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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 

 
The global fast fashion market is a fast paced and highly competitive environment. In 
order for brands to survive, they must emphasize agility and efficiency in their 
organizational strategies (Maia et al., 2013). High adaptability in corporate strategies 
allow companies to keep up with rapidly changing responses in demand, product mix 
and production volume, as well as to satisfy their own internal need for production 
efficiency and cost minimization in order to survive (Drira et al., 2007). Fast fashion 
companies face constant external pressure created by changes in consumer 
demand that must be met, which is why methods of continuous improvement are key 
to remaining competitive in uncertain market conditions (Vergara, 2013). 
 
The organizational strategies of typical fast fashion companies differ drastically to 
those of “slow fashion” -brands (Aishwariya, 2019). Fast fashion brands follow their 
own unique business model, which allows these brands to achieve a significantly 
higher profit margin, by mass producing garments inexpensively and quickly to 
match rapidly changing demand (Childs & Jin, 2015). However, it is difficult to predict 
future fashion trends, which is why garment manufacturers must take a risk by 
producing goods that do not necessarily have demand (Aishwariya, 2019). Aftab et 
al. (2018) suggest, that due to the nature of the field, sustainability issues arise in all 
areas of the supply chain.  
 
The global fast fashion market is expected to grow rapidly from 2020 being valued at 
$ 68,634.9 million to $ 163,468.5 million in 2025, mostly due to increased demand, 
affordable retail prices and availability (The Business Research Company, 2021). 
Most growth of the fast fashion market originates from developing markets in Asia, 
since many consumers are migrating towards the middle class and can afford to 
purchase them (Keller et al., 2014). Due to the rapid growth rate of the market, it is 
vital for brands to adopt environmentally friendly practices, to reduce their 
environmental impact. Maia et al., (2013) proposed, that Lean tools can be utilized in 
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the fast fashion supply chain processes to reduce wasteful practices, and thus 
reduce the environmental wastes, such as water waste, textile waste and electrical 
waste created in the supply chain. 
 
This thesis will be focusing on how lean tools can be implemented in fast fashion 
supply chains to reduce wasteful activities, and thus become more environmentally 
sustainable. 
 
 
1.2 Sustainable business practices 
 
The fast fashion industry carries the heavy reputation of being unethical and 
environmentally unfriendly, which has pushed competing businesses to implement 
more environmentally friendly approaches to production (Härtsiä, 2017). The 
garment industry is responsible for around 10% of global greenhouse gas emissions, 
making it the third largest polluter after global food production and construction, and 
almost 20% of global wastewater is produced by the industry (EDGE, 2022). 
Alongside this, waste management is a large-scale problem in the industry as well, 
as over 92 million tonnes of textile waste is produced yearly, of which 85% ends up 
in landfills and goes unrecycled (Mowery, 2021). A reason for this is that fast fashion 
companies rely on mass production, even if there is not enough demand to match 
mass production rates, creating waste management problems for companies (Bose, 
2021).  
 
As fast fashion companies rely on mass production and cheap labour to achieve high 
profit margins, sustainability can be seen as a cost to fashion brands relying on mass 
production (Bose, 2021). However, sustainability should not be seen only as a cost 
to a fashion brand. Applying the lean business model to supply chain activities, 
organizations can eliminate waste, help maximize responsiveness and increase 
sustainability, but also help in remaining competitive through increased agility and 
resource efficiency (Maia et al., 2013).  
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Alongside the global waste problem and climate change, sustainability efforts can be 
seen as important for businesses too. Based on the survey, consumers are more 
aware of their purchase decisions and their environmental impacts than in the past, 
which is why it is important for companies to implement environmentally friendly 
values in their management processes to ensure competitiveness in the future.  
 
 
1.3 Paths to achieve sustainability  
 
Environmental sustainability can be approached in several ways in fast fashion 
companies, but this thesis will be focusing on the effects of implementing lean 
management practices to the fast fashion supply chain processes to reduce waste, 
and thus become more sustainable environmentally (Vergara, 2013). This thesis 
aims to show businesses that by making changes in the supply chain of fast fashion 
brands, sustainability should not be only seen as a cost to businesses, since 
environmental sustainability goes hand in hand with cost saving and efficiency (Maia 
et al., 2013). Fast fashion brands are generally known to be wasteful in their 
organizational practices, but this is not entirely true for all of them, as there are 
differences between brands and their efforts to reduce waste (Mowery, 2021).  
 
The paths to achieve sustainability will be investigated through a case study of the 
Spanish multinational fast fashion corporation, Inditex Zara. The supply chain of Zara 
differs significantly to a typical fast fashion supply chain, due to the particularly agile 
and efficient nature of its supply chain processes. The brand has approached agility 
through the use of the lean business model, making the supply chain drastically 
different to typical fast fashion brand supply chains (Aftab et al., 2018). Waste 
reduction for cost-saving purposes is interrelated with reducing environmental waste 
in the fast fashion supply chain, since improper utilization of resources to the 
maximum benefit creates environmental waste that could have been utilized more 
efficiently (Maia et al., 2013).  
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1.4 Research Problem 
 
The following research problems relating to the topic of sustainability and the fast 
fashion industry are given below:  
 
1.4.1 Combatting climate change is a team effort, in which sustainability plays a 

great role. 
 
Because climate change is a current global issue, it is important to acknowledge the 
effect that the fast fashion industry plays in it. As the fast fashion industry accounts 
for around one tenth of the global greenhouse gas emissions, adjusting 
organizational strategies into more sustainable ones is vital to reduce the 
environmental impact of the industry (Worldbank, 2019). However, there are 
significant differences between fast fashion companies in their attempts to become 
more sustainable and in reducing their environmental impacts (Mowery, 2021). This 
thesis aims to identify key features in supply chain management processes that 
reduce waste and make supply chains more environmentally sustainable.  
 
 
1.4.2 The importance of sustainability within the fast fashion industry due to the 

nature of the field. 
 

The retail price of fast fashion clothing goods does not reflect the full environmental 
costs of production, according to Velychko and Wickman (2019). Currently, the fast 
fashion industry contributes to 10% of global greenhouse gas emissions each year, 
and this figure is anticipated to rise by more than 50% by 2030 (Worldbank, 2019). 
Niinimäki et al., (2020) also found that the industry generates around 92 million 
tonnes of tangible waste and consumes around 79 trillion litres of water. 
The buy-dispose cycle of fast fashion established by Velychko and Wickman (2019) 
demonstrates how the supply chain structure in the garment industry is problematic, 
as it mainly relies on mass producing garments that are not necessarily in demand. 
Furthermore, fast fashion clothing loses its value quickly due to low consumer 
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pricing, triggering frequent changes in fashion trends, resulting in previously 
purchased garments becoming unfashionable (Aishwariya, 2019). As fast fashion 
becomes increasingly accessible to millions of people moving into the middle class, it 
is critical for companies to introduce sustainable business methods in order to 
reduce the industry's environmental impact (Keller et al., 2014). 
 
1.4.3 The sustainability dilemma. 

 
For many years, fast fashion companies have heavily relied on mass production in 
order to follow fast changing trends, by producing garments rapidly, cost efficiently 
and inexpensively (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). Mass production is one of the main 
reasons why fast fashion brands have significantly higher profit margins (around 
16%), in comparison to slow fashion brands (around 7%) (Childs & Jin, 2015). 
Despite mass production being the best low-cost alternative for production in fast 
fashion companies, mass production comes with significant costs to the environment 
(Velychko & Wickman, 2019).  
 
Slow fashion companies are often more sustainable than fast fashion brands, due to 
the smaller production capacity and better raw material utilization (Aishwariya, 2019). 
Some slow fashion companies also use higher quality raw materials to create 
garments that do not follow fashion trends, in order to lengthen the useful life of a 
clothing piece (Tinmark et al., 2019). However, this means that slow fashion 
companies have lower profit margins due to higher costs of production.  
 
Because of the difference in nature between slow and fast fashion brands, the same 
waste reduction methods cannot be easily applied from one business strategy to 
another. Fast fashion companies strive for high and competitive profit margins which 
is why changes in corporate strategies away from mass production can be 
unfavourable for companies, as mass production is cheap and less labour intensive. 
Changes in corporate strategies are also costly for brands, which is why some 
companies that currently have optimized their supply chain by mass production may 
not want to change it. (Childs & Jin, 2015) 
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1.5 Research Questions 
 
The following research questions are used to answer the topic of “An Analysis on the 
Effects of Business Model and Corporate Strategy Innovation in Achieving 
Environmental Sustainability in Supply Chain Management in the Global Fast 
Fashion Industry”. 
 

• To what extent can lean tools be used to achieve sustainability in business 
practices? 
 

• In which ways does sustainability play a role in keeping a company 
competitive in the fast fashion market? 

 
• In what ways do changes in consumer sustainability awareness affect the fast 

fashion industry? 
 
 
1.6 Research Objectives 
 
The aim of this research project is to find the answer to the following research 
objectives:  
 

• Identifying key features, corporate strategies and business models that can be 
utilized by fast fashion brands to achieve sustainability. 
 

Identifying key features how fast fashion brands can achieve more sustainable 
business practices can be done by comparing different fast fashion brands and their 
organizational practices, in order to find key drivers of sustainability within a certain 
brand’s supply chain. These key drivers can be certain differences in corporate 

strategies, or a slightly different business model in comparison to the regular fast 
fashion business model that Härtsiä (2017) presented. These differences can be 
further analysed to find if they can be applied to other fast fashion brands in the 
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market, in order to reduce the overall environmental impact of the industry, as 
tackling climate change is a team effort (Dey, 2020). 
 

• Identifying how the sustainable consumer shift affects fast fashion brands. 
 

As fast fashion brands are heavily affected by consumer demand, identifying the 
consumer relationship between fast fashion garment purchase decisions and 
sustainability is important to consider (Mowery, 2021). This will be primarily done 
through a survey. It has already been seen that fast fashion brands take initiative to 
become more sustainable due to consumer demand (Cheng, 2019). For example, 
some fast fashion brands have introduced environmentally friendly clothing lines and 
promote the use of recycled materials. However, there is clear demand for fast 
fashion brands to further implement sustainability values into their supply chain, 
which is why brands must look for alternative solutions (Mowery, 2021).  
 
 
1.7 Definitions 
 
There are five relevant terms in this thesis, which are defined below. 
 

1. Fast fashion company 
Any brand that produces garments at a low cost at a rapid rate is considered a fast 
fashion company (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). Typical fast fashion companies create 
garments with minimum cost, typically utilizing mass production in less developed 
countries, taking advantage of lower labour costs in these markets. Fast fashion 
garments have a shorter lifespan than slow fashion garments, due to inexpensive 
raw materials (Aishwariya, 2019). Alongside this, fast fashion brands carry a heavy 
reputation of unethical and unsustainable business practices, due to poor waste 
management and cutting costs where possible, in order to keep high profit margins 
(Childs & Jin, 2015; Aishwariya, 2019).  
 
 
 



Maula  
 

Page 8 of 37  

2. Environmental sustainability  
Sustainable development is defined as development that meets the current needs, 
without compromising the ability of meeting the needs in the future (United Nations, 
2018). This thesis is focused on the environmental aspect of sustainability and 
analysing the different approaches that fast fashion brands can take to achieve a 
more sustainable supply chain.  
 
 

3. Sustainable business practices in the fast fashion industry. 
Sustainability is difficult to measure, as different fast fashion brands approach 
sustainability in different ways (Mowery, 2021). Often a benchmarking method is 
used when comparing brands together, as sustainability can be approached through 
different ways. However, this thesis focuses on the effects of reducing waste in the 
supply chain through lean management practices, in order to transform supply 
chains into more sustainable ones.  
 
 

4. Lean production 
Lean production is the idea of constant improvement to reduce waste in 
organizational practices. The idea of lean production was introduced by Henry Ford 
in the Ford Motor Company supply chain in the US in 1913. (Six Sigma Daily, 2017) 
Lean production principles and models can be utilized in the fast fashion supply 
chain, to cut costs, reduce environmental wastes and to ensure agility and maximum 
efficiency (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). 
 
 

5. Waste 
In the fast fashion supply chain, the largest sources of environmental waste come 
from textiles, water and energy that are utilized inefficiently (Maia et al., 2013). 
Intangible wastes are also prevalent in the fast fashion supply chain, and they often 
arise from poor supply chain management and planning, these not being necessarily 
environmental wastes, but for example inefficiencies that can be costly to the 
organization (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). It is common that the physical 
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environmental wastes and other intangible wastes are interlinked in the fast fashion 
supply chain, as the market environment is fast paced and there is little room for 
error (Maia et al., 2013). For example, a certain style of clothing may go quickly out 
of fashion, and due to poor inventory management, textile waste is produced, when 
consumers do not purchase a good that is out of fashion.  
 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
This literature review will provide the reader a deeper understanding on the 
organizational methods and tools that can be utilized in supply chain management 
processes, for the purpose of making businesses operating in the fast fashion 
industry more sustainable. The research findings can be utilized by smaller 
companies entering the highly competitive environment in order to gain competitive 
advantage. The literature review will discuss the topic through the lenses of the main 
findings, theoretical framework, and the conceptual framework.   
 
The findings of prior research aim to give a detailed and relevant introduction to the 
thesis topic, by talking about the industry in general, sustainability in the fast fashion 
industry, solutions to the sustainability problem as well as the main lean tools that 
can be utilized for this purpose.  
 
The theoretical framework will discuss the main theories and concepts that the 
sources used in this thesis cover, as well as their relevance and credibility of them. 
The conceptual framework will use these tools and concepts found in the sources to 
create, analyse, and link information together, to form a literature review that shows 
how these concepts can be utilized for the purpose of analysing the thesis topic.  
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2.2 The Theoretical Framework 
 
Lean production tools can help in reducing waste incurring in garment manufacturing 
supply chains, become more efficient and reduce cost (Christopher, 2000). Waste is 
considered to be anything that does not add value to the goods a company is 
producing, so all activities in the supply chain that do not increase the value of the 
product are cut (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). Applying these initiatives can go hand in 
hand with sustainability and eco-efficiency, for example by reducing energy and 
water waste, environmental waste, and raw material waste (Maia et al., 2013). By 
optimizing supply chain activities with Lean, companies can save costs and utilize 
materials more effectively by creating “more with less” (Simons & Mason, 2003).  
One of the most successful implementations of lean tools into the fashion industry 
has been by the Spanish fast fashion retail giant, Zara. The brand has implemented 
five different lean techniques in different stages of their supply chain management 
process to ensure remaining competitive in the market: just in time production, 
agility, Kanban, Kaizen and customer value, and one-piece flow. (Robinson, 2015) 
 

1. Just in time (JIT)  
The Just In Time technique has been widely used in the automotive industry, first 
utilized by Ford Motor Company in 1913 (Six Sigma Daily, 2017). The theory aims to 
cut wasteful operations to the minimum by producing goods only when they are 
needed, in the exact amount that they are needed in, as well as reducing stock to the 
minimum (Benton, 2011). Dey (2020) states that Zara has utilized this approach in 
their supply chain management, by holding minimal stock in warehouses 
accompanied by updating collections twice a week. Utilizing the JIT approach, Zara 
can respond to changes in demand very rapidly, due to precise times (twice a week) 
that popular garments are reordered and unpopular ones are discarded from the 
production schedule (Robinson, 2015). 
Because Zara is able to respond quickly to changes in consumer demand, less 
waste is produced by overproduction that does not match the potential demand, 
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which has been noted as a problem in the fast fashion industry by Velchyko and 
Wickman (2019). By utilizing the JIT lean technique, customer demands can be met 
by directly ordering popular garments and disregarding less popular ones, allowing 
Zara to control the amount of textile waste produced (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). This 
approach could be potentially successful in making the fast fashion industry more 
sustainable, without decreasing the competitiveness of the brand.  
 

2. Agility 
As Zara’s largest markets are in Europe (Statista, 2021), the brand has approached 

agility and minimal lead time through geographical proximity. Automated factories 
are located mostly in Spain, where they can be closely monitored and effectively 
controlled for rapid changes in demand (Hausman, 2014). According to Hausman 
(2014), a professor at Stanford University, this allows the retail giant to significantly 
reduce losses incurred by markdowns of unsold garments, enabling the brand to 
increase profits by up to 28%. 
 

3. Kanban 
Kanban systems are best used in repetitive production, such as that of fast fashion 
companies supply chain activities (Dey, 2020). Zara utilizes this system through the 
use of a device that tracks the movement of materials from one manufacturing 
process station to another within factories (Robinson, 2015). The Kanban approach 
allows the next manufacturing process station to signal the previous process station 
the exact number of materials needed and the exact time that they are needed by, in 
order to keep inventories on a minimum level (Palladino, 2010).  
 

4. Kaizen and customer value 
Forecasting trends is difficult in the highly volatile market of fast fashion, but 
competitiveness has to be ensured by launching new products when there is 
demand for them. According to Robinson (2015), Zara has overcome this challenge 
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by purchasing capacity in advance from fabric suppliers, meaning that the colour and 
pattern of the fabric can be decided, once the consumer preferences are known. The 
concept of Kaizen, better known as continuous improvement, can be seen in the 
continuously updated database of customer preferences, that each retail store 
manager updates daily, in order to pass on vital information on customer demands 
and forthcoming trends to Zara’s design team (Dey, 2020).  
 

5. One-piece flow  
Dey (2020) states, that unlike other fast fashion companies, Zara has adopted the 
strategy of one-piece flow instead of mass production. This way the brand can 
closely match the supply quantity with the number of garments demanded and less 
waste is generated (Kumari et al., 2019). One-piece flow also allows the company to 
cut costs through markdowns within stores, as well as an increase in agility, which is 
important in the industry (Robinson, 2015).  
By implementing these lean techniques, Zara has created one of the most agile 
quick-response systems in the market, whilst cutting waste and the costs of 
production (Kumari et al., 2019). These techniques can also be potentially 
implemented into other fast fashion companies to reach a greater level of 
sustainability.  
 
2.3 The Global Fast Fashion Industry  
 
Fast fashion companies operate in a highly competitive environment, where agility 
and efficiency are key to remaining competitive. Brands must have highly adaptable 
corporate strategies, which allow rapid responses to changes in demand, product 
mix, and production volume, as well as to satisfy their own internal need for 
production efficiency and cost minimization in order to survive (Drira et al., 2007). As 
fast fashion companies are constantly pressured externally by changes in consumer 
demand, continuous improvement is needed to remain competitive in the future 
(Vergara, 2013). 



Maula  
 

Page 13 of 37  

 
The current fast fashion companies rely on mass production and cheap labour to 
ensure low costs of production and high profit margin (Härtsiä, 2017). This has 
pushed the global production of clothes to double in the past 15 years, due to 
overconsumption and replaceability driven by clothes that lose their value quickly or 
go out of fashion (Velychko & Wickman, 2019). The effectiveness of this unique 
corporate strategy is noted by Childs and Jin (2015), in a report that found that the 
profit margins of fast fashion companies are significantly higher at 16% due to this, in 
comparison to typical apparel brands at 7%. This allows brands to sell their goods for 
a seemingly lower price, in comparison to regular, smaller clothing brands and 
making the goods more available to a broad range of consumers (Velychko & 
Wickman, 2019). 
 
The global fast fashion market is growing at a rapid rate, with new entrants entering 
the market in unprecedented numbers. The global fast fashion market is expected to 
continue growing by 19% from 2020 being valued at $68,634.9 million $163,468.5 
million in 2025. (The Business Research Company, 2021) The biggest source of 
growth originates from developing markets in Asia, in which most consumers are 
migrating towards middle-class and thus, having increasing purchasing power (Keller 
et al., 2014).  
 
 
2.3.1 The Fast Fashion Corporate Strategy 
 
Fast fashion companies have unique corporate strategies that differ drastically from 
typical fashion brands (Turker & Altuntas, 2014). Fast fashion brands depend on 
mass production of lower quality garments, which are easily replaceable for the 
consumer due to low pricing and easy accessibility (Camargo et al., 2020; Velychko 
& Wickman, 2019)  
 
As Childs and Jin (2015) found, the unique corporate strategy of fast fashion 
companies allows them to have much higher profit margins than regular brands. A 
typical fast fashion brand’s profit margin is usually at around 16%, when a regular 
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brand’s profit margin is only at around 7%. This also allows the growth rate of fast 

fashion companies to be higher and more stable. For example, between 2003 and 
2008, GAP had -1.07% negative growth, when companies like Zara and H&M grew 
by 19.2% and 8.4% respectively. (Childs & Jin, 2015) However, direct conclusions 
should not be drawn from this, since the market size for Zara is over twice the size of 
GAP’s, at 13.2 Billion US Dollars (2021) in comparison to GAP’s $6.82 billion in 2022 
(Statista, 2021; Companies Market Cap, 2022). Fast fashion companies also operate 
in a greater number of countries (Childs & Jin, 2015). 
 
Most fast fashion brands share three key factors in their corporate strategies and 
supply chain management practices that are outlined by Cachon and Swinney 
(2011):  

1. Mass production in least developed countries, or countries where speed and 
shorter lead times outweigh higher costs of production. 

2. Highly fashionable and trendy product design, that is cost-accessible for 
masses, as well as easily replaced when unfashionable. 

3. Short lead times in production and distribution.  
 
Fast fashion brands typically source their labour from countries with a Least 
Developed Country (LDC) -status. Countries with the LDC status are especially 
attractive to fast fashion companies, as labour is cheap and the LDC status allows 
for lower trade tariffs on apparel produced within these countries. (Velychko, 
Wickman, 2019) Alongside this, the environmental laws and regulatory parties are 
not as restrictive as in developed countries, which is why garment manufacturers can 
evade proper waste management practices, which would otherwise be mandatory in 
developed countries (Keenan, 2020).  Keenan (2020) found that low skilled workers 
also have less bargaining power in LDC countries, due to fewer work opportunities, 
which is why labour costs are lower in comparison to developed countries. However, 
according to Velychko and Wickman (2019), sometimes brands source labour from 
locations geographically closer to target markets, such as Turkey (for Europe) and 
Mexico (for North America). This is because the speed and shorter lead times that 
geographical proximity creates outweighs the higher costs of production (Velychko & 
Wickman, 2019).  
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Fast fashion companies also heavily depend on a buy-dispose cycle, which is 
created by an increased number of new collections and rapid value loss of goods 
purchased (Tan, 2019). New garment collections make old clothes look 
unfashionable, which pushes consumers to purchase new garments (Aishwariya, 
2019). The key driver of the buy-dispose cycle are low retail prices, which allow 
consumers to easily replace previously purchased garments, when they become 
unfashionable (Velychko & Wickman, 2019). Aishwariya (2019) mentions that fast 
fashion garments are also produced from low quality materials, which further pushes 
consumers to purchase new goods more frequently, which is why most fast fashion 
garments end up in landfills and are never recycled.  
 
Cachon and Swinney (2011) state a common feature in most fast fashion company 
corporate strategies are short lead times in production and distribution, which 
increases agility in fast fashion brands. Agility is vital in enabling close matching of 
supply with uncertain demand in the market, which is referred to as a quick-response 
system. Lead times in production and distribution can be also decreased by 
geographical proximity (Velychko & Wickman, 2019). 
 
 
2.3.2 Importance of Sustainability in the Fast Fashion Industry 
 
As Velychko and Wickman (2019) state, the retail price of fast fashion clothing items 
does not reflect the true environmental cost of production of the good. At the 
moment, the fast fashion industry is responsible for 10% of the global greenhouse 
gases annually, and it is expected to increase by more than 50% by 2030 
(Worldbank, 2019). Alongside this, Niinimäki et al., (2020) found that the industry 
produces more than 92 million tonnes of waste and uses around 79 trillion litres of 
water. 
The buy-dispose cycle of fast fashion identified by Velychko and Wickman (2019) 
shows how the organizational structure of supply chains in the fast fashion industry 
are problematic, as they heavily depend on mass producing goods that do not 
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necessarily have demand for them. Alongside this, fast fashion clothing articles lose 
their value quickly, as large-scale fashion trends change rapidly due to cheap 
consumer prices (Tan, 2019). As fast fashion is becoming more accessible to 
millions of people migrating towards the middle-class, it is vital for fast fashion 
companies to adopt sustainable business practices to reduce the industry’s impact 

on the environment (Keller et al., 2014).  
 
2.3.3 Models, Tools, and Strategies for a Sustainable Supply Chain  
 
As the demand for fast fashion is growing, it is important for fast fashion brands to 
change their traditional and wasteful organizational practices into more sustainable 
ones (Tan, 2019). Brands can approach sustainability through changes in corporate 
strategies and the use of different tools and business models.  
Currently, the fast fashion industry strategy is heavily based on producing goods in 
masses, without guarantee that there is sufficient demand for them. Fast fashion 
companies also depend on easy replaceability of garments, due to seasonal demand 
and trends (Maia et al., 2013). Due to this, it is challenging and costly for fast fashion 
companies to become more sustainable while remaining competitive. A solution to 
this could be that fast fashion companies include some aspects of the corporate 
strategy favoured by ‘slow fashion’ brands, for example by producing goods with 

higher quality materials for durability, and by slowing down the frequency of new 
garment collections, which in turn slows down the seasonality and buy-dispose cycle 
(Aishwariya, 2019; Niinimäki et al., 2020). Niinimäki et al., (2020) states that 
alongside changing the corporate strategies of fast fashion companies, consumers 
must also change their consumption habits by avoiding the buy-dispose cycle, by 
reducing the number of garment purchases and increasing their lifetimes by 
adequate care. 
By changing the corporate strategy of a fast fashion company towards a slow fashion 
one which Niinimäki et al., (2020) proposed, fast fashion companies may suffer 
losses in competitiveness and reductions of profit margins, making it an unappealing 
approach for fast fashion brands to take. As the costs of production of slow fashion 
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brands are higher, adopting these strategies can be an unfavourable option for 
achieving sustainability, as the retail prices of garments would increase, driving 
consumers to purchase their cheap goods from a competing brand (Aishwariya, 
2019).  
An alternative option for increasing sustainability in fast fashion brands is introduced 
by Maia et al., (2013): fast fashion companies can adopt some lean production tools 
to cut costs and waste produced in the supply chain. Lean production tools allow 
brands to respond quickly to changing trends, and to produce the correct quantity 
what is needed just in time (JIT) (Robinson, 2015). Lean production tools can 
increase agility and significantly reduce the problem of over production, that fast 
fashion companies struggle with (Velchyko & Wikman, 2019). There is strong 
evidence that the use of lean tools in fast fashion supply chains increases 
environmental performance and sustainability, as reducing waste and continuous 
improvement drives the efficient utilization of raw materials (Moreira et al., 2010).  
One of the leading international brands in fast fashion retailing, Inditex-Zara, has 
implemented lean production tools into their supply chain management processes 
(Cachon & Swinney, 2011). The implementation of these tools has allowed the brand 
to have one of the most efficient and agile quick response systems in the entire fast 
fashion industry (Christopher, 2000). 
 
2.4 Conceptual Framework 
Sustainable development is defined by the United Nations as development that 
meets current needs but does not compromise the ability of meeting future needs. 
Maia et al., (2013) recognize three pillars of sustainability that interlink businesses, 
society, and the government. These pillars shown in Figure 1, are environmental 
sustainability, economic sustainability, and social responsibility. This thesis is 
focused mainly on the environmental pillar of sustainability and analysing the 
different approaches that businesses can take to achieve more sustainable business 
practices.  
Figure 1: Three pillars forming sustainability in business, the society and in the 
government.  
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Sustainability (environmental, economic, and social responsibility) can be found in 
the areas of business, society, and the government, as shown on the outer triangle 
in Figure 1. In this thesis, the environmental aspect of sustainability will be discussed 
in relation to business, through the topic of the fast fashion industry.  
Lean tools will be largely discussed in this thesis, as they are vital for making fast 
fashion brands more agile, as well as more sustainable. Moreira et al., (2010) 
recognise that utilizing lean tools can help companies improve their resource 
productivity, and thus decrease the waste of both materials and energy, making the 
supply chain more eco-efficient as well as agile.  
An example of a lean tool, the Ishikawa diagram can be used to show sources of 
waste in the supply chain of the fast fashion industry (Maia et al., 2013). The 
Ishikawa diagram gives a main idea about common sustainability problems that arise 
in the fast fashion industry.  
Figure 2: Wastes as causes of weak environmental performance 
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The Ishikawa diagram above explains the cause-and effect relationship between 
poor supply chain management and weak environmental sustainability performance. 
This is relevant to the topic, because making the supply chain of fast fashion 
companies lean goes hand in hand with sustainability and eco-efficiency (Maia et al., 
2013). By optimizing these supply chain processes given above, companies can 
save costs and become more sustainable due to less accumulated waste.  
 
 
2.5 Conclusion 
 
The highly competitive environment of the fast fashion industry has pushed most 
brands to produce garments through mass production and other cost cutting 
methods in order to satisfy the wants and needs of consumers (Tan, 2019). 
However, this has pushed brands to engage in environmentally damaging activities 
in effort to cut costs further and ensure high profit margins. As Niinimäki et al., (2020) 
stated, the global fast fashion industry accounts for 10% of the global greenhouse 
gases annually, as well as the production of more than 92 million tonnes of waste 
and the use of around 79 trillion litres of water. Alongside this, the industry is rapidly 
growing due to previously poorer communities migrating towards the middle class, 
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which is why it is vital for companies to adopt sustainable business practices to 
combat climate change (Keller et al., 2014). Brands can approach environmental 
sustainability by implementing lean tools into their supply chain management 
systems to cut wasteful activities (Kumari et al., 2019).  
 
3. Methodology 
 
Both primary and secondary data is used for the purpose of finding the most 
effective waste reduction methods in different fast fashion supply chains, as well as 
the consumer purchase decision relationship with sustainability. Answering the 
research question “To what extent can lean tools be used to achieve sustainability in 

business practices?”, will be approached through a case study of Zara, and how the 
brand has achieved an agile and low-waste supply chain by the use of lean tools. 
The case study approach will rely mostly on secondary data. 
 
The other two research questions “In which ways does sustainability play a role in 

keeping a company competitive in the fast fashion market?” as well as “In what ways 

do changes in consumer sustainability awareness affect the fast fashion industry?” 
will be answered mainly through the use of primary source data. A survey aiming to 
determine the consumer relationship between the sustainability of a brand and the 
consumer purchase decision is used to find out whether a lean supply chain could be 
the solution to increasing the sustainability of a brand, without jeopardizing the loss 
of high profit margins.  
 
 
3.1 Analysis of secondary data sources 

 
Secondary data will mainly be used to identify how lean production methods can be 
applied to fast fashion supply chains to reduce waste, cut costs, and thus become 
more sustainable. This will be analysed by examining the case of Zara, which has 
transformed its supply chain into a more sustainable one by the use of lean tools.  
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3.2 Data collection  
 
The role of the survey is to identify consumer attitudes towards sustainability, and 
how the sustainability aspect of a brand affects their purchase decisions. As 
secondary data suggests, implementing lean tools into the supply chain may be a 
possible way to transform fast fashion supply chains into more sustainable ones, 
which is why it is important to find out the consumer attitude towards sustainable 
production and demand (Mowery, 2021). The data collected from this survey is 
relevant to the topic, because the fast fashion market is highly consumer oriented, as 
consumer wants and needs must be met in order to remain competitive. 
 
The survey was constructed on Webropol, with altogether 19 questions addressing 
consumption habits of consumers, as well as their awareness on sustainability 
issues and the method of production of fast fashion garments. The survey comprised 
of three parts: The first part aimed to map out the consumer relationship between 
purchase decisions and the sustainability perception of a brand. The second part of 
the survey discussed how changes in the supply chain would affect the demand for 
fast fashion garments. The last part of the survey was used to determine the general 
garment consumption of a typical consumer.  
 
Data collection was completed primarily by snowball sampling, meaning that most 
respondents redistributed the survey link to other possible respondents. All together 
126 responses were collected. Because fast fashion manufacturers heavily depend 
on consumer demand for their goods, consumer preferences are important, and thus 
the survey results are important for identifying the importance of the sustainability 
perception of the brand towards consumer purchase decisions.  
 
 
3.3 Limitations and Greenwashing 
As consumers have become more aware of the environmental burden that fast 
fashion creates, many brands have implemented eco-friendliness in their marketing 
approaches in hopes to attract more customers (Mowery, 2021). While some 
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companies reach out to official independent oversight and certification organizations, 
to become certified of following sustainable business practices, some brands market 
their goods as sustainable without any official certifications (Bick et al, 2018). This 
type of deliberate misleading of consumers is called greenwashing. Greenwashing is 
common in the fast fashion industry, and it is commonly used by fast fashion brands 
to keep a sustainable image, despite not actually making any concrete changes to 
achieve sustainability in their supply chain (Blesserholt, 2021). Thus, it is important 
to critically analyse sources and their credibility when finding information, as some 
information may be biased. 
 
4. Findings 
 
4.1 Case Study 
 
A fast fashion brand’s supply chain management can benefit from lean tools to 

decrease waste, increase efficiency, and lower costs of production. Lean tools help 
to minimize and eliminate everything that does not contribute value to the product 
that a company produces. In the fast fashion supply chain, water-, energy-, and raw 
material waste are the most prominent environmentally burdening wastes, which can 
be attempted to eliminate with the use of lean tools. These measures can help to 
increase sustainability and eco-efficiency, as well as cut cost-wise wasteful activities 
for the benefit of the organisation. (Maia et al., 2013) 
 
One of the most successful attempts in reducing waste with the use of lean tools, is 
that of the Spanish fast fashion retail giant, Inditex Zara (Dey, 2020). In order to 
remain competitive in the market, the company has used five key lean strategies at 
various phases of their supply chain management process: just-in-time production 
(JIT), agility, Kanban, Kaizen and customer value, and one-piece flow (Robinson, 
2015). 
 
One of the most efficient waste reducers in Zara’s supply chain is the utilization of a 

lean strategy called one-piece flow. Unlike other fast fashion brands, Zara has 
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chosen a one-piece flow strategy rather than mass production (Kumari et al., 2019). 
As a result, the brand may more closely match the supply quantity to the number of 
garments demanded, resulting in less waste produced. One-piece flow also allows 
the organization to save money by reducing markdowns in stores and increasing 
agility, both of which are vital in the market (Robinson, 2015). 
 
The just in-time strategy aims to minimize wasteful processes, by producing goods at 
the exact moment when they are required, in the exact amount needed, in order to 
keep stock on a low level (Benton, 2011). Zara has utilized this approach in their 
supply chain, by keeping low inventory in warehouses and updating garment 
collections twice per week (Dey, 2020). Zara can respond to changes in demand 
rapidly using the JIT strategy, since high demand garments are reordered at exact 
intervals (twice per week) and unpopular garments are removed from the production 
plan (Robinson, 2015).  
 
Using the JIT approach, Zara has been able to cut costs due to the elimination of 
wasteful activities, as well as reduce tangible waste that is produced in the supply 
chain. By having a low level of inventory stock, less textile waste is created when 
fashion trends change, and unfashionable garments lose demand (Velchyko & 
Wikman, 2019). This production method could be potentially applied to other fast 
fashion brands too, in order to create more sustainable supply chains without risking 
a decrease in profit margins and reduced competitiveness.  
 
In the rapidly changing global fast fashion environment, forecasting fashion trends is 
challenging, but in order to remain competitive, it is essential to launch new garment 
types whenever there is demand for them. According to Robinson (2015), Zara has 
overcome this difficulty by purchasing fabric capacity in advance from fabric 
manufacturers, allowing the colour and pattern of the fabric to be determined once 
consumer preferences are better known. Due to this, Zara manufactures only around 
50%-60% of their garments in advance, whereas competitors manufacture around 
80%-90% of their garments before trends are well known (Dey, 2020). This way Zara 
can ensure that less waste is created by producing garments in unfashionable 
colours and patterns. 
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The lean concept of Kaizen, better known as continuous improvement, can be seen 
in the close relationship between inventory management and retail stores. Each 
retail store passes on vital information on the level of demand for certain garments 
and upcoming trends through a constantly updated database of consumer 
preferences, that each retail store manager collects through the use of point of sales 
data, for the purpose of providing Zara's design and operations team with important 
information (Robinson, 2015; Dey, 2020). Point of sales data through EAN codes is 
an efficient way of collecting consumer demand data. Inventory and supply 
managers are informed that the specific garment piece can be replaced (Dey, 2020). 
Thus, the use of point of sales data allows Zara to track inventory closely, as well as 
reducing textile waste in retail stores.  
 
Another lean tool, Kanban, is best implemented when production is repetitive, which 
is why it can be easily applied to the supply chain activities in the fast fashion 
industry. Zara has implemented Kanban into their supply chain by using a barcode or 
QR-code reader that monitors the movement of materials from one production unit to 
another (Robinson, 2015). To keep inventory stock at a minimum, the Kanban 
approach allows more efficient communication between production units regarding 
the exact number of materials needed for production, and when the materials are 
needed by (Palladino, 2010). 
 
As Zara’s largest markets are in Europe (Statista, 2021), the brand has relied on 

geographic proximity to achieve agility and short lead times. Despite production 
costs being higher in Europe, compared to Asia where competitors produce their 
garments, the brand relies on agility and leniency while competing (Dey, 2020). The 
majority of Zara’s automated factories are located in Spain, where they can be 

closely monitored and effectively controlled for rapid changes in demand. According 
to Hausman (2014), this allows the retailer to considerably cut losses from unsold 
clothing markdowns, allowing the company to enhance profits by up to 28%. 
 
Zara has established one of the most agile quick-response systems in the entire fast 
fashion garment market, by successfully applying the lean business model. 
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Alongside this resulting in cost-saving benefits to the organisation, it has also 
allowed overall tangible waste to be reduced throughout the supply chain, thus 
making the company much more sustainable in comparison to its competitors. 
(Robinson, 2015; Dey, 2020) 
 
 
4.2 Sustainability Perception and Purchase Decision Survey 
 
Out of the 126 responses, 81 were female, 44 were male and 1 person preferred not 
to disclose their gender. On average, respondents were fairly familiar with the term 
“sustainable business practices” in the fast fashion industry. All together 71% of 
respondents were either familiar or very familiar with the term and only 5% of 
respondents stated that they are very unfamiliar with sustainable business practices.  
 
Based on the survey, most respondents agreed that sustainability aspect of the 
brand affects their purchase decisions. All together 78% of respondents stated that it 
is somewhat important or very important towards making their purchase decision, 
when only 2% of respondents held it to be very unimportant.  
 
The survey results also indicated, that 96% of respondents are aware of the 
environmental problems of the fast fashion industry. In itself it is not surprising, since 
the fast fashion industry has a well-known media presence when sustainability 
issues are discussed in the media. However, consumers purchase fast fashion 
garments despite knowing the environmental impacts of the industry due to price, 
affordability, and fashionableness in that order of importance.  
 
For the pool of responses, the wastefulness of mass production is well known, as 
91% of respondents claimed to be aware of the environmental problems related to 
mass production. Furthermore, the method of production of a good strongly affects 
consumer demand for the product and the purchase decision, as 72% of 
respondents stated in the survey. When asked about the role of sustainability in 
choosing between brands and their production methods, 46% of respondents 
strongly agree and 42% somewhat agree, that they would rather purchase a garment 
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from a brand that does not use mass production, rather than from a brand that uses 
it. 
 
The survey indicates that a typical consumer of fast fashion garments purchases a 
clothing item only once in three months or less often. Most respondents purchase 
garments once in half a year on average, with 80% of respondents spending an 
average of 25€ or less on fast fashion garment per month. For 68% of respondents, 

a change in price would affect their consumption of their favourite fast fashion brand. 
However, 62% of consumers state that they are willing to pay more for sustainable 
clothing, 32% of respondents were unsure, as it depends on the price of the 
garment. The survey results indicate that most consumers are willing to pay between 
10% or less up to 50% of the retail price more for a sustainably produced garment. 
Almost half of the respondents (45%) felt that a 25% increase in retail price of a 
sustainably produced good would be fair. 
Consumers state that they would like to be informed of changes toward more 
sustainable business practices mostly through company social media, in-store 
advertisements, and company web pages, in that order of importance. 
 
Most consumers (72%) either strongly agree or somewhat agree that they consider 
the environmental impact of their purchase decisions. Most consumers believe that 
they can make a change by purchasing sustainable garments from a brand (26% 
strongly agree, 46% somewhat agree). This can be seen in the survey results, since 
94% of respondents would purchase a sustainable garment instead of a mass-
produced fast fashion one, if the retail price is the same, garment type is similar and 
is as fashionable.  
 
The results of this survey indicated that consumers are interested in sustainability 
and the environmental impact of their purchase decisions. As the current fast fashion 
consumer culture revolves around affordability and fashion trends, the buy-dispose 
cycle can be difficult to overcome, so alternative solutions should be thought about.  
However, there are some limitations to the survey data collected. Most responses 
were collected in developed countries, such as Finland, where consumers are more 
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sustainability oriented and aware. If the survey would be conducted in areas of 
largest growth markets in Asia, the responses could be very different.  
 
 
5. Discussion and Conclusions  
 
5.1 Main Findings  
 
Fast fashion brands have distinct corporate strategies that set them apart from 
traditional ‘slow fashion’ brands (Aishwariya, 2019). Currently, typical fast fashion 
companies rely on mass production in countries with low labour costs, in order to 
ensure large scale production with a low production cost (Velychko & Wickman, 
2019). Cachon and Swinney (2011) state, that mass production often takes place in 
LDC’s, or in countries that rely on the benefits of speed and shorter lead times 
offered by geographic proximity to remain competitive. In these cases, production 
costs are higher, but shorter lead times reduce inventory and transportation costs 
(Cachon & Swinney, 2011; Velychko & Wickman, 2019). Alongside this, LDC’s can 

be attractive for garment manufacturers due to less strict regulations regarding 
environmental protection and waste management practices (Keenan, 2020).  
 
Currently, fast fashion brands also rely on rapidly changing fashion trends, which 
drive consumers to purchase new garments, once previous ones go out of fashion 
(Tan, 2019). Based on the survey, affordability, availability and fashionableness are 
the greatest reasons why consumers purchase fast fashion garments, despite 
knowing the environmental costs of their purchase decisions. Alongside this, 
garment manufacturers often use low quality materials, reducing the useful life of 
clothing items, further contributing to the buy-dispose cycle described by Velchyko 
and Wickman (2019).  
 
Lean management tools can be implemented in the supply chain management 
process of fast fashion companies, yielding benefits to both the organization as well 
as the environment (Maia et al., 2013). The implementation of these tools can be 
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relatively simple and cost-efficient to the organisation, which is why this could be an 
alternative solution for fast fashion brands, which do not want to risk reductions in 
high profit margins (Childs & Jin, 2015; Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). Following the 
traditional supply chain strategy given above, fast fashion companies can reduce 
wasteful practices, thus becoming more sustainable.  
 
Consumers would rather purchase garments from a brand that does not utilize mass 
production as their primary production method. Sustainability awareness is 
significantly growing, and based on the survey data, consumers would prefer to 
purchase garments from a brand that actively implements sustainability driving 
processes in their supply chain.  
 
 
5.2 Importance of findings 
 
Environmentally sustainable business practices can be approached in various ways 
in the fast fashion industry (Mowery, 2021). Fast fashion brands acknowledge that 
they carry a heavy reputation of being unsustainable and unethical, due to the low 
costs of production and high profit margins.   
 
Currently, consumers are becoming more aware of sustainability, pressuring brands 
to implement more sustainable values into their organizational processes (Mowery, 
2021). However, fast fashion brands do not want to risk reductions in their profit 
margins when making changes to their supply chain processes and thus, the 
outcome of sustainability initiatives are often small scale.  
 
A solution to the problem of brands being pressured to implement sustainable efforts 
in their supply chain processes, without risking losses in their profit margin, could be 
utilizing lean supply chain practices (Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). Maia et al., (2013) 
suggest that there is evidence of the net positive effects of implementing lean 
strategies into supply chain management processes, yielding both benefits to the 
organization as well as the environment. As environmental sustainability and 
reducing costly waste go hand in hand in the fast fashion industry, implementing lean 
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tools could be a solution to the growing consumer demand for sustainable garments 
and the minimal effect that lean processes on the profit margins of organizations 
(Maia et al., 2013). 
 
 
5.3 What Findings Suggest 
 
The findings suggest, that fast fashion brands can implement the lean business 
model to reduce waste and costs as a response to consumer demand for more 
sustainable goods with minimal negative effect their high profit margins. Alongside 
this, applying lean management processes into the supply chain can benefit the 
brand by better raw material utilization, increased agility, shorter lead times, and thus 
increased competitiveness in the market (Cachon & Swinney, 2011; Maia et al., 
2013). Other benefits of the use of lean tools in terms of environmental sustainability 
are for example, increased efficiency in stock inventory management, JIT and the 
EAN tracking process, that each reduce textile waste throughout the supply chain 
(Palladino, 2010; Robinson, 2015; Dey, 2020). 
 
Based on the survey results, the importance of the sustainability of a brand has an 
effect on the purchase decision of consumers. The majority of consumers (72 
percent) strongly agree or somewhat agree that they think about the environmental 
impact of their purchases. Alongside this, according to the survey conducted, 
sustainability as a core value has an increasing role in the consumer purchase 
decision process, as 91% of the respondents said they were aware of the 
environmental issues associated with mass production. Furthermore, as mentioned 
by 72 percent of respondents in the survey, the method of production of a good has 
a significant impact on consumer demand for the product and their purchase 
decision. The survey results also indicated that 94% of respondents would prefer to 
buy a sustainable clothing over a mass-produced fast-fashion garment provided the 
retail price is comparable, the garment type is similar, and the garment is as stylish.  
 
However, there is a certain extent to which lean tools can be used as a solution to 
increasing the sustainability of a brand. This is because consumer habits such as the 
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buy-dispose cycle introduced by Velychko and Wickman (2019), affect the 
accumulation of textile waste in landfills. In short, a fast fashion brand can become 
more sustainable in the sense by implementing lean tools into their supply chain 
practices, but as long as consumers purchase garments and dispose of them once 
they go out of fashion, the lifecycle of a fast fashion garment can never be fully 
sustainable.  
 
 
5.3 Main Recommendations  
 
Applying lean tools to the supply chain of any fast fashion brand can be a relatively 
simple and cost-efficient method of increasing sustainability (Mothilal & Prakash, 
2018). Applying some of Zara’s strategies could also benefit other brands by 

increased utilization of raw materials, increased efficiency in stock and inventory 
management, and fewer markdowns in retail stores, due to less demand than 
expected. 
 
However, not all of the lean tools that Zara has implemented in its supply chain can 
be implemented in global fast fashion market, since for example reshoring factories 
closer to target markets for the purpose of shortening lead times can be costly and 
require significant finances and extensive planning. Nevertheless, some aspects, 
such as a quick response database system used to map changes in demand, could 
be utilized in all fast fashion companies relatively cost-efficiently with minimal effect 
on the profit margin (Childs & Jin, 2015; Mothilal & Prakash, 2018). 
 
 
5.4 Implications for International Business 
 
Since the market for fast fashion garments is increasing at a rapid rate, 
environmental waste is increasing proportionally. Climate change and global waste 
management problems are of a global concern, which is why organisations must 
implement sustainable business practices into their organizational strategies.  
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5.5 Suggestions for Further Research 
 
As the survey aiming to map out the consumer relationship between sustainability 
and fast fashion purchase decisions was conducted in a developed country, Finland, 
it could be interesting to find out if the responses would be similar in a rapidly 
growing fast fashion environment, such as China.  
 
 
5.6 Limitations of research 
 
The research discusses how the lean business model can be implemented into 
organizational practices to increase sustainability. It does not discuss other ways fast 
fashion companies can implement sustainable values in their supply chain.  
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