

In the European Union, for example, the European Commission’s New Circular Economy 

Action Plan states the overall agenda for the EU’s decoupling and circular economy 

ambitions: 

“The March 2020 Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP) provides a future-
oriented agenda for achieving a cleaner and more competitive Europe in co-
creation with economic actors, citizens and civil society organisations. It 
contributes to achieving 2030 climate and energy efficiency goals, climate 
neutrality by 2050 and decoupling economic growth and well-being of EU 
citizens from environmental and climate impacts while ensuring the long-term 
competitiveness of the EU and leaving no one behind. It announces a 
sustainable product policy legislative initiative to make products fit for a 
climate neutral, resource efficient and circular economy, reduce waste and 
ensure that the performance of frontrunners in sustainability progressively 
becomes the norm.” (EC, 2020, p. 1) 

Recent studies and policies have offered the circular economy model to answer to the 

risks associated with the linear economic model (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017; Kjaer 

et al., 2019; Sita Mishra et al., 2020; Niinimäki et al., 2020; WRAP, 2020). On the one 

hand, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s report (2017) defines transitioning to a circular 

economy not only as a way to decrease the negative impacts of the linear economic 

model, but also as a systemic change further developing long-term resilience, economic 

opportunities, and environmental benefits. On the other hand, Niinimäki et al.’s (2020) 

study suggests that the path for the fashion industry’s systemic change has to combine a 

number of approaches: limiting growth, reducing waste, and promoting a circular economy.  

The circular economy model consists of several tasks aiming to “maximise the product’s 

lifecycle, from sourcing to production, from consumption to disposal, fostering practices 

such as the zero-waste design, reusability, reparability, servitization and resource sharing” 

(Sita Mishra et al., 2020, p. 1). There are already a number of business models within the 

fashion industry on collaborative consumption and the sharing economy.  
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For example, Kjaer et al’s (2019) study focuses on product/service-systems (PSS) that sell 

service and performance, such as clothing rental services. They research the potential of 

PSS to enable decoupling economic growth from resource consumption. They state that 

the ultimate aim of circular economy strategies should be to ensure absolute resource 

decoupling. The study highlights the need to carefully design the PSS so that there will be 

value added, as well as the overall need for resources to be reduced. However, they raise 

the concern that the resource reduction aims and the requirements for absolute resource 

decoupling will be difficult to achieve, if the PSS will be driven by securing economic 

growth and not by reducing production and consumption. 

A major issue, including for the circular economy, is the need to keep the fashion 

industry’s operations within the planet’s limits, in order to be a truly sustainable solution 

(WRAP, 2020). WRAP’s report states that the growing trends of production, extractivism 

and pollution will only continue to grow, if systemic change is ignored, while focusing on 

the growth of circular innovations’ efficiency gains, mainly through technological 

innovations. Thus, the reliance on a business model that “assumes it can extract more raw 

materials, to make and sell more new clothes, to more people, more often, forever”, will 

only continue (WRAP, 2020, p. 3). They stress that physically, limitless growth is 

impossible and it is time for the fashion industry to adapt to that fact. Similarly, Parrique et 

al. (2019, p. 48), state that: 

“An infinitely growing circular economy is an arithmetical impossibility, and a 
contradiction in terms. Recycling is itself limited in its ability to provide 
resources for an expanding material economy. In the end, our point is not to 
question the usefulness or relevance of recycling, which could on the contrary 
play a crucial role in a non-growing economy, but merely to point to the fact 
that hopes of decoupling based on recycling are misinformed. The reality is 
that recycling rates are currently low and only slowly increasing, that recycling 
processes generally still require a significant amount of energy and virgin raw 
materials, and that it is mathematically impossible for recycling to match rates 
of replacement in a context of increasing consumption.” 

Although the circular economy provides many useful tools for approaching the industry’s 

environmental and climate impacts, its adequacy alone has been questioned. Another 

issue that has been raised is the huge discrepancy between the current and the desired 
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state of the system. Indeed, Mishra et al (2020) call transformation towards a circular 

economy “a chaotic task”. 

 

2.2.3. Voluntary self-regulation in the fashion industry 

During the past years, some consumers and industries have started adopting a more 

environmentally conscious mindset. The worrying possibility of nature and planet being 

irreversibly harmed already in the near future due to the actions or inactions of the people 

has raised serious concern, also in the fashion industry. At first sight, the variety of 

commitments and initiatives in the fashion industry might appear impressive. However, 

when examined more closely, it can be seen that these initiatives have not been effective 

enough. The reliance on voluntary measures, covering only part of the sector, do not 

represent a comprehensive approach. 

Most of the current industry initiatives targeting the fashion industry’s environmental and 

climate impacts are based on voluntary self-regulation. This usually means that the 

participation is voluntary, the signatories can themselves choose how to meet the targets 

and there is no accountability mechanism. For example, Chanel’s Fashion President 

Bruno Pavlovsky, commented on the high-end fashion brand’s affiliation to the G7 Fashion 

Pact “it is not new regulation, it is an aspiration” (BoF, 2020). This creates the question: 

how much impact can these voluntary initiatives really have?  

The existing initiatives cover many issues, such as, standards for materials,4 programs on 

reducing chemical impacts,5  industry workers’ rights,6 platforms for collaboration and 

 

 
4 E.g. ‘Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS)’ <https://www.global-standard.org>, accessed 7 April 2021. 
5 E.g. ‘Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals (ZDHC)’ <https://www.roadmaptozero.com>, accessed 7 
April 2021, and ECHA, ‘REACH Regulation’ <https://echa.europa.eu/regulations/reach/legislation>, 
accessed 7 April 2021. 
6 E.g. ‘Labour Behind the Label’ < https://labourbehindthelabel.org>, accessed 7 April 2021, and ‘Clean 
Clothes Campaign’ <https://cleanclothes.org>, accessed 7 April 2021. 
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consultancy companies,7 initiatives to raise public awareness,8 tools for companies,9 

ecolabelling,10 and coalitions and joint initiatives.11 On top of these wide-scale 

environmental and climate initiatives, some brands have started their own campaigns. For 

example, Levi Strauss has published a 2025 Climate Action Strategy (Levi Strauss & CO., 

2018) that sets GHG emissions reduction targets across their global supply chain and 

promises to fully switch to renewable electricity in all their own facilities.  

The voluntary initiatives can gain great publicity and raise social awareness to fashion’s 

negative impacts. However, they largely lack any traditional methods of enforcement. Self-

regulation takes place when private sector actors voluntarily decide to bind themselves to 

certain rules or criteria. In the fashion industry it often goes beyond the current regulatory 

requirements or creates new standards, where government regulation is deficient or 

lacking. Some argue that self-regulation happens due to the industry actors preventing or 

pre-empting the potentially challenging government regulations in the future (BoF, 2020; 

Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). Hence, one motivation behind the industry’s actions is the 

fear of regulators taking the lead as their measures could potentially damage the industry’s 

profitability. Global Fashion Agenda’s report further predicts that the fashion industry’s 

voluntary self-regulation may change suddenly, if the industry falls short on sufficiently 

explaining the sustainability shortfalls (2017).  

 

 
7 E.g. ‘Global Fashion Agenda’ <https://www.globalfashionagenda.com>, accessed 7 April 2021, and 
‘Fashion for Good’ <https://fashionforgood.com>, accessed 7 April 2021. 
8 E.g. ‘Fashion Revolution’ <https://www.fashionrevolution.org>, accessed 7 April 2021, ‘Fashion Act Now’ 
<https://www.fashionactnow.org>, accessed 7 April 2021, ‘Extinction Rebellion Fashion Action’ 
<https://www.xrfashionaction.com>, accessed 7 April 2021, and Greenpeace, ‘Detox My Fashion Campaign’ 
< https://www.greenpeace.org/international/act/detox/>, accessed 7 April 2021. 
9 E.g. Sustainable Apparel Coalition, ‘Higg Index’ <https://apparelcoalition.org/the-higg-index/>, accessed 7 
April 2021. 
10 According to Ecolabel Index, there are 455 different ecolabels. 
<http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/>, accessed 7 April 2021. E.g. ‘Positive Luxury’ < 
https://www.positiveluxury.com>, accessed 7 April 2021, ‘OEKOTEX’ < https://www.oeko-tex.com/en/>, 
accessed 7 April 2021, and ‘EU Ecolabel’ <https://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/>, accessed 7 April 
2021. 
11 E.g. G7, ‘The Fashion Pact’ < https://thefashionpact.org/?lang=en>, accessed 7 April 2021, UNFCCC 
‘Fashion Industry Charter for Climate Action’ < https://unfccc.int/climate-action/sectoral-engagement/fashion-
for-global-climate-action>, accessed 7 April 2021, ‘UN Alliance for Sustainable Fashion’ 
<https://unfashionalliance.org>, accessed 7 April 2021, and Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, ‘Fashion 
Makes Change’ <https://fashionmakeschange.org>, accessed 7 April 2021. 
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To date, industry initiatives have made only limited or slow progress. Setting corporate 

accountability through voluntary self-regulation has not been effective (EEB, 2021). 

According to the Pulse of the Fashion Industry report, the fashion industry is not facing 

enough external pressures to change, except for a few individual campaigns, as the 

consumers do not show enough concern and there is no regulatory push (2017). When 

they asked the industry players on the current existing barriers from their company 

becoming more sustainable, 24% of them stated it was because of missing regulations 

and policies, making it the second largest barrier to sustainability. These participants also 

ranked policymakers and regulators as the most influential group of stakeholders to shape 

this agenda. A study by Mishra et al. (2020, p. 11) follows the same lines and emphasises 

that “lack of mandatory regulatory framework significantly impacts businesses’ 

consideration to integrate sustainable solutions into their processes”.  

Another issue, when it comes to self-regulation, is the question of whether these standards 

are actually being enforced, or is it only greenwashing for marketing reasons. According to 

Stål and Corvellec (2018, p. 638), “while firms on the one hand may need a certain leeway 

to experiment and learn in relation to sustainability issues, they are on the other hand 

likely to primarily pursue their own interests.” Early this year, a screening of websites, 

carried out by the EC and national consumer authorities, found that 42% of cases of 

‘green’ online claims in fashion, cosmetics and household equipment sectors were either 

exaggerated, false or deceptive (EC, 2021b). Additionally, under EU rules, these may 

qualify as “unfair commercial practices”. The sweep, focused on looking for companies 

who claim they are doing more on the environment than they actually do, stated that the 

“greenwashing” has increased, as there are now more consumers seeking to buy eco-

friendly products and “ecolabels” have proliferated into hundreds, making it very difficult for 

consumers to check the authenticity of their claims. 

Then the question follows, how can we create systemic change, despite these new 

initiatives, if the business logic in the fashion sector is based on never-ending increased 

production and consumption? It is a type of logic that relies on ever-growing production 

and sales, fast pace of manufacturing, low product quality and short life cycles, which 

leads to unsustainable high consumption, high-speed material throughput, significant 

amounts of waste, and extensive negative environmental impacts (Niinimäki et al., 2020).  
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2.2.4. Binding regulation in the fashion industry 

Today, regulatory measures on the fashion industry remain missing or are highly 

scattered, whereas voluntary initiatives focus only on a limited part of the industry, for 

example a certain material. Thus, an instrument that would truly motivate or coerce the 

industry actors to address the environmental and climate impacts of their actions is 

missing.  

Despite the role of voluntary initiatives in informing best practice, they should not replace 

governmental and international regulations. While voluntary self-regulation has the 

possibilities to transform the industry in theory, it still lacks empirical evidence for efficacy. 

Also, as there are no accountability mechanisms for the fashion companies, they can 

continue operating business-as-usual. Also, the highly global nature of fashion industry’s 

value chains has until today enabled the companies to save production costs and escape 

environmental responsibility. Thus, the linear business model has to be dealt with, as well 

as the global supply chains of the industry.  

More and more research is stating that there is an increasing need for fast, global systemic 

change of the fashion industry to tackle its environmental and climate impacts. Herein, 

arguably, the role of legally binding regulations is essential in creating effective, large-

scale systemic change (Bick et al., 2018).  

The recently published report Fashion on Climate (Berg et al., 2020) brings regulation and 

policymakers, especially in terms of incentivisation, to the framework of efforts to stay on 

the 1.5-degree pathway. According to the report, policymakers have a key role to drive 

sustainable practices and consumption, incentivise key decarbonisation levers, and 

engage with industry players. Ecopreneur (2019) suggests that governments are drivers of 

major innovations and can foster change via legislation, when moving away from the 

fashion industry’s linear business model to a circular one. They recommend a set of policy 

instruments composed of these five pillars: innovation policies; economic incentives; 

regulation; trade policies; and voluntary actions. Similarly, Niinimäki et al. (2020) suggest 

five different measures for policymakers in order to the change the fashion industry’s 

current linear model to a more environmentally friendly one: legislation; regulation; green 
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taxation; tools for better balance and a slower system; and policy for extended producer 

responsibility.  

At the European level, there are still few actors that have put up legislative measures to 

regulate parts of the fashion industry. At national level, there are regulatory measures, 

such as the French law on the duty of vigilance, the UK Modern Slavery Act and the Dutch 

Child Labour Due Diligence Law. Some multi-stakeholder agreements have been 

introduced, including the Dutch Agreement on Sustainable Garments and Textiles and the 

German Partnership for Sustainable Textiles (Sajn, 2019). At the EU level, textile 

production is regulated through a mixture of EU regulations, including legislation on the 

names of fibres, fibre content in fabrics and names of textile products (Sajn, 2019). In 

2011, the Textile Regulation, that is currently binding, was imposed to set up rules for 

labelling and marking of all textile products (ECPDM, 2019). For example, the EU 

Regulation on Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals (REACH) and the Industrial 

Emissions Directive (IED) cover the production of textiles. In addition, there have been 

various measures introduced to particularly address the environmental challenges of the 

fashion industry. These vary from non-textile specific regulations to voluntary measures. In 

2018, the EU’s circular economy package was published, which includes the 2018 revision 

of the EU Waste Framework Directive. The Directive requires EU member states to start 

collecting textiles separately by 2025. The introduction of the Packaging Waste Directive 

and Landfill Directive might have impacts on the fashion industry. The voluntary measures 

include the EU Ecolabel, and Green Public Procurement criteria for textiles, which adds 

green requirements to public tender documents.  

All in all, these measures at the EU level have yet remained very limited and scattered 

until today. The recently published European Green Deal, the Circular Economy Action 

Plan and the Industrial Strategy by the EU have increased the focus towards the fashion 

industry as they identify textiles as a “priority sector in which the EU can pave the way 

towards a carbon neutral, circular economy”, due to its high use of resources and heavy 

impact on the environment (EC, 2021a). As a result, they announced the plan for 

developing an EU Strategy for textiles.12 The strategy will aim to boost the 

 

 
12 In the strategy, textiles refer to clothes, footwear and household textiles. 
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competitiveness, sustainability and resilience of the EU market for textiles and address 

fast fashion and drive new business models (EC, 2019a). The initiative combines voluntary 

measures as well as regulations. The Circular Economy Action plan includes the following 

measures for achieving the ambitions in the Strategy: 

1. applying the new sustainable product framework as set out in section 2 to 

textiles, including developing ecodesign measures to ensure that textile products 

are fit for circularity, ensuring the uptake of secondary raw materials, tackling the 

presence of hazardous chemicals, and empowering business and private 

consumers to choose sustainable textiles and have easy access to re-use and 

repair services;  

2. improving the business and regulatory environment for sustainable and circular 

textiles in the EU, in particular by providing incentives and support to product-as-

service models, circular materials and production processes, and increasing 

transparency through international cooperation;  

3. providing guidance to achieve high levels of separate collection of textile waste, 

which Member States have to ensure by 2025;  

4. boosting the sorting, re-use and recycling of textiles, including through 

innovation, encouraging industrial applications and regulatory measures such as 

extended producer responsibility.  

This new EU Strategy for Textiles will be further examined in this thesis, as it sets an 

interesting and timely case study to further assess the research questions: how is systemic 

change of the fashion industry perceived in the EU policies on fashion? And how can the 

fashion industry’s linear business model and its contradictions with the concept of 

decoupling be addressed through regulatory measures?  

 

2.3. Conclusions on the literature review 

Mishra et al (2020) describe the transition from a linear business model to a circular one “a 

chaotic task” and point out the need for policymakers to learn to cope with serious 

uncertainties as the fashion industry system and its dynamics are highly complex. This 

raises the question that how well policymakers can carry these uncertainties in order to 
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impose effective regulations? How much will the national or regional economic targets 

affect these policies?  

The foregoing literature review has provided a context and theoretical framework for this 

thesis. Moreover, it will help to explain and interpret the findings. The literature review has 

shown how the linear business model of fashion industry has been formed and how it is 

maintained despite the wide acknowledgement of its negative environmental and climate 

impacts. These issues are conflicting with the current ways of assessing these negative 

impacts both on conceptual level, through decoupling and the circular economy, and in 

concrete terms, through regulatory measures. The concept of decoupling is built on false 

grounds as it promises that ever-increasing economic growth is possible to maintain within 

the planetary boundaries. Here, “technological fixes” would enable us to decouple GDP 

growth from material use and carbon emissions. These decoupling ambitions become 

especially unrealistic and materially contradictory, when it is realised that in the Global 

North, there is a need for absolute decoupling instead of relative decoupling. Still, this 

concept is kept alive and is mirrored also in circular economy aims.  

The findings of this thesis will further portray how systemic change is perceived in the EU 

policies on fashion, and how and to what extent regulatory measures, especially EU 

regulations, can target the underlying problems of the fashion industry’s linear business 

model and its contradictions with decoupling.
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3. Data and Methods 

This chapter first presents the research design. Second, it explains the document data 

gathering and analysis. Third, it describes the interview data gathering and analysis. 

Finally, it reflects on the ethical considerations.  

 

3.1. Research design 

The research questions, suitable data and theoretical framework form the starting point for 

choosing the research methods.  

This thesis takes a constructivist approach, whereby knowledge is socially constructed 

rather than a given (Bernard, 2006). This approach is a clear choice as the thesis is 

concerned about how concepts and words are used to construct and describe certain 

methods – how systemic change of the fashion industry is perceived and how the fashion 

industry’s linear business model and its contradictions with the concept of decoupling can 

be address through regulatory measures in the case of the EU. The substance of the 

policy documents and expert views need to be also analysed in this thesis, not just the 

discourse process as its focus is more on the elements and forms of speech whereas 

content analysis has a focus on meaning (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). Therefore, I decided 

that content analysis is more appropriate as an analytical method for my thesis, instead of 

discourse analysis. 

This thesis uses two sources of data: policy documents and expert interviews. Policy 

documents represent the main data source for the thesis, but data from expert interviews 

is used to triangulate the results of the document data to extend the credibility and validity 

of the findings. 

Methodological triangulation is defined as the use of two or more methods in studying a 

phenomenon. There are two types of methodological triangulation: the between-method 

and within-method. This thesis applied the within-method type of triangulation as these 

multiple methods within the qualitative paradigm were used to increase internal credibility 

of the research findings (Hussein, 2015, p. 4). Triangulation strategy in research can yield 

a fuller picture of the issue and simultaneously serve as a cross-validation method (Elliott 
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& Timulak, 2015, p. 151). Especially, in qualitative content analysis, coding triangulation is 

a useful technique to establish validity, credibility, authenticity, and trustworthiness (Drisko 

& Maschi, 2015).  

Triangulation is done by using more than one way to collect data, or more than one 

analytical method. In this thesis, I am using two sources of data and applying the same 

analytical method. A content analysis of the document data allows me to study how 

concepts are presented and what content is given to them, in which context and to what 

extent. This document data analysis is then complemented with a content analysis of the 

interview data, which provides more in-depth perspectives on this specific EU policy 

preparation and its functionality to drive systemic change. 

Qualitative content analysis is considered as a flexible research method in which either 

newly collected data or existing texts and materials or a combination of both can be used. 

Content analysis gives the researcher the opportunity to adjust the particular analytical 

technique to their theoretical framework, research questions and data. Content analysis 

can be described as “a set of techniques for the systematic analysis of texts of many 

kinds, addressing not only manifest content but also the themes and core ideas found in 

texts as primary content” (Drisko & Maschi, 2015, p. 82). This choice to adapt content 

analysis was especially useful in my thesis due to the differences in my data types.  

This thesis uses numerous and sometimes extensive quotations from the documents and 

interviews. This has been done in order to best represent the reflections taken from the 

data sources used in this thesis on the main perspectives being analysed. 

 

3.2. Document data gathering and analysis 

My primary data consists of policy documents and strategies issued by the European 

Commission (EC) from Spring 2017 to Spring 2021. Specifically, I am analysing the 

preparation of two key documents: Strategy for Textiles (2021) and Sustainable Products 

Initiative (2021). The Strategy for Textiles is being prepared as a result of the new 

European Green Deal and Circular Economy Action Plan. Simultaneously, the 

Commission is preparing the Sustainable Products Initiative (2021), which is mentioned in 
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the Strategy document and will potentially also have effects on the fashion industry. The 

Strategy for Textiles is estimated to be published during the third quarter in 2021 and the 

Sustainable Products Initiative during the fourth quarter in 2021, thus the focus is on 

preparatory policy materials, such as roadmaps and discussion papers by the European 

Union and its respective agencies. The agencies involved include the European 

Environment Agency (EEA), the European Environmental Bureau (EEB), and the 

European Centre for Development Policy Management (ECDPM). Also, to mirror the civil 

society perspective, a Shadow European Strategy for Sustainable Textile, Garments, 

Leather and Footwear, published by a group of 65 civil society organisations, will be 

included. In addition, relevant documents by the EC and the European Parliament (EP), 

which are mentioned in the Legislative Train for the Strategy for Textiles schedule (EP, 

2021a),13 are included. All of these documents are available for public access online.14 

The reason for choosing these specific documents was that they are very relevant 

regarding the new policy preparations around the Strategy for Textiles. They are either the 

preparatory documents for these two initiatives, documents that these preparations take 

into account, or, feedback papers to the preparations.  

For all of these documents, the entire document was carefully read in order to make sure 

of my familiarity with the overall contents. After becoming familiar with the documents 

prepared by the European Commission, I went through the discussion papers, briefings 

and further communications based on them, in total 42 documents. By using basic 

software (Ctrl-F) I searched through each of these documents systematically for any 

mention on “regulat*” (i.e. capturing “regulation”, “regulate” and “regulatory”), “criteria”, 

“leg*” (i.e. capturing “legal”, “legislative” and “legislation”), “voluntary”, “mandatory”, 

“binding”, and “systemic”. Those documents mentioning any of these words, I then read 

and carefully analysed each mention. In addition, I copied all potentially relevant 

paragraphs containing those words into the spreadsheet, thus producing a data set. The 

documents that did not mention any of these words or used the words in an irrelevant 

 

 
13 The legislative train schedule website presents all the upcoming EU initiatives, legislative proposals and 
procedures. <https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/>, accessed 10 April 2021. 
14 A list of these documents is placed in the annex. 
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context, I decided to discard. All the documents with relevant paragraphs are listed in the 

annex, 12 documents in total.  

After collecting data to this extent, I produced a data set of all potentially relevant 

paragraphs from the documents. I marked the paragraphs on the basis of the mentioned 

keywords. In addition, I had a group named “other” for other potentially relevant 

paragraphs from the documents. After this, I created a new spreadsheet with separate 

tabs for both research questions and copied the relevant paragraphs into the new 

spreadsheet. At this point, I left some paragraphs out that I had included in the initial 

dataset. However, I kept in them in the first spreadsheet, that I would have an opportunity 

to return to them, if needed. 

Thereafter, I analysed and summarised the meaning of each paragraph by some 

keywords. Then, I grouped the paragraphs of text into categories. I formed the categories 

on the basis of the emerging themes or keywords, for example systemic change, and 

emerging regulatory measures. By carefully analysing the meanings of the grouped text 

passages, I formulated them into sentences. At this point, I left out some of the text, which 

was part of the initial dataset, as under closer examination, it seemed irrelevant for the 

research questions. I returned to the document analysis and reviewed it again after 

analysing the interview data, in order to ensure that I had not left anything relevant out. 

Also, I did this to ensure that the findings I had were still relevant. 

 

3.3. Interview data gathering and analysis 

In addition to the document data, I conducted a number of semi-structured interviews. The 

data from these interviews was used for triangulating the results from the document 

analysis.  

I sought interviewees from all the relevant EU institutions, that were part of the Strategy for 

Textiles and the Sustainable Products Initiative. I identified DG GROW as the most 

important and suitable EU policy department for this topic. The specific unit in question is 

DG GROW F4, the unit for Tourism, Textiles and Creative Industries. I determined the 

other relevant EU related agencies to include ECDPM and EEA. In addition, I looked for 
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some people from civil society organisations, i.e. amongst those who have been 

addressing the topic of sustainable fashion industry for a longer time. Some of the 

organisations and people, that I had identified as suitable for the interview, stated in their 

webpages that they are not available for student interviews. 

Each interviewee gave their consent to take part in this study by a positive reply to the 

interview request I sent via email for this thesis, thus agreeing to participate. Prior to the 

interview, I informed each interviewee about the research topic. I also decided to provide 

the list of questions before the interview to the interviewees (Elliott & Timulak, 2015, p. 

150). I noted to all the interviewees that the interviews were confidential and that the 

identity of the interviewee would not be revealed at any point. This was especially 

important, as I recorded each interview and asked for their consent. Also, I informed them, 

that all the recordings will be handled with care and I was the only person to have access 

to them. I reminded each interviewee of their right to discontinue the interview at any point. 

I made sure they have my contact details and know that they could contact me at any time 

if they have questions regarding the research.  

After identifying a list of people to contact, I sent them emails requesting an interview for 

my thesis research. More specifically, I sent emails to potential suitable interviewees and 

organisations, and asked if they or someone from their organisation would be available for 

an interview. Many of them replied with a kind message, either agreeing on an interview, 

redirecting me to another person, or declining the request due to other pressing matters.  

I gave the interviewees options to conduct the interview either via phone or Teams. I 

started every interview by asking the interviewee to briefly describe their work and their 

familiarity with the specific topic of research to ensure they were suitable for interviewing 

and that I could efficiently direct the relevant questions for them. 
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Interviewee Affiliation15 Date and place of 
the interview 

Duration 

Interviewee 1  EC / DG GROW 31 March (Teams) 60 min 

Interviewee 2 ECPDM 31 March (Teams) 30 min16 

Interviewee 3 EEA 7 April (Teams) 60 min 

Interviewee 4 Civil Society Organisation 21 April (Teams) 80 min 

Interviewee 5 Activist, Sustainability 
influencer 

5 May (Teams) 80 min 

Table 2. Anonymised list of interviewees 

 

The group of interviewees represent a diverse set, including the relevant policy-making 

unit in the EU, other relevant EU-related agencies, as well as external experts in the 

sustainable fashion industry from a civil society organisation, and an independent activist. 

Thus there are both internal perspectives of the strategy and policy-planning in the EU and 

external perspectives of those following the proceedings from the outside. Although the 

number of interviewees is limited, this multiplicity of perspectives adds value to the 

interview data. As the research is mainly based on document analysis and interview data 

and analysis is only applied to triangulate the results of the document analysis, this 

amount of data from interviews was deemed to be sufficient.  

 

 
15 I decided not to enclose more detailed information of the interviewees, such as their position or unit. This 
was done to ensure full confidentiality.  
16 The interviewee could not find more time for the interview. Despite the lack of time, all the relevant 
questions were asked. His/her especially relevant professional background to the subject of the thesis made 
it absolutely necessary to compromise and shorten the interview.  
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The aim of semi-structured interviewing is to gather information in an efficient way with a 

written list of questions presented in a particular order (Bernard, 2006, p. 212). Hence the 

interviewer can show a high level of preparedness and competence that is especially 

useful in projects where interviewees are accustomed to efficient use of time. In addition, 

this type of interviewing leaves the freedom of following new leads, if desired. Thus, semi-

structured interviews were the most suitable for the purpose of gathering data from experts 

in my research. 

I determined a basic list of questions which were the same for every interviewee. It 

ensured that all the relevant areas were covered. Although the basic questions were the 

same for everyone, I asked different additional questions in order to get more information. 

This was especially useful due to the variety of interviewee’s positions as their knowledge 

on different aspects may vary. Thus, the relevance of certain questions for each 

interviewee varied to some degree.  

I produced full transcriptions of the interviews, but without every pause and expression. 

Given it was more necessary to record the main things said by the interviewees, I decided 

to leave these details out. The reason behind the interviews was to triangulate the results 

of the document analysis and the method was content analysis. Also, what I was looking 

for in the interviews was more general and focused on content. The duration of the 

interviews varied between 30 and 80 minutes. I included each date and duration of an 

interview to the table above. 

I analysed the interview data by using content analysis as my method. I read through all 

the interview transcriptions and copied the relevant parts of the interviews. I pasted them 

in the same spreadsheet, which I had used for the document analysis, under the separate 

tabs for each research question. Here, I discarded some parts of the text, as not all of 

them were relevant for my research questions. However, I still had them as part of the 

original transcriptions for possible later review.  

After selecting sentences and paragraphs from the texts, I analysed the meaning of each 

text and grouped them into the categories, correspondingly to the document analysis. I re-

read closely through each theme, noting the similarities, differences and other links 

between the texts. I then summarised the meanings of the groups of text and formed short 

sentences, in order to formulate the findings under each research question. There were 
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certainly more things that came out from the data, than these findings. However, I focused 

on the things that were relevant for these research questions.  

 

3.4. Ethical considerations 

It is crucial for all research to take into account ethical considerations relevant to the 

specific research. In this case, the main ethical consideration of this thesis concerns the 

interview data gathering, more specifically, informed consent. As described in the previous 

section, it was carefully secured by clearly describing the steps that will be taken to ensure 

the interviewees are protected from harm. The document data gathering did not raise any 

ethical issues, as all the documents were public documents.  

The second ethical consideration was concerned with proper management of the data, 

especially the interview data, as all the interviews were recorded for the sake of data 

backup. In the beginning of each interview, I asked, if I can get their consent to record the 

interview. As promised to the interviewees when they gave their consent to the interviews, 

the data was managed carefully with respect for anonymity and confidentiality. This data 

was used only for the purpose of scientific research. 

Finally, the writing process was that of citing and referencing in scientific writing. Previous 

research and theoretical literature has helped me formulate my topic and the research 

design used in my research. They have also helped me to put my findings in context. I 

have used citations to correctly give credit to the authors where it is required. 
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4. The case of the EU policies on fashion 

4.1. Findings on the perceptions of fashion industry’s systemic change 

This chapter will present and examine the findings of the data analysis on the research 

question: How is the systemic change of the fashion industry perceived in the EU? 

Across the policy documents, it is commonly agreed that the current business model of the 

fashion industry is largely linear. For example, the EEA and ETC/WMGE in their report 

Textiles and the environment in a circular economy describe the current state as follows: 

“… Nevertheless, the challenge we face today is that the system of production 
and consumption of textiles is still a largely linear one. Fibres are almost 
completely made from virgin feedstock, from both natural and fossil resources. 
Production trends have evolved towards fast-moving fashion products with an 
increasing share of synthetic and mixed fabrics. Consumption trends show a 
tendency towards more and cheaper products with shorter lifetimes. Reuse of 
textile products is limited, especially within Europe. Most used textiles are 
exported for reuse outside Europe or for recycling into lower-value 
applications. High-quality recycling is virtually non-existent. A large share of 
used textiles is still incinerated or landfilled. Its linear value chain makes the 
textiles value chain one of the most polluting and resource-intensive 
production and consumption systems, especially in the production and use 
phase.” (EEA & ETC/WMGE, 2019, p. 45) 

This quote illustrates how all-encompassing the current underlying problems related to the 

linear model of the fashion industry actually are. The other documents also bring out the 

negative environmental and climate impacts of the industry. However, they do not assess 

them as critically or broadly. This context also gives one perspective for understanding 

how the industry operates. One interviewee says:  

“We are basically trying to change a system which has been working on a 
linear way forever. A system which has turnover, the cycles are getting 
quicker and quicker. And that the system is to produce something as cheap as 
possible and to sell it as expensive as possible in as large quantities as 
possible. And that’s the system you want to change. Of course that is an 
enormous challenge. So all the companies have been operating like that from 
the beginning and should change that is a huge obstacle. So it is the whole 
idea behind what you are doing. Also what you can do with the companies, 
what to say, yes, you can make money by producing fashion in a circular and 
sustainable way, but making as much money as possible per month is not the 
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only thing, which is important you, you need also to make sure that this 
doesn’t happen, without environment being integrated and climate change at 
the same time. And also, it should not happen with child labour or bad 
circumstances and all that.” 

In the policy documents’ fashion industry context, decoupling is addressed through the 

manifold measures of circular economy, and waste prevention. The documents present 

primarily circular economy as a way to tackle the industry’s negative climate and 

environmental impacts. For example, the Roadmap to the EU Strategy for textiles states: 

“The initiative will propose actions to make the textile ecosystem fit for the 
circular economy, addressing weaknesses regarding sustainable production, 
sustainable lifestyles, presence of substances of concern, improving textile 
waste collection and recycling in the Member States as well as capacity 
building (also for skills). The initiative will do so by identifying textile-specific 
and horizontal actions along the whole value chain. Taking into account the 
preparation of the Sustainable Products Initiative, the initiative will underline 
possible approaches for improving design for sustainability (ensuring the 
uptake of secondary raw materials and tackling the presence of hazardous 
chemicals, among others), facilitating its future implementation. The initiative 
will also propose actions to promote more sustainable production processes.“ 
(EC, 2021a, p. 2) (emphasis added) 

This quote illustrates how the circular economy model has been given a strong emphasis, 

especially in the policy documents. However, here all the modes of actions are described 

rather softly, i.e. do not indicate any mandatory actions. The Feedback paper to the EU 

Strategy for textiles by EEB insists upon stronger measures for the final strategy: 

“The Textile Strategy should therefore focus on significantly reducing the 
amount of natural resources (such as land, water and oil) used by the textile 
industry in the first place to tackle the overlooked emissions hidden in the 
textile products we buy and significantly reduce the footprint of overall EU 
production and consumption. To this end, we welcome that the initiative might 
consider setting targets to significantly step-up reuse and recycling efforts as 
well as sustainable public procurement in the EU, but we also urge the 
Commission to consider setting targets to reduce the use of primary raw 
materials and chemicals by the textile industry, and to propose ambitious 
mandatory requirements to make textiles sustainable by design.” (EEB, 2021, 
pp. 2–3) 
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This quote takes a stand especially on the need to reduce the amount of natural resources 

used by the textile industry. In addition, it urges the need to tackle the overlooked 

emissions hidden in the textile products. One interviewee also notes how European 

companies are currently very drastically outsourcing their emissions to other countries and 

suggests that the proposed carbon-based border tax could be a quite hard, but effective 

solution to this. 

Although the genuine degree of circularity achievable is limited, and these limits are 

quickly reached due to the rapidly growing economy, the importance of new business 

models is highlighted across the documents and interviews. One interviewee states that: “I 

think it is very crucial, because if you don’t scale circular business models in textiles, you 

are not going to get there (tackle the industry’s negative impacts).” Furthermore, the 

Textiles in the Environment report stresses the need for scaling up: 

“Although there have been many experiments within the textile production and 
consumption system, most initiatives lack the transformative capacity to create 
significant disruption of the existing system (Buchel et al., 2018). To achieve 
real impact beyond mere optimisation of the status-quo, circular business 
models need to scale and achieve significant market penetration. Policy 
measures and regulations can be powerful tools in enabling this, spurring the 
transition by promoting sustainable choices and models over unsustainable 
ones.” (EEA & ETC/WMGE, 2019, p. 29) 

The Roadmap for the Strategy for textiles lists the EU textile industry’s ecosystem 

suffering, as one of the problems the initiative aims to tackle. These difficulties arise both 

from disrupted supply, as well as the drop in consumer demand. As far as the Strategy is 

explicitly concerned about the environmental impacts, it is also concerned about the 

economic competitiveness. One interviewee remarked:  

“The important thing to take into account is that all potential measures need to 
bear in mind the two elements that I told you before: the strengthening of the 
competitiveness of the EU industry and on the other side, the effective, 
positive impact on the environment.” 

However, based on the documents and interviews, there are also concerns about how 

potential regulatory measures aiming to tackle the negative environmental impacts may 

affect the economy (e.g. company profits and employment), especially by the decrease of 
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profits due to lower sales and increased costs. For example, the EEA and ETC/WMGE’s 

report Textiles and the environment in a circular economy states: 

“The implementation of the EU Circular Economy Action Plan – and the 
expected new action plan – which includes product policies and other priorities 
at EU and national levels, provides opportunities to regulate the production 
and consumption of textiles, foster innovation and enable more sustainable 
business models. To move towards a more circular and sustainable system, 
regulation of textiles production and consumption should go hand in hand with 
the industry developing more sustainable production processes, encouraging 
more sustainable consumption and increasing the reuse and recycling of 
textiles. These ambitions are, however, very challenging since if consumers 
lower their textile consumption by repairing and reusing, this could potentially 
lower sales thereby decrease profits for certain actors along the value chain. 
Shifting to sustainable production processes and fair working conditions may 
increase production costs, while the internalisation of the costs of 
environmental impacts such as emissions and resource use could increase 
prices for consumers. At the same time, a more circular way of working may 
allow cost savings and better shared value among stakeholders in the value 
chain. Additional jobs and revenue opportunities could also emerge through 
services such as renting, maintenance, repair and redesign, and in collection, 
sorting and reuse activities.” (EEA & ETC/WMGE, 2019, p. 29) 

This quote highlights the two sides of regulating sustainable production and consumption. 

The starting point of the EU policies is that they should not create any economic harm. 

Instead, the Roadmap for the Strategy for Textiles raises concern about the problems that 

the textile industry is facing due to the COVID-19 crisis. One interviewee states that 

“indeed one problem of the circularity and sustainability is that there is to be a business 

case also for the industry in order to be fully uptaken, because the problem is that we need 

to have everybody on board in order to ensure that it is a concrete, beneficial effect on the 

environment and also economic benefits”. However, a primary of concern over the concern  

economy and effects on profits and employment, which can lead to less ambitious 

environmental targets, reveals a contradiction. For example, as one interviewee says:  

“It’s a controversial issue. As a civil servant, I would say, yes, you can have 
the growth paradigm and circular economy at the same time. As a human 
being and an expert, I would say that until you start measuring growth in a 
different way, you are not going to make it. I don’t think we will make it, 
because it is a contradiction.” 
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Another interviewee takes a stand on the link between economic growth endeavours and 

the environmental and human rights objectives: 

“In my opinion, it mirrors people’s delusional optimism, that we can continue 
acting as usual, but we just change to recycled polyester. The fast fashion 
materials, they are not enough for change, we need to radically change 
consumption. And that is not in the interest of the companies, because there is 
no chance that the companies would make their business collapse, totally 
transform it, that does not happen, because they have quartile economy 
perspectives. … In a way, that type of quarter thinking and not looking 10 
years ahead, that are the operational preconditions still alright, so that kind of 
a pursuit for short-term and quick profits, that is in a furious contradiction with 
the needs that we should achieve in terms of climate change and the 
realisation of human rights. These challenges are quite massive. Then it is so 
wonderfully easy to say that ‘an individual can have an impact, as long as they 
do not buy new things, only buy when needed and only buy a t-shirt made of 
fair trade cotton’. In a way, this is a question of world trade casting defects. 
These structural issues are just so big and problematic, that our entire 
economic system really sucks, sorry.” 
 

While many of the documents do discuss the specific voluntary and mandatory regulatory 

measures to be taken by the EU, the ECPDM Discussion paper gives a perspective on 

how systemic change is to be achieved across the whole textile value chain: 

“To achieve a sustainable and circular system, fundamental, systemic 
changes are needed across the textile value chain. Pollution and waste should 
be designed out, while focusing on the use of safe, renewable resources and 
energy and the regeneration of ecosystems by creating net positive impacts, 
such as producing clean water from production processes. In addition, a 
circular system should be socially just and distributive by design, so the added 
value generated is shared among all actors in the textile ecosystem. Workers 
at all parts of the value chain should benefit from safe and just working 
conditions, fair wages, gender equality and inclusivity. And finally, the 
environmental and societal costs of materials and production processes 
should be reflected in the price of textile products.” (ECPDM, 2019, pp. 27–28) 

The issue of the functionality of reflecting the actual environmental and societal costs of 

materials and production processes in the price of textile products, came up in several 

interviews. One interviewee says:  
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“The best way to get growth of the textiles, is to selling as many cheap t-shirts 
as possible. The worst thing you can do for circular textiles economy is to sell 
as many cheap t-shirts as possible. So it does not work. … You can lift the 
price higher, and then you can have growth, you know, sell more expensive 
stuff and people could pay more, and reflect the environmental and climate 
damage in the costs and use it and reuse it more. It can happen, it is just that 
about changing the mindset. Another thing also lies with the younger 
generations. You are more likely to go to a second hand shop than I am 
because of the age issue.” 

This quote illustrates how economic growth could be maintained by putting a “real” price 

tag on the products, reflecting the environmental damage embedded in the costs. 

However, reflecting these costs immediately, it could potentially lead to an increased life 

cycle of the product, as well as to limited production volumes. Similarly, another 

interviewee stresses that even though all the fashion products in our stores would be 

somehow ecological, if the volumes are unbearable, it still would not take away the climate 

impacts. Furthermore, another interviewee highlights the role of consumer prices: 

“It would be a big mistake to think this through the consumer as they haven’t 
had any idea during the past 20 years about what different things should really 
cost. And that is one of the main reasons why we are in this situation, where 
we need to start replacing it with EU legislation. Because a big part of this 
mess is due to the pricing structure, by forcibly hauling the prices down. Or… 
what has the textile industry been doing during the last 20 years? That has 
caused that production has been done more cheaply, thus saving from 
people’s salaries, energy issues, sewage treatment plants, from all the good 
things.” 

Until now, there have been only two types of costs affecting the resource pricing, including 

via correcting externalities: “whether sufficient damage has been done and whether a 

threshold of resource depletion has been passed” (Gills & Morgan, 2020, p. 890). This has 

supposedly lead to signals to invest and invent technologies to fix the problem, thus 

maintaining the role of economic growth as “an unavoidable context of solutions and a 

source of those solutions”, as well as dangerously delaying the recognition of the problem, 

rather than recognising economic growth as the problem (ibid.).  

Systemic change of the fashion industry in EU policies on fashion is perceived to be 

addressed mainly by means of a circular economy model. Yet, the Strategy for Textiles 

has a strong emphasis on increasing economic growth. These ambitions have raised 
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concerns and are claimed to be contradictory. This raises the question then, of why this 

contradiction has not been adequately addressed in the EU policies on fashion? 

 

4.2. Findings on the regulatory measures addressing the fashion industry’s 
linear business model and its contradictions with the concept of decoupling17 

This chapter will present and discuss the findings of the data analysis on the research 

question: How can the fashion industry’s linear business model and its contradictions with 

the concept of decoupling be addressed through regulatory measures, especially in the 

case of EU policies on fashion? 

There is urgency to act upon the negative impacts of the fashion industry and this 

imperative can be seen in these documents. The Strategy for Textiles has been welcomed 

among the interviewees as well, as one interviewee from DG GROW says: “I think it’s very 

welcome in a sense that it is an opportunity to be more ambitious. I mean there are 

measures that have been taken in recent years but there is still major environmental 

impacts, there are major social issues, and with sort of the consumption trends, it is only 

increasing. So there is very urgent need on doing something. As it relates to different 

policy areas, I think it is a very good opportunity and very needed.”  

Another interviewee says:  

“I think it’s about time that this area gets regulated. The strategy is absolutely 
essential because this is something that cannot be done by EU countries one 
by one, it has to be done in the EU side. And as strategy, the way EU works, 
is the first step in getting the legislation in place. It is absolutely essential.”   

Across the policy documents and the interviews it becomes clear that EU wide harmonized 

approach is in the common interest. It emerges that it is necessary that these regulations 

take place on the EU level. In addition, one interviewee mentions that by creating the 

 

 
17 These binding regulatory measures presented in this chapter have been selected from the document data, 
based on the relevancy to the specific research question. 
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Strategy, and thus the technologies and policies, there is a possibility of commodifying 

them:  

“Because also, I would say, that if we are the first to develop technologies, to 
implement policies that can then be replicated to third countries we could 
really leverage then export what we do, the technologies and all sorts of 
products.” 

In addition, it becomes clear from the documents that to enable sustainable 

transformation, a package of different policies is needed, with a combination of incentives 

and regulation. For example, the Support report mapping sustainable fashion opportunities 

for SMES acknowledges this: 

“There is little interest from or incentive for fashion manufacturers in using 
recycled materials. Even if the theme has become mainstream, it often 
translates into simple story-telling actions and does not move on to the next 
stage of implementation. The investment required into changing the supply of 
recycled materials must be recognised and supported across the supply 
chain. Policy can have a fundamental role in driving industries towards this 
sustainable, and circular, transformation. This could be achieved through 
incentives and regulation in support of the knowledge, production, and use of 
recycled materials.” (EC, 2019b, p. 61) 

However, as the Strategy is still in the preparatory phase, its final level of ambitiousness 

remains open. One interviewee stated: “And then maybe the final thing, I would like to say, 

I think it is important to put targets in place, say everything you want to produce, you could 

reduce emissions by certain percentage or anything. Because then at the targets, then the 

countries have an obligation to meet the targets and they have also a plan on how to do 

that and the countries can choose which measures to use.” Another interviewee also 

stresses the need for concreteness in the strategy. Furthermore, the interviewee states 

that:  

“The ambitiousness of the strategy and the legality of the measures are the 
questions that come up. The strategy maybe gives the ambition and direction, 
but if there are only that kind of soft measures, that one encourages, supports 
and wishes and not that one regulates, punishes, forces and sanctions. In 
one way, we can think that what is the impact, what are the concrete 
regulative measures. So the presence, absence or the lack of statements of 
those measures do not guarantee anything. … We need the carrot and 
support, investments, that focuses on a circular economy vision that 
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competitiveness is improved and creating frameworks for the companies that 
they should innovate and improve these systems. But at the same time, we 
need the sticks. And that is lacking in the strategy. And if you think about this 
strategy, that were should it be placed, then maybe it is the painting of a 
positive, good future.” (emphasis added) 

The following sections will discuss the planned binding regulatory measures in the EU that 

in some way address the fashion industry’s linear business model and overproduction. 

 

Sustainable Product Policy 

The Roadmap for the Strategy for textiles states a need to take into account the 

preparation of the Sustainable Products Initiative and states a need to underline possible 

approaches to improve sustainable design, as well as to propose actions for the promotion 

of more sustainable production processes18. The Initiative was announced in the EC’s 

Circular Economy Action Plan to "make products fit for a climate neutral, resource efficient 

and circular economy, reduce waste and ensure that the performance of frontrunners in 

sustainability progressively becomes the norm” (EC, 2020). The Initiative will revise the 

Ecodesign Directive and propose additional legislative measures while aiming for more 

sustainable products in the EU market.19  

The Initiative recognises the prediction that by 2050, the world population is expected to 

be consuming resources at the rate three times higher than the Earth can replenish, if 

there will not be sufficient policy intervention. The Impact Assessment of the Sustainable 

Product Policy describes this linear pattern as part of the overall market and regulatory 

failures that cover other industries as well. It states: 

 

 
18 Including services on the EU market, to the extent possible and relevant. (EC, 2020) 
19 Until now, the Ecodesign Directive has included only energy-related products. By introducing the Initiative, 
also textiles are planned to be included in this directive. Furthermore, the Sustainable Products Initiative 
states that: “EU product policy needs to contribute to keeping climate and environmental impacts linked to 
resource and energy use, production and use of products within planetary boundaries. This means reducing 
the overall life-cycle climate and environmental footprint of the products placed on the EU market, achieving 
longer product lifetimes for example through more durable and reparable products, increasing circular 
material use rate, reducing waste and achieving higher recycling rates.” EC 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regualation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-
initiative, accessed 17 April 2021. 
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”Product-related externalities are not fully internalised: the linear production 
and consumption pattern of ’take-make-use-dispose’ does not provide 
producers with sufficient incentives along the supply chains to make their 
products more sustainable. The average lifespan of many products has 
become shorter over the last decades. Many products break too quickly, many 
cannot be easily and safely reused, repaired or recycled, and many are made 
for single use only. Furthermore, there are concerns over the environmental 
impact and working conditions in which materials are sourced and/or products 
produced.” (EC, 2020)  

Both interviewees from ECPDM and EEA brought the Ecodesign up when they were 

asked about the best solutions for tackling the industry’s negative impacts. One 

interviewee says: “then you have the whole Ecodesign Directive, which is really important. 

So the Ecodesign Directive will be adjusted. So to tackle textiles industry as well, it is 

important to get the guidance and directives on the design.” Another interviewee says: “I 

am not an expert in this area, but I see different actors calling for it and again, it makes a 

whole lot of sense to say, to have certain requirements in terms of product design and sort 

of material requirements, other than just energy consumption and related to textiles.”  

Although, all the documents and interviews point out that a collection of different regulatory 

measures is needed, the many possibilities of the product policy framework are 

emphasised. The Civil Society Shadow European Strategy for Sustainable Textile, 

Garments and Footwear states:  

“An integrated product policy means designing a reinforced and more 
transformative policy framework that not only builds on existing instruments 
but also incorporates new and stronger regulations, market instruments and 
standards, information campaigns, and support to innovative sustainable 
solutions. Ultimately, this will fundamentally overhaul the linear nature of the 
textiles industry, resulting in fewer resources consumed, no hazardous 
substances used, less waste and pollution, more decent jobs in repair, 
recycling and servicing sectors, and economic benefits for society as a whole.” 
(Fair and Sustainable Textiles - Civil Society Coalition, 2020) 

However, there are currently no instruments including criteria for the design and durability 

of textiles. Across the policy documents, the Sustainable Product Initiative’s applicability to 

significantly increase circular design and material efficiency in the textile sector is 

highlighted. In fact, there are several ambitious targets considered, such as to set 

“measures to ban the destruction of unsold durable goods”, as well as, to “establish EU 
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rules to make producers responsible for providing more circular products and intervening 

before products can become waste (for example providing products as a service, providing 

repair service/or ensuring spare parts availability)” (EC, 2020). When asking about the 

best solutions for tackling the industry’s negative impacts, one interviewee mentions: “For 

example a ban on destroying unsold textiles. I mean you read it here and there and people 

are approaching for it, I think for me it makes a lot of sense.” Whereas, another 

interviewee looks at banning in general more critically:  

“Clearly, one solution saying, for example, banning these, this is now my 
personal opinion, but it’s not the best solution, and why, because usually 
especially in circularity and sustainability in my professional experience, what I 
have seen, is that if you can clearly take away the burden of the impact of a 
specific activity by for example, banning that, but for sure you will have a side 
effect on something else. Therefore, we need to understand how to do it 
correctly. Because extreme actions, I don’t see extreme actions, let’s say 
coherent with sustainable approach, because sustainability, I see as a 
comparison, is balance, which means to ensure there is less and less 
environmental impact, but also to understand what’s going on at the 
environmental level.” 

In the documents, the product policy framework for textile products was welcomed, but at 

the same time, some of them highlighted the specific requirements and level of 

ambitiousness that should be included in the final version. The ECPDM Report (2019, pp. 

3–4) stresses the role of forming adequate criteria for the success of Ecodesign style 

approach: “whatever criteria is ultimately chosen, care may have to be taken in terms of 

the stringency of requirements. While the regulation should eliminate the worst performing 

products from the market, the criteria could still develop over time to increase the bar 

iteratively.” This report hints that a gradual approach for the Ecodesign could also be 

applicable. The European Parliament’s Resolution of 10 February 2021 on the New 

Circular Economy Action Plan states: 

“Welcomes the application of the new product policy framework to textiles, 
and stresses that it must prioritise waste prevention and durability, reusability 
and reparability as well as tackling hazardous and harmful chemicals in line 
with the waste hierarchy; calls for measures at the design and production 
stage against synthetic microfibre loss, and for other measures such as the 
development of preventive controlled and non-polluting industrial pre-washing 
and standards for equipping new washing machines with microfiber filters; 
calls for specific EU wide end of waste criteria for textiles.” (EP, 2021b) 



 

 

 50 

 

This quote illustrates how the Ecodesign is expected to create requirements and 

conditions for enabling a circular economy through waste prevention, durability, reusability 

and reparability as well as tackling harmful chemicals. The Civil Society Shadow Strategy 

(2020) states: 

“Therefore, the Commission will establish an integrated product policy 
framework for textile products, based on lessons learned under the Ecodesign 
Directive. Producers will have to meet legally-binding minimum requirements 
for design in order to have access to the EU market. The requirements will 
address the prevention and traceability (i.e. disclosure) of the use of 
hazardous chemicals, in particular in the absence of domestic precautionary 
chemical evaluation and restriction regulations equivalent to REACH in 
countries of manufacturing origin; as well as material- efficiency aspects: 
durability, repairability and reusability, recyclability (for example very restricted 
numbers and types of material mixes) and recycled content. The Commission 
will seek to ensure that the minimum requirements not only eliminate the worst 
performing products from the market, but that these requirements are 
benchmarked against best practice and the requirements set for chemical and 
environmental risks under the EU’s Ecolabel. The requirements will be defined 
following an open, transparent and science based process.” (Fair and 
Sustainable Textiles - Civil Society Coalition, 2020) 

In addition, the Ecodesign Directive is one of the measures that also has the possibility to 

effect the global markets. One interviewee says: 

“Of course we can, we can regulate what the companies put on the market in 
the EU, so if you regulate for example through Ecodesign, what can be put on 
the market in the EU that means that the factory that produces something to 
the EU market will have to live up to that. When living up to that for the EU 
market, it means that then they are also more likely to do the same thing for 
the American market.” 

As useful as the Ecodesign is perceived across the documents, it is not sufficient enough 

as the only policy. For example, the EEB Discussion Paper states: 

“Ecodesign requirements alone will not be enough to achieve the objectives of 
a resource- sufficient and toxic-free industry, and we welcome that the Textile 
Strategy will also ‘propose actions to promote more sustainable production 
processes’. The EU must strengthen and promote the EU Best Available 
Techniques (BAT) reference documents (BREFs) as a global standard and 
adopt more ambitious standards where they are in place in other 
countries. Clear legal standards for manufacturing within the EU should 
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also be mandatory for products imported into the EU.” (EEB, 2021, pp. 4–
5) (emphasis added) 

This quote illustrates how the Ecodesign requirement will not be enough on its own to 

achieve the objective of much greater resource efficiency. Whereas, this presents a critical 

viewpoint towards the Ecodesign, one interviewee highlights other measures as more 

effective: 

“The spectrum of solutions is still very small, if you think, for example, that it 
would be fantastic, if already in the design phase, you would take into account 
the circulation of materials and the end. However, somehow I think it is still 
very distant. There must be some opportunities, but at the same time the 
fashion industry is still extremely linear. I think that overall slowing down the 
pace would best succeed by raising the bar for the production, including the 
need to pay salaries enough for living, take care of employees’ safety and so 
on. That would raise the costs, and thus effect faster to the linear, extreme 
pace of production than the Ecodesign directive.” 

 

Due diligence 

According to the Roadmap for EU Strategy for textiles, environmental duty of care and due 

diligence across value chains, including improving traceability and transparency, will be 

explored. Across the policy documents, the need for an EU level due diligence law is 

strongly indicated. Until now, in the EU level, due diligence has only been applied in the 

EU Timber Regulation20 and EU Conflict Minerals Regulation21. For example, the EEB 

Discussion Paper on the Strategy states:  

“There can also be no market access for textile products where both human 
rights and environmental due diligence has not been carried out. The 
transition to a more resource-sufficient and toxic-free industry must be a just 
one for its millions of workers. To date, voluntary self-regulation has not 
been effective in setting corporate accountability. With the EU being a 

 

 
20 The EU Timber Regulation, adopted in 2013, prohibits placing illegal timber on the EU market and requires 
a due diligence mechanism to minimise the risk for handling illegal timber.  
21 The EU Conflict Minerals Regulation, adopted in 2017, requires, as of 2021, enterprises importing tin, 
tantalum, tungsten and gold in the EU from conflict and other high-risk areas, to exercise due diligence in 
their supply chains. 
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significant market of major retailers and brands as well as where they are 
domiciled or based, policymakers have a responsibility to set the textile sector 
on a path to a fair and sustainable transition, one that is planned and invested 
in.” (EEB, 2021, p. 3) (emphasis added) 

Furthermore, one interviewee presents a perspective on how due diligence might be a way 

to limit the enormous production volumes:  

“There should absolutely be no products, in which the human rights are not 
carried out. That would solve this volume question. If it would be mandatory 
for the production to respect human rights and be made in an environmentally 
friendly way, then the production of fast fashion would be impossible. The big 
problem here is that, do we have the ambition to radically put a spoke in 
European companies' operation’s wheel, because at the same time they bring 
jobs and prosperity. That on the one hand we give thumbs up to human rights 
and respect to the environment, but on the other hand we give thumbs down 
when we favour such a way that these companies must have a possibility to 
gain wealth and yield profit to the shareholders. These two do not fit in the 
same reality. And as long as the profits are the power guiding the society at 
the expense of human rights and the environment, this will stay as a task to 
solve with great difficulty. That how can we make companies’ operations more 
difficult in a very radical way, when everyone is opposing it in a certain way, 
everybody wants that the growth continues. But that should be let go off.” 

There have been national attempts in countries, which consider voluntary initiative 

insufficient, to put on regulations that also cover the fashion industry, such as the French 

law on the duty of vigilance and the Child Labour Due Diligence law in the Netherlands22. 

The Dutch law includes only social issues, whereas the French law covers both social and 

environmental aspects. Also, there are multi-stakeholder agreements, such as the 

Agreement on Sustainable Garments and Textile in the Netherlands and Partnership for 

Sustainable Textiles in Germany. However, these sectoral agreements are voluntary 

initiatives. From an EU perspective, the national laws have been criticized for being 

scattered around and varying in relevance for fashion value chains. From an industry 

 

 
22 These legislations do not specifically focus on fashion supply chains. The Dutch Child Labour Due 
Diligence law covers social issues, whereas the French duty of vigilance law covers both social and 
environmental concerns. (ECPDM, 2019) 
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perspective, the national laws have been judged as a factor for creating unequal 

competition in the EU market. One interviewee says: 

“There is in recent years, surprisingly call even from companies who are 
saying for us, to due diligence legislation, for example, on national level does 
not make a whole lot of sense. Because then what it means it applies to some 
companies in the EU and not to others, so it is what they call, a level playing 
field, right? That is unfair competition. Again, if we operate in multiple EU 
countries in which a lot of companies do, it means we need to obey by 
different rules in different countries which is also a huge administrative 
burden. So they are also calling for some harmonization at EU level. So in that 
sense, stepping up initiatives at EU level also makes a whole lot of sense.” 

However, there are some risks related to due diligence, as one interviewee expresses:  

“The risk of due diligence legislation is that it’s a tick-box exercise. As a 
company you need to have procedures in place, stick, procedure in place, 
stick, and that it doesn’t change anything in practice. So you want the 
legislation to be formulated in such a way that it indeed has some impact. So I 
think it is good. However, I am also one of the people who is thinking yes, but 
in any case, due diligence legislation is not going to be “the” silver bullet. It is 
not going to solve everything.” 

As this quote describes the potential non-compliance, the EEA & ETC/WMGE’s 

Discussion Paper provides an answer on how to act upon non-compliance concerns: 

“To sum up, drawing from these different models, horizontal or textile specific 
EU due diligence legislation could assign a strong role to non-state actors to 
flag substantiated concerns of non-compliance, while ensuring some form of 
pro-active public monitoring, and a sufficiently incentivising system of 
penalties and possible rewards. A balance has to be struck between 
meaningful monitoring and manageability of costs.” (EEA & ETC/WMGE, 
2019, p. 30) 

Another interviewee also highlights the insufficiency of voluntary self-regulation in setting 

corporate accountability, but adds more weight to the role of due diligence as the strongest 

regulation measure to start with. Furthermore, the interviewee states:  

“Yes, I think that should be the starting point (due diligence), that it should not 
be voluntary but mandatory. And then little by little it will direct to that, that 
when we get that due diligence then we will find problems. And then, we 
should have a place for complaints, a court, for example. … Of course 
companies will need help with that, that is not okay either, that we set some 
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hard regulations and then just leave the companies to struggle with each 
other, instead we need support for that. And then there should be a 
counselling organisation or system supporting companies, and the due 
diligence, then the sanctions and then the support, those we need, and that all 
these elements should be repeated in every conversation and proposal.” 

 

Green Public Procurement 

The potential of Green Public Procurement (GPP) in signalling market demand for 

sustainable textiles was mentioned in many documents and the interviewees also brought 

it up. Although public procurement is limited in scope, in the documents it has been given 

importance. The GPP criteria for textiles has until now been a voluntary instrument for 

member states and public authorities. It facilitates the inclusion of green requirements in 

public tenders. The Roadmap for the Strategy for textiles announced that it will consider 

GPP as one way to boost the EU market for sustainable and circular textiles. Moreover, 

the possibilities of GPP in generating demand for the EU Ecolabel is considered. For 

example, the ECPDM’s Discussion Paper states: 

“Public procurement has significant untapped potential to signal market 
demand for sustainable textiles. The European Commission can further 
contribute to efforts to strengthen sustainable buying capacities of procurers 
across the EU and potentially setting up a textiles-specific procurement 
network of procurement authorities across the EU. EU institutions can also 
lead by example, by enhancing the social and environmental sustainability of 
their own buying practices.” (ECPDM, 2019, p. 35) 

Furthermore, the GPP has potential for scaling up circular business models. For example, 

the Textiles in the Environment report states:  

“Green public procurement in the purchasing of textiles could pave the way for 
the scaling up of service- based business models and increased awareness 
within society as a whole. The public sector in Europe – including hospitals, 
schools and administrations – is a huge consumer of textiles. Examples 
include uniforms and bed linen in hospitals, carpets and curtains in schools 
and public buildings, to name a just few.” (EEA & ETC/WMGE, 2019, p. 38) 

Updating the GPP criteria for textiles could foster the market for more circular textiles and 

thus for circular business models. However, there are remarks that despite just turning 

sustainable procurement into the default choice for public authorities, it should be the case 
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for private organisations as well. For example, the EEB Feedback paper on the Strategy 

for textiles states:  

“There can be no justification why public authorities should be procuring 
sustainably when private companies can avoid their responsibility when it 
comes to sustainable sourcing – particularly when we consider that private 
companies compete with public services and/or they operate under a 
delegated mandate of public authorities.” (EEB, 2021, p. 7) 

 

Waste Directive 

While the preparation of the Sustainable Product Initiative plans to focus on waste 

prevention, the revised Waste Directive has already set a target for member states by 

introducing a legal obligation to start collecting textile waste separately by 2025. The 

Directive also encourages “the re-use of products and the setting up of systems promoting 

repair and re-use activities”.23 The Roadmap for the Strategy for textiles states that it will 

support the implementation of the Waste Directive. One interviewee says: “one of the 

things that has been done is on the waste side, the collection of waste. So that’s essential. 

To collect the waste and find ways to handle the waste in a good way and to recycle, 

reuse.” 

However, across the policy documents, the need to implement other measures on waste 

on top of this Directive are stressed. For example, the EP’s Resolution for the New 

Circular Economy Action Plan states:  

Strongly endorses the ambition to establish a well-functioning EU market for 
high-quality, non-toxic secondary raw materials - without prejudice to the 
provisions of the Waste Framework Directive and the Waste Shipment 
Regulation - and underlines that this will require common quality standards; 
recalls that the Member States have the possibility to define national b-
products and end-of-waste criteria and calls on the Commission to propose 
harmonised European end-of-waste criteria for key waste streams in line with 
the Waste Framework Directive, in order to remove market barriers and 

 

 
23 (Directive (EU) 2018/851 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 May 2018 Amending 
Directive 2008/98/EC on Waste (Text with EEA Relevance), 2018), https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32018L0851, accessed 20 April 2021. 
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ensure high-quality material recovery; deplores the fact that the Commission 
has not defined EU specific criteria for paper, tyres and textiles, as had been 
required by the Waste Framework Directive. (EP, 2021b) 

 

Extended producer responsibility 

As part of the Circular Economy Action Plan measures to implement the Strategy for 

Textiles, the Sustainable Product Initiative was introduced to ensure that textiles are fit for 

circularity; the Waste Directive was brought forward to improve the collection of textile 

waste; whereas the extended producer responsibility (EPR) is considered in order to 

promote sustainable textiles and treatment of textile waste in accordance with the waste 

hierarchy. EPR creates the opportunity for making producers and importers legally 

responsible to either organise their own programme or contribute financially to an existing 

one, in order to ensure that used clothes are reused or recycled. 

Across the policy documents, EPR schemes are recommended in order to support the 

transition to a “circular system” of textiles. In member state level, the EPR can also assist 

to reach the Waste Directive’s 2025 targets.  

However, until now textiles have not been included as one of the EPR policy categories, 

except in France. Currently, France is the only EU member state to have an EPR law for 

end-of-use clothing, linen and shoes, which has been in place since 2006. What this 

means is that all companies selling textile products on the French market are obligated to 

contribute to the recycling and treatment of textile waste. The French example of EPR is 

brought up in the documents and there are some recommendations derived from the 

challenges faced in France. For example, the ECPDM’s discussion paper states:  

“EPR schemes exhibit the potential of addressing the critical issue of textile 
waste. Currently, member states don’t have to, but can set up an EPR 
scheme for textile-related products, which France has done. Lessons from the 
French EPR illustrate some of the obstacles in implementing the policy. 
Setting optimal fee structures across member states to incentivise sustainable 
product design, and finding new markets for reused textiles are some of the 
key challenges that may need to be addressed in case the policy is scaled to 
other member states.” (2019, p. 35) 
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It appears in the interviews that there are already requests from the governments and 

companies to impose extended producer responsibility at the EU level. As asking about 

the ways EU policies can succeed to target the fast fashion companies, one interviewee 

brought up EPR by replying: 

“Two ways: by taking all these policies I talked you about before, by 
considering all of them, by considering the circular business models, and 
scaling them, and then by engaging in a dialogue with the companies. The 
companies are looking for this. If we manage to successfully engage in a 
dialogue with companies, this dialogue is already happening, I am part of it, so 
the dialogues are already happening. And that means that you hear from the 
companies what they would like so that they say they would like extended 
producer responsibility. Then you go with it. So go with also something that 
the companies are looking for. That is really important.” 
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5. Potential transformation and systemic change 

5.1. Perceptions on systemic change of the fashion industry 

In the EU policy documents analysed, systemic change of the fashion industry emerges 

primarily as a transition to a circular economy model. The circular economy model would 

ideally enable more economic growth with greater circulation and decreased demand for 

resources. The circular economy is presented as a way to tackle the environmental and 

climate impacts of the industry and as a mechanism to boost the EU textile industry’s 

global competitiveness. An underlying idea behind the circular economy, is the concept of 

decoupling, which refers to the end of the correlation between the increase of natural 

resource use and economic growth.  

The discussion about the circular economy’s interconnectedness to tackling the negative 

environmental and climate impacts and boosting economic growth is somewhat peculiar, 

although not eccentric, considering the literature suggests that an infinitely growing circular 

economy is an arithmetic impossibility and a contradiction (Parrique et al., 2019). There 

can be a number of possible explanations to this. First, it may be that politicians and 

policymakers are unaware of the empirical evidence and academic literature. Second, the 

application of circular economy with the demand for increased profits may only refer to a 

short-term approach or being one part of a bigger scheme. Third, it may be that the 

politicians and policymakers follow a politically attractive idea, or that the concept of 

economic growth is so embedded into the existing structures, and thus the dependence on 

economic growth is not questioned. 

Based on the interviews, it seems that the policymakers recognise that the dependence on 

economic growth indeed presents difficulties for the circular economy and sustainability to 

take place. There is a notion that all the actors should agree on the measures set in place, 

in order to ensure that there are concrete, positive effects on the environment and 

economy. Thus, it seems that the policymakers are in fact aware of this problematic 

relationship between the economic and environmental benefits, raised by the academic 

literature. However, in this view, the global fashion industry actors should also accept the 

potential regulatory measures, and thus, the measures should be in their own interest, 

which may lower the level of ambitions. In this case, it appears that the two other 
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explanations are more relevant: economic growth is such a politically attractive idea or so 

structurally embedded and thus it is not questioned, or, the circular economy is a short-

term approach, whether or not in a strategic way. 

However, it is crucial to highlight that the circular economy per se provides truly useful 

tools for approaching the fashion industry’s negative environmental and climate impacts. 

The goals of maximising the products’ lifecycle, reusability, and reparability, to name a 

few, are all excellent concepts. The usefulness and relevance of, for example, recycling, is 

extremely important. Also, the circular business models do have great potential to enable 

systemic change, as one of the components. However, if the focus will be on the growth of 

circular innovations’ efficiency gains, mainly through technological innovations, the 

systemic change is going to be ignored and the growth trends of production, extractivism 

and pollution will only continue. Given the technological fixes and new business models 

will not bring enough systemic change to the industry, economic growth cannot only rely 

on the same production model with “sustainable materials and production”. The amount of 

new products has to decrease and thus the sales can decrease as well. Indeed, one of the 

underlying problems behind the circular economy approach is that the business logic, 

based on never-ending production, and thus consumption, has not changed. Anyway, one 

has to critically assess whether it is the circular economy alone that sustains this 

correlation, or if it is fundamental or incidental to the capitalist economic system. 

It is not that this addiction to economic growth would be the one and only truth. Rather, the 

superordinate status of capital accumulation over ecological integrity should be rejected. 

Across the analysed documents, this contradiction between economic growth and tackling 

environmental impacts is not mentioned. However, in some of the interviews, this 

contradiction comes up. One interviewee states it mirrors people’s “delusional optimism”, 

and another one stresses that until you start measuring growth in a different way, we are 

not going to achieve a circular economy nor systemic change of the industry. 

In the circular economy, as it is described in the policy documents, there is still reliance on 

the idea that it can grow indefinitely. Even by the fashion industry’s transition of a linear 

business model to a circular one, this right to economic growth is maintained as a default. 

This relates to what Galbraith (1976) defines as a dependence effect. According to that, 

the consumers’ needs grow out of the process of production, and thus artificial want 
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creation. For the economist, increase of production is essential and anything that reduces 

output is perceived as wrong. It is not that the indefinite growth would serve the consumers 

by smothering their “needs”, but rather it serves the economists. Herein, Gronow’s 

argument that for a capitalist economic system, fashion presents an ideal, extreme case of 

waste, in which perfectly useful objects are transformed to totally useless and worthless 

ones, becomes very useful. It supports Galbraith’s (1976) and Hamilton and Denniss’s 

(2005) view that the capitalist economic system has been developed to benefit the 

economy by constantly creating new needs and desires and maintaining the endless want 

satisfaction of the consumers. Even when facing global environmental and climate crises, 

this economic principle is not abandoned. 

On the one hand, based on the analysis, it seems that economic growth is such a 

politically attractive idea or so structurally embedded to the current capitalist economic 

system, and thus it is not questioned. The companies bring jobs and prosperity, and 

especially in a time of a global crisis, it seems more acceptable to put the role of profits 

into the front line. In the EU policy documents, the need to boost the economy is partly 

explained with the current COVID-19 crisis that has affected the economy. However, this 

disposition of placing the economy over ecology, does not differ from other times. The 

literature reviewed has indicated that among policymakers there is a current obsession 

with decoupling, and thus with green growth. Through this strong focus on a concept, 

which is based on the flawed assumption, that sufficient decoupling can be achieved 

through increased efficiency, such as technological fixes, putting limits to production and 

consumption can be avoided. This shows either inability from policymakers to imagine the 

economy in a different way, or the embeddedness of capitalist economic thinking in the 

policymaking. 

On the other hand, one alternative is that the reliance on circular economy alone in 

securing the continuation of economic growth and tackling environmental impacts is a 

short-term approach. From a strategic point of view, it could mean that this shift to a more 

circular economy is the starting point for the journey towards a transformed fashion 

industry which operates in accordance with the 1.5-degree pathway and does no serious 

environmental harm.  This could mean that, in this case, in the EU, they would address the 

reduction of raw material use, production, and volume growth later on. However, there is 

an immediate short term urgency to dramatically reduce the global fashion industry’s 
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environmental and climate impacts already within the 2020s. In the interviews, there was 

some critique of short-termism, which was directed to the companies operating in the 

global fashion industry. Thinking in quarters and seeking quick profits, that is typical to 

companies, is counterproductive and in a contradiction with the targets of what we are 

trying to achieve in terms of climate change and human rights. Measures opposing this 

kind of growth-seeking action are still very unpopular.  

Furthermore, circular economy alone is not sufficient to create systemic change. Here, the 

analysis gives further support to the concerns expressed by Niinimäki et al. (2020), Kjaer 

et al. (2019) and WRAP (2020), that in the global fashion industry, there should be limits to 

growth. Indeed, Niinimäki et al. (2020) suggest that in order to achieve systemic change of 

the fashion industry, a number of approaches should be combined: limiting growth, 

reducing waste, and promoting a circular economy. Even for circular economy to be a truly 

sustainable solution, the planetary boundaries need to be kept in mind in the fashion 

industry’s operations. 

It seems that with some technological fixes, small or big, and by applying the useful tools 

of a circular economy, the power relationships of a capitalist economic system have been 

maintained. Here, systemic change is insufficient, as the material contradictions, so 

fundamental to the current linear model of the global fashion industry, are still included. 

 

5.2. Regulatory measures and potential transformation 

Across all the documents and interviews, the Strategy for Textiles was welcomed as a 

good opportunity to put new binding regulation in place. In addition, it became very clear 

that there cannot be only one regulatory solution to this due to its diversity. Tackling the 

environmental and climate impacts of the fashion industry is a complex issue, and to 

create change, a package of measures is needed. In addition, based on the analysis, 

there was a common understanding that voluntary measures have not worked until now 

and they should be complemented with mandatory measures. Also, none of the regulatory 

measures presented are mentioned as being sufficient alone.  

Regarding the concept of overproduction, the analysis shows, that there are no direct 

references to limiting production or consumption in the EU policy agendas, apart from 
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some relatively empty-meaning rhetorical commitments coupled with descriptions of 

‘exploring’, ‘identifying’ and ‘considering’ some voluntary and mandatory regulatory 

measures. This indicates that limiting production is not a goal of the EU policies on 

fashion, at least not directly. Instead, the Impact Assessment for the Strategy for Textiles 

states it will propose actions to make the industry fit for the circular economy, addressing 

weaknesses regarding “sustainable production”, “sustainable lifestyles”, and so forth. In 

contrast, the Circular Economy Action Plan, announces an intention to contribute to 

achieving decoupling while ensuring the long-term competitiveness of the EU. 

Despite the lack of ambitious initiatives setting limits to growth, there are some preliminary 

plans for regulatory measures that indirectly might have an impact on overproduction. 

Based on the analysis, it seems that due diligence and sustainable product framework are 

highlighted as the most prominent regulatory measures overall. These are also measures 

that have the potential to indirectly cause a decrease in fashion industry’s volumes of 

production, and that was expressed in the interviews. Although, the importance of creating 

a versatile package was emphasised, it is also crucial to differentiate the measures from 

one another. This is important as the systemic change of the fashion industry should not 

end at the EU borders.  

Due diligence has in recent years been introduced to some countries in the EU, but there 

is an increasing demand to make it mandatory on the EU level. One perspective is, that if it 

remains scattered, and thus fragmented, around different member states, it might create 

unfair competition. Also, voluntary corporate accountability has not been recognised as 

being effective. There is a strong emphasis on how due diligence could impact the imports 

to the EU by denying market access for textile products where human rights and 

environmental due diligence have not been carried out.  

Based on the interviews and other than official EU policy documents, a need for one 

specific idea was repeated: reflecting the environmental and societal costs of the materials 

and production processes in the price of the fashion products. This could be enabled by 

introducing mandatory due diligence. Indeed, one interviewee stressed that it should be 

the starting point for the EU’s regulatory measures on the fashion industry. This reflection 

of real costs would ideally contribute to the volume question, that especially derives from 

the fast fashion model. If it would be mandatory for the production to respect human rights 
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and environment, the production of fast fashion would be impossible. This reflection of 

costs would increase the production costs and make the companies increase their prices. 

By increasing the prices, it would ideally change the fashion industry to a direction where 

the volumes would be more moderate. However, it also raised a concern, whether there is 

the ambition in the EU to make companies’ operations more difficult in a very radical way. 

Also, this should be carefully monitored, in order to increase its effectiveness. 

The Impact Assessment for the Product Policy Initiative recognises the linear production 

and consumption patterns, that do not provide producers with sufficient incentives to make 

the products more sustainable. According to the document, this is one of the market and 

regulatory failures that the Initiative aims to correct. However, it indicates that there will be 

only soft measures, such as incentives, directed to address this failure. Also, in this 

preparatory phase, it has not been determined which of the measures will affect the 

fashion industry itself, as the initiative is horizontal, covering several EU industries.  

Currently, there are no instruments including criteria for the design and durability. In the 

policy documents, the potential of the planned Product Policy Initiative to significantly 

increase circular design and material efficiency in the fashion industry is highlighted. The 

linear business model, especially fast fashion, is designed in such a way that it becomes 

“outdated”, due to design choices and creation of new “needs”, as well as, “useless”, due 

to the low quality of the fashion products. Here, the Initiative could be transformational. 

However, as the Ecodesign Directive has earlier been mainly applied to electronics, these 

issues of design and durability are also extremely challenging to set the criteria for, when it 

comes to fashion products. Also, the Initiative is planning to set measures to ban the 

destruction of unsold durable goods. In the global fashion industry, this could be a very 

efficient measure to end the incineration of unsold products, which could potentially lead to 

a decrease in production volumes, or force the companies to develop their designs to 

ensure circularity.  

The other initiatives that could potentially impact in some way the fashion industry’s 

excessive production and consumption include the Green Public Procurement (GPP), 

Waste Directive, and Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR). These are initiatives, that 

on their own are quite limited in scale. However, they can be found very useful in 

supporting the other EU regulatory acts. For example, the Waste Directive and EPR can 
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potentially encourage to prevent waste, incentivise for sustainable product design and 

increase the “circular system” of textiles. Although it should be noted that these target 

mainly the end-of-use products and there is no direct correlation to production. GPP is 

stated to have potential for scaling up circular business models, but as it has quite a 

specific field where it is applied, the effects are not large-scale. Anyway, the positive side 

of GPP is that it is quite easily manageable and helps EU institutions to lead by example. 
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6. Conclusion  

This thesis has studied how the systemic change of the fashion industry is perceived, and 

how the fashion industry’s linear business model and its contradictions with the concept of 

decoupling can be addressed through regulatory measures, especially in the case of the 

EU policies on fashion. 

The principal contradictions in the global fashion industry arise from the industry’s 

continuous pursuit for maximum profit, via continuous increase in production for the global 

market, and the need to become ecologically sustainable and significantly reduce GHG 

emissions. Despite the acknowledgement that the fashion industry should urgently tackle 

these negative impacts, the industry has, on a large scale, continued operating business-

as-usual. The global fashion industry’s linear business model is based on seeking 

maximum profits, which means more production, more materials, more resource 

extraction, and thus, creating extensive overproduction and overconsumption. The growth 

obsession and profit fixation, intrinsic to a capitalist enterprise, are embedded in the global 

fashion industry.  

The EU policies on fashion show no difference. Despite their ambitious aims of shifting 

towards a circular economy, there is still reliance on the idea that it can grow indefinitely. 

This idea derives from the concept of decoupling, which falsefully promises that ever-

increasing economic growth is possible to maintain within the planetary boundaries. Antal 

and Van Bergh (2016) argue that decoupling as a main strategy should be viewed as 

taking a very large risk with our common future, and instead, to minimise this risk, we 

should reduce our dependence on economic growth. Similarly, Parrique et al. (2019) state 

that there is an obsession with decoupling on the EU side, and to truly address the climate 

change crisis, it would require direct downscaling of economic production and 

consumption. In the EU policies on fashion, the systemic change of the fashion industry is 

perceived as a win-win situation for both the environment and the economy, via the 

circular economy. The circular economy truly provides many useful tools for approaching 

the fashion industry’s negative environmental aspects of the fashion industry model of 

production, such as, lengthening the life cycle of materials through stricter material criteria, 

controlling waste, zero-waste design, and ensuring reparability. However, not even the 

circular economy can grow infinitely, in contrast, it is an arithmetical impossibility. 
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Physically, limitless growth is impossible. Yet, the circular economy maintains the basic 

structure of the (capitalist) industry intact through its economic growth promises. This is 

depicted by what Galbraith (1976) defines as a dependence effect – the consumers’ needs 

grow out of the process of production, and thus artificial want creation, whereas for the 

economist, increase of production is essential and anything that reduces output is 

perceived as wrong. Hence, in order to create systemic change, the superordinate status 

of capital accumulation over ecological integrity must be rejected (Rose & Cachelin, 2018). 

The Strategy for Textiles recognises both the need to reduce the negative environmental 

and climate impacts, as well as the need to boost the economy due to the COVID-19 

crisis, and announces the aims to seek for mutual benefits. However, based on the 

evidence, this is materially contradictory. Here, the main impediment for systemic change 

descends from our system of capital accumulation and its adherence to the material 

growth of our economies. Thus, this indicates that these contradictions in the fashion 

industry are fundamental to global capitalism, rather than incidental.  

The evidence indicates that this contradiction is deeply embedded, highly complex, and 

global in scope. There is a strong case for mandatory regulatory action to address the 

global fashion industry’s operations. This would radically transform the fashion industry’s 

operations and radically reduce its negative ecological, labour, and climate change 

consequences. However, there are also numerous obstacles, if we are to overcome it. The 

study has found that despite the presented circular economy aims of the EU policies on 

fashion, there is a lack of direct regulatory measures to tackle the endemic overproduction 

of the global fashion industry. Yet, some elements in the EU preparatory process for the 

Strategy for Textiles and Sustainable Products Policy Initiative show a desire to attempt to 

address these problems and radically alter the structure and operations of the fashion 

industry.  

The introduction of mandatory due diligence, would be one of such attempts. It is 

considered as an important regulatory measure as it could lead to the proper reflection of 

environmental and societal costs of the materials and production processes in the price of 

the fashion products, thus potentially increasing the overall costs of products. Given the 

“real” price tag, the problem of extensive overproduction and overconsumption could be at 

least partly affected. It could especially succeed to target the fast fashion model, as it 

would make it impossible to keep the “cheap” prices. However, this kind of system would 
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require extensive monitoring to be effective. Also, in order to get a truly “real” price tag, the 

due diligence criteria should be extremely comprehensive. As the global fashion industry is 

very complex, there is the risk that this criteria will be non-specific. 

The sustainable product policy initiative shows some potential, as it points to the possibility 

of setting criteria for design and durability that could ideally lengthen the life cycle of 

fashion products. Although first successfully experimented within electronical appliances, 

the preparation of this initiative faces the complexity of the global fashion industry. The 

evidence indicates that it has been greeted with satisfaction, yet setting concrete 

measures and keeping to them is seen as extremely difficult. However, one such measure, 

that there are already indications of, is the ban on the destruction of unsold products. It 

could make the companies think about making their production more efficient, and thus, 

limit overproduction. Yet, this should be a self-evident fact, rather than a “step forward” in 

the 2020s.  

Given the starting point, there is a strong case that mandatory regulation can play a big 

role, as it has the potential to set stricter criteria and rules for production, and thus hold all 

players accountable. Self-regulation of the fashion industry has been a failure to date. If 

radical change is not demanded, it will not be enacted. The raw material producers, 

manufacturers, fashion companies, and other actors throughout the value chain of the 

global fashion industry should therefore be compelled to fulfil certain criteria that would 

leave no space for free-riders at the expense of environment, climate, and human rights. 

Herein lies a chance for intervention. If, for example, fast fashion with its extremely “cheap” 

prices, low quality products, and tremendous volumes, would not be possible any longer, 

after production costs increase throughout the value chain, these companies would need 

to shift to produce goods on a higher standard, and that would most likely mean better 

quality, longer product lifetimes, and smaller volumes. Ideally, this would slow down 

production and material growth in the fashion industry.  

Before “closing the loop” and shifting to the circular economy practices, it would be 

absolutely crucial to start slowing down production, in order to address the current urgency 

of a global environmental and climate crisis. There is the prediction and a glimpse of hope, 

for the material growth to decrease when the standards and obligations for production are 
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improved. This is the critical first step in any policymaking targeting the fashion industry, in 

order it to be credible on any scale.  

Where mandatory regulation can potentially affect the ways fashion products are produced 

and consumed, it lacks the measures to affect the extent to which they can be produced, 

when taking into consideration the planetary boundaries. Thus, it lacks limits to material 

growth. So how, in an extremely globalised world, can one determine how much one can 

produce and extract resources? In the current capitalist economic system one cannot do 

that. Here, defining the individual “shares” for a company, or even a country, becomes 

really problematic. However, there is potential that through regulation the excessive 

overproduction would become unprofitable and even harmful to the companies.  

When thinking about systemic change of the global fashion industry, there should be a 

transformation to thinking about sufficiency rather than efficiency, fashion as a functional 

product rather than entertainment, slow fashion instead of fast fashion, and thus breaking 

the extreme utility of fashion for capitalism, where perfectly useful objects are transformed 

into totally useless ones to accelerate the turnover of capital. 

This thesis has only scratched the surface on this complex topic of systemic change of the 

global fashion industry. In the future, I see it as necessary to further research on how the 

exploitation of environment, climate, and human rights can be adequately addressed 

through public policies, and how this can be achieved in a timely manner, globally?  

The current global pandemic crisis has highlighted the shortcomings of our linear 

economic model, as described by Ibn-Mohammed et al. (2021, p. 18), “COVID-19 has 

highlighted environmental folly of ‘extract-produce-use-dump’ economic model of material 

and energy flows.” As a way out of the crisis, governments are now encouraging 

consumption (and production) to boost the economy. According to Ibn-Mohammed et al. 

(2021), the short-term policies set to address the urgency of the crisis are unlikely to be 

sustainable models at the end of the day. It is difficult to see how this short-term thinking in 

the midst of the crisis would be anything else than a setback. They conclude that: “going 

forward, resilience thinking should guide lessons learnt and innovations emanating from 

circular thinking should target the general well-being of the populace and not merely focus 

on boosting economic competitiveness, profitability or growth of businesses and national 

economies” (ibid., p. 19). Binding regulation to control overproduction and induce systemic 
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change into the global fashion industry is urgently needed. Yet, this faces huge 

complexities and obstacles for its realisation, and the dominant thinking remains linked to 

decoupling and the circular economy. 
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i “BEYOND 2030: DECOUPLING VALUE FROM VOLUME GROWTH 

In 2030, almost 62% of remaining GHG emissions (659 million tonnes) after accelerated 
abatement levers have been applied, are likely to come from the raw material production 
of the value chain, where abatement is especially difficult without a move towards fully 
organic materials and at-scale adoption of sustainable materials. To remain on the 1.5-
degree pathway beyond 2030, the industry will need to think radically and embrace 
business model transformation to deliver sustainable outcomes. 

Brands and retailers will need to decouple from the current volume-driven measures of 
success and unlock new sources of value through collaboration with their value chain 
partners. Increased investor focus on companies with clear ESG value propositions is 
already encouraging companies to consider new definitions of success. 

For example, brands and retailers could offer products that are made to order, which 
would reduce the volume of garments that can only be sold at significant discounts and 
thereby add volume, and emissions, without contributing much value. If the industry could 
reduce the share of stock sold at a discount by 15 percentage points, it would achieve a 
volume and emissions decline of about 10% without any impact on value growth. 

Similarly, companies could decouple volume growth from value growth by enabling the 
acceleration of circular business model adoption. The accelerated abatement analysis 
assumes volume growth in line with industry forecasts and an increase of circular business 
model market share to around 20%. This implies a volume growth of around 2.1% per 
annum, compared with a 2.7% per annum if the circular business model adoption stays at 
current levels. However, with a clear consumer value proposition, which could drive 
margins similar to existing business models, brands can continue to capture value from the 
circular models without the growth in volume and resulting emissions. 

To remain on the 1.5-degree pathway, the industry would need to imagine a world with 
smaller individual wardrobes consisting of higher value, longer life pieces, complemented 
by a flourishing re-commerce and rental market, and ample access to repair and 
refurbishment services. While volume growth in this world could taper, these new 
consumer needs provide significant value capture opportunities for players who can 
combine deep customer insight with the capacity to change their way of serving 
customers.” (Berg et al., 2020) 
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