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ABSTRACT

Social and environmental sustainability in the supply chain has been a major concern over the last 
decade as public opinion has placed responsibility on the shoulders of retail companies for their lack of 
control over suppliers that go beyond the first tier, which are usually located in emerging countries with 
regulations far below international standards. The objective of this research is to identify the variables 
through which retail companies are building their brand equity with a fast fashion business model in 
the textile sector. An analysis has been carried out regarding the content of annual reports, as well as 
CSR and sustainability reports, of the main retail companies in the textile sector: The TJX Companies, 
Inditex, and H&M. Inditex, the company with the highest level of compliance, can be identified and 
considered as a case study.

INTRODUCTION

From its very outset, the liberalisation of international trade was a true incentive for the textile industry, 
although it also implied an increase in competitiveness among companies, which until that time had 
been highly protected by government policies (Underhill, 1998). Together with liberalisation, the pro-
cess of globalisation has allowed multinational companies in the textile sector to implement a system 
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of asymmetry and inequality among the countries where their headquarters are located and the devel-
oping countries where they have relocated their production. This situation is sometimes aggravated by 
corruption, which even simulates the appearance of being legal thanks to its adaptation to the existing 
loopholes in the legal system (Luque-González, 2018).

The development of excessive consumerism has contributed to this situation, as consumers for de-
cades have been more interested in the compulsive acquisition of products and brands to the point where 
such purchases have become a leisure activity (Babin, Darden, & Griffin, 1994), and less concerned 
with the excesses concealed by the large multinationals in the sector (Stearns, 2017). In fact, it was the 
fast fashion trend of offering low-cost, speedy versions of haute couture designs presented in fashion 
catwalks that made this consumer boom more conspicuous (Hines & Bruce, 2007). This is the context 
within which the textile sector has promoted corporate social responsibility policies in recent decades 
with a commercial rather than ethical inclination, as these policies often hide abuses committed by the 
multinationals (Hodgson & Jiang, 2008).

In the last two decades, environmental awareness by consumers has been increasing, and as a result of 
the global economic crisis, both citizens and governments have increased pressure on textile companies 
to reduce their offshoring actions and avoid the creation of complex fiscal infrastructures designed to 
evade taxes in their countries of origin. The textile industry holds second place in the intensive use of 
water and emits 10% of all carbon dioxide emissions worldwide. Moreover, it is the second most pollut-
ing industry with poor waste management as well (European Commission, 2013). These environmental 
problems are present throughout the entire supply chain (Desore & Narula, 2017), so their effects are 
spreading on a global scale.

Fast fashion companies offering low-cost style and a wide variety of designs throughout the year are 
the companies that are most likely to experience these problems as a result of their unique activity as 
compared to other companies in the textile industry with higher positioning. Although consumers have 
welcomed the increase in low-price fashion with a high turnover of designs and clothing throughout the 
year, awareness of such abuses in the industry is rapidly increasing and textile companies have started to 
publish some indicators that offer greater transparency in the management of all of these controversial 
issues.

As if these problems were not enough, the lack of research on supply chain management in the 
textile industry must be mentioned (Bruce, Daly, & Towers, 2004), as well as an insufficient amount 
of investigation regarding the sustainability of retailing in the fashion industry (Yang, Song, & Tong, 
2017), which is precisely where the link between production suppliers and final consumers is found 
(Ytterthus, Arnestad, & Lothe, 1999).

For all of the above-mentioned reasons, this research begins from the concept of corporate social 
responsibility as a competitive factor in the value chain of the textile industry that ranges from working 
conditions to social programmes, and to environmental impact as well (Guedes et al., 2017). Therefore, 
the following research questions have been drafted: What is the size of the main companies in the fast 
fashion sector within the textile industry? What is their involvement in international social responsibility 
and sustainability programmes? What indicators do they make public in these areas in relation to supply 
chain management? Is the information they provide consistent with a desire to improve the problems that 
affect the reputation of the sector? Are the results consistent with the inclusion of these companies in the 
main sustainability index (the Dow Jones Sustainability Index)? The starting hypothesis states that com-
pliance by fast fashion companies in terms of corporate social responsibility and sustainability is faulty.
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