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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The environmental impact of clothing has become critical in recent

decades and the growing volume of products in circulation plays a main

role. The European Union’s Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Tex-

tiles is a particularly influential policy in this area given the number

of regulatory instruments included and their global influence. How-

ever, this study highlights the limitations of this Strategy in reversing

the trend of growing production and consumption volumes due to its

focus on the product level, specifically on product durability. Based

on the analysis of public documents and interviews with participants of

the policy making process, the study unpacks the factors that enabled

such a decision, and how it was integrated in the final document. The

analysis shows that by focusing on product durability, an explicit aim

to reduce the volume of clothing was avoided, leaving potentially im-

pactful marketing-related measures out of the scope. Two main factors

leading to this exclusion are identified: (a) the framing of the Strategy

in terms of competitiveness, and (b) a policy-making process prioritiz-

ing input from anecdotal rather than scientific knowledge. The study

concludes with recommendations to advance knowledge and policy ini-

tiatives in marketing-related environmental policy for production and

consumption reductions.
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1. Introduction
The volume of clothing consumed in Europe has in-

creased dramatically in the last decades, with signifi-

cant environmental damage globally (Manshoven et al.,

2023; Niinimäki et al., 2020). While early environ-

mental policy to mitigate such damage focused on bet-

ter production and waste management, more recently,

increasing product durability to extend product life-

time has become a central approach. In a review of

EU and Norwegian environmental policy applicable to

consumer goods, including clothing, Heidenstrøm et al.

(2021) found a massive increase in product longevity

related measures in 2015-2020 in line with the growing

influence of the circular economy framework. The EU

Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles issued in

March 2022 is one such case, and a particularly influen-

tial one given its scope, application, and its influence on

the global textile industry going forward.

The EU Textile Strategy proposes to
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(H)elp the EU shift to a climate-neutral, cir-

cular economy where products are designed

to be more durable, reusable, repairable and

recyclable. It aims to ensure that the textile

industry recovers from the COVID-19 crisis

in a sustainable and competitive way by ap-

plying circular economy principles to produc-

tion, products, consumption, waste manage-

ment and secondary raw materials (European

Commission, 2022a).

The strategic document is now operationalized in dif-

ferent regulatory measures. These include the Waste

Framework Directive (including Extended Producer

Responsibility), Eco-design for Sustainable Products

Regulation (including Digital Product Passports) and

Green Claims Directive, where it is still up for debate if

the Product Environmental Footprint will be included.

All in all, there are 16 new forthcoming directives and

regulations that apply to apparel, where directives need

delegated acts in each country, and regulations super-

sede each country’s national laws.

This research focuses on the development of the

EU Textile Strategy itself as a guiding document for all

associated regulations, with significant global implica-

tions. The EU is the biggest importer of apparel globally

(World Trade Organization, 2023) and requirements

from this region are expected to impact global mar-

kets, including other production, trade, consumption

and waste intensive areas overseas. It is the most am-

bitious environmental policy applied to apparel and tex-

tiles globally and will probably play an influential role in

future policy developments elsewhere.

More specifically, this study focuses on how the

Strategy intends to reverse the current growth in

production and consumption volume through product

durability. A critical analysis of this approach is rele-

vant because, as we will explain below, the expected

effects of product durability on production volume are

questionable and not supported by empirical research.

Moreover, the focus on product durability leads to reg-

ulation at the product level (on product design, product

labeling, etc.), leaving other areas of regulation behind.

Remarkably, marketing-oriented actions with potential

to confront overconsumption and overproduction are

absent from the Strategy.

According to a recent review (Ray and Nayak, 2023)

scholarly efforts in sustainable marketing applied to

fashion have mostly focused on supporting the compet-

itive advantage of “sustainable fashion” products, while

none of the studies reviewed discuss if or how con-

sumption of more sustainable product reduces the de-

mand for less sustainable products. These publications

acknowledge the agency of consumer behavior as a

driver of production, but do not question the role of

marketing in boosting demand and its potential role in

reducing it, leading to fewer products being made.

Another review focuses specifically on marketing as

a tool to promote sufficient consumption levels across

sectors (Gossen et al., 2019). The study discusses ex-

isting and possible efforts to discourage overconsump-

tion through commercial marketing, of which the case

of the “don’t buy this jacket” campaign by outdoor

company Patagonia is considered paradigmatic (Hwang

et al., 2016; Reich and Soule, 2016).

However, the strategies and effect of marketing-

oriented public policy for demand reduction in the ap-

parel sector have not been the focus of sustainable mar-

keting research; nor has environmental policy for con-

sumer goods emphasized marketing regulation. Pric-

ing, social media, and retail strategies are important

marketing variables affecting demand that can be in-

cluded in consumer goods environmental policy. For

instance, marketing research has found that free re-

turns and buy-now-pay-later services offered by online

retail platforms increase impulse buying online (Fook

and McNeill, 2020), so addressing such business prac-

tices in policy could be particularly impactful.

Policy and regulation aimed at reducing the consump-

tion of other products, most remarkably tobacco, has

focused strongly on marketing regulation and restric-

tions, and has received much scholarly attention. There

is a body of research about the effect of different mea-

sures, discussing a variety of possible regulation and in-

terventions from advertising, sponsorship, and promo-

tion restrictions to public education activities. Taxation

and price are found to be the most important factors af-

fecting tobacco consumption (Studlar et al., 2011). The

research on policy to reduce tobacco consumption also

57



Journal of Sustainable Marketing I. Maldini & I. G. Klepp (2025)

offers knowledge about the tobacco industry’s strate-

gies for influencing legislation (Neuman et al., 2002).

In the EU Textile Strategy, however, the focus on

marketing is marginal. The document condemns the in-

creasing frequency of new collections and products re-

leased to the market, but this is not translated into any

concrete instrument to halt these practices. There are

measures to control false green claims about products,

but the role of marketing in driving fashion’s overcon-

sumption is overlooked. The influence of low prices on

rising demand, and the potential measures that could

revert the current “race to the bottom” are not ad-

dressed. The Strategy’s vision for 2030 is that con-

sumers will benefit from “high quality affordable tex-

tiles”, suggesting that pricing measures such as the ones

applying to tobacco products are not going to be ap-

plied.

In framing the environmental challenges of the tex-

tile and clothing sectors in terms of growing production

and consumption volumes, while proposing solutions

focused on the attributes of individual products (specif-

ically their material durability), the Strategy closes the

door for other possible actions that could tackle pro-

duction and consumption volumes directly. These in-

clude marketing related measures as applied to the to-

bacco sector. This study aims at understanding the

process that made this omission possible, explaining it

through a choice of policy makers to focus on product

durability as a central solution to tackle the growing

clothing volume, despite its questionable effect.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Durability and volume

Achieving environmental savings from keeping products

andmaterials longer in use presumes that there will be a

reduction in the demand and production of new items,

but this expected effect has not been sufficiently stud-

ied and might be different for different product groups.

Some key shortcomings of this approach are that it

does not acknowledge the phenomenon of material ac-

cumulation (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2023) and the rebound

effects resulting from consumer behavior (Baczyk et al.,

2024).

A recent review has mapped the empirical base of the

literature linking product longevity and environmental

savings, to identify an alarming lack of research on the

human behavior that would make the connection be-

tween product lifetime extension and smaller product

quantities or volume possible (Maldini et al., Forthcom-

ing). The empirical evidence that is used to support the

durability approach is limited to comparative life cycle

assessments of products with longer and shorter life

(e.g., WRAP, 2017). Such studies build on a view of

consumption that assumes but does not test the idea

that durable goods delay replacement purchases, and

they implicitly consider production decisions by compa-

nies as a process driven exclusively by demand, there-

fore taking the associated savings in the manufacture of

new products for granted (Maldini et al., Forthcoming).

However, research suggests that this thinking does

not apply to clothing. Wardrobe studies and waste au-

dits of textiles (see Laitala and Klepp, 2022 for a re-

view) show that garments and footwear are massively

discarded while still in good material condition. More-

over, only a minority of clothing purchases are mo-

tivated by product replacement (Maldini, 2019). The

drivers of production volume decisions by clothing

companies have not been thoroughly investigated, but

a few case studies point to a variety of reasons behind

such decisions, exceeding mere consumer demand and

including companies’ market expansion plans and the

strengthening of their partnership with suppliers (see

e.g., Paton, 2018). Furthermore, overproduction prac-

tices beyond demand lead to substantial obsolete inven-

tory along the supply chain. For instance, Wijnia (2016)

estimates that this accounts for 2.3% at the level of pro-

duction, 13.5% at the level of wholesale and 35.2% at

the level of retail. In short, research on clothing does

not support the assumed effect of product durability on

production volume reductions.

2.2 The EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular

Textiles

The EU Textile Strategy has been the object of previ-

ous research. Bour et al. (2023) state that the current

regulatory framework is not yet in place to support

its vision of a circular textile economy free form haz-

ardous substances. The authors argue that the amount

of textile waste will grow in Europe and that this calls

for an in-depth investigation of the environmental risks
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of already existing textile waste, and that chemicals of

concern are eliminated from the market. Puglia et al.

(2024), in turn, offer a canvas tool to map the policy

instruments envisioned by the Strategy systematically

and visually. The study finds the Strategy to support the

growth of a circular economy in the fashion and textiles

industry, but it warns that such growth does not neces-

sarily displace linear practices. Therefore, more explicit

measures to phase out the linear characteristics of eco-

nomic activities are recommended. The authors iden-

tify an uneven distribution of policy support across the

clothing lifecycle, with measures clustered mainly in the

head (i.e. Sourcing and Production) and tail (i.e. Col-

lection and Recovery) of the life cycle with only a few

measures in the core (i.e. Pre-Consumption and Con-

sumption) and very few in the outer core (i.e. Distri-

bution and Post-Consumption). The analysis highlights

that the designed policy instruments may not achieve

their desired impact unless they simultaneously pro-

mote sufficiency and target waste prevention.

Lastly, Monseau et al. (2024) focus on the challenges

for the Strategy’s implementation. The authors high-

light that this policy enters a space already governed by

a variety of private and public schemes that have so far

failed to create meaningful change. They call for EU’s

awareness of the different benefits and disadvantages

of private and public regulations and stress the impor-

tance of trust by citizens as a condition for successful

implementation. Although some of the shortcomings of

the Strategy and its associated policy instruments have

been highlighted in previous research, such studies do

not aim at uncovering the reasons behind the focus of

the policy. We contribute to this knowledge by un-

derstanding the content of the Strategy as a result of

decisions taken during the policy making process.

3. Research Question
The introduction of the Strategy acknowledges that the

core problem in the sector is that “the production

and consumption of textile products continue to grow

and so does their impact on climate, on water and en-

ergy consumption and on the environment” (European

Commission, 2022b, p. 1). However, when solutions

are presented, the document states that “(e)xtending

the life of textile products is the most effective way

of significantly reducing their impact on the climate and

the environment” (European Commission, 2022b, p. 3).

In line with previous research on resistance to pro-

duction and consumption reductions measures in pol-

icy (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; O’Rourke and Lollo, 2015),

this study highlights that the choice for a product-

level scope in the Strategy (limiting actions to tackle

volume to durability, and leaving potentially impactful

marketing-oriented actions out) is not accidental. The

research question set to guide the analysis is: How

did the policy making process of the Strategy (the EU

Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles) priori-

tize product durability rather than production and con-

sumption volume reductions?

4. Methods
In order to answer the question above, four elements

of policy analysis are addressed: context, discourse,

actors, and knowledge base. These are discussed in

more detail below. The sources of data are publicly

available documents, complemented by interviews with

five key participants in the development of the Strategy

to address all the stages of the process. While there

are publicly available documents about specific phases

of the Strategy development (see Table 1), other in-

stances were based on verbal communication, and it

is unknown to us if these were documented. There-

fore, participants in these instances were interviewed

to build a more complete picture. Section 5.1 ex-

plains the different stages of the policy making process

in more detail.

The interviews, conducted online between Febru-

ary and April 2023 and lasting 45 minutes each, were

intended to collect undocumented information about

the process, so the questions asked focused on the ac-

tivities performed by interviewees. The approval of

an external ethical committee was requested and re-

ceived after conducting the interviews, which were au-

dio recorded and transcribed. The interviewees in-

clude one key employee of the European Commission,

two members of external organizations that partici-

pated in the development of the Strategy from the early

phase until it was released, and two key participants

(and invited speakers) of the public consultation work-

shops. Based on the request of the interviewees, their
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Table 1: Sources about the different stages of the policy development used in this study

Stages in the
policy making
process

Period Publicly available documents
consulted

Interviews con-
ducted

Initial stages Interviews

Roadmap January-February

2021

Roadmap document and feedback re-

ceived (European Commission, 2021)

Public consulta-

tion (survey)

May-August 2021 Questionnaire questions, answers,

and summary report (European Com-

mission, 2022a)

Public consulta-

tion (workshops)

May-August 2021 Interviews

Analysis of the

public consulta-

tion outcomes

August-

September

2021

Public consultation report (PlanMiljø,

2022)

Development

of the Strategy

document

Interviews

Commission

adoption

March 2022 Strategy document (European Com-

mission, 2022b)

Note: This table presents the timeline and sources used to analyze the different stages of the policy development process.
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identities are not disclosed.

The selection of relevant participants for the inter-

views was highly influenced by their willingness to co-

operate and sharing information. We searched for and

contacted other potential interviewees that were in-

volved, who either did not reply or refused our in-

vitation. Given that there is no public information

about who participated in the discussions in the differ-

ent stages, we relied on the indication of some of the

participants. Although the information requested from

interviewees was factual and not personal, they chose

to remain anonymous, showing that the policy making

process is regarded as one that calls for some level of

secrecy.

The method for the analysis is chosen to cover cen-

tral aspects in the policy making processes. Taylor

(1997) argues for attention to (a) the context in which

policies are developed, (b) the text or discourse, and (c)

the consequences of the policy, to get a “strategically

and politically useful” understanding of policies (Taylor,

1997, p. 32). Leipold et al. (2019) state that the study

of discourse and text is still a main approach in the field.

To these, Ernst and Fuchs (2022) add key actors in the

policy making process (and their influence) as an im-

portant object of study. Given that the consequences

of the EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Tex-

tiles are still unknown, this study focuses on context

(section 5.1), actors and (section 5.2) discourse (sec-

tion 5.3). To the elements suggested in the literature,

we add a fourth one in line with the research question:

the knowledge base of the Strategy, aimed at identify-

ing the sources of information that were considered to

state that product lifetime extension is the most effec-

tive solution to reduce the impact of the sector (section

5.4).

The analysis of context relies on what is written

about the Strategy and its relation to other policy ef-

forts in official documents, including the Roadmap (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2021), and on the perception of

interviewees. The actors involved in discussions were

also mentioned by interviewees, while the list of re-

spondents to the public consultation survey is publicly

available (European Commission, 2022a). The analy-

sis of discourse focuses on the questions and answers

of the public consultation survey (ibid.) and the con-

tent discussed during the workshops, as reported by

interviewees. The report of the public consultation

(PlanMiljø, 2022) and the final Strategy document (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2022b) are also addresseed in this

section. Lastly, the knowledge base analysis builds on

a review of the documents cited in the footnotes of

the Strategy document (ibid.) with special attention to

those addressing product durability and production and

consumption volumes.

5. Results and Analysis
As noted in the quotes of the Strategy included in sec-

tion 3, the document frames the environmental chal-

lenges of the sector in terms of volumes, and highlights

product durability as the most impactful approach to

tackle such challenges. These statements are made de-

spite the contested relation between product durabil-

ity and volumes introduced in section 2.1 of this study.

The sections 5.1 to 5.4 will be answering how this was

enabled by the policy making process.

5.1 Context: Developing the Strategy

The Strategy aims at implementing the commitments

of the European Green Deal (European Commission,

2019) and the Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP)

(European Commission, 2020a), as well as the Indus-

trial Strategy (European Commission, 2020b) and post-

COVID Recovery Plan (European Commission, 2020c).

According to the interviews, its origins go back to 2018,

when the European Commission (EC) was preparing

their CEAP and they noticed increasing willingness by

textile and apparel industries in mainstreaming sustain-

ability practices. In 2019, the European Green Deal

identified this sector as a resource intensive sector.

Moreover, the CEAP and Industrial Strategy mentioned

it as a key sector to focus on. Textiles were considered

poorly regulated, and the EC committed to intervene.

Within the EC, Directorate General (DG) Environment

was assigned the formal lead, and DG Grow (responsi-

ble for Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and

SMEs) shared a similar level of participation (European

Commission, 2021).

Following the Commission’s decision to develop the

Strategy (see Table 1), a roadmap was proposed and
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open for public feedback in 2021 (European Commis-

sion, 2021). The final outline included a public consulta-

tion period outsourced to a consultancy. It consisted of

an online survey with the possibility of uploading com-

plementary documents, and a series of online work-

shops (PlanMiljø, 2022). The input gathered in the con-

sultation was included in the Strategy in the context

of internal EC negotiations. Draft versions were cir-

culated for comments across key stakeholders and the

final text was under the responsibility of the staff of DG

Environment, released in March 2022.

Therefore, when the influence of context on the

framing of the Strategy is considered, the double aim

of competitiveness and environmental sustainability

comes from the early stages. The EU’s CEAP has a two-

side agenda focusing on the transformation of industrial

processes, increasing resource efficiency, reducing en-

vironmental impact and the use of raw materials and

hence bringing economic benefits and business oppor-

tunities to companies (European Commission, 2020a).

Furthermore, the environmental targets of the Green

Deal were matched with the Industrial Strategy, and

the economic concerns about recovery of the EU from

the COVID-19 crisis. The shared responsibility of DG

Environment and DG Grow in the development of the

Strategy reinforced this two-sided nature. In this con-

text, the narrative of value retention associated to the

circular economy was a good fit, as was product dura-

bility. Arguably, stated aims of reducing production and

consumption volume would have been more contro-

versial in a strategy focused also on economic growth.

5.2 Actors: Organizations Involved in Developing

the Strategy

The nature of the actors involved in the initial phase

of the Strategy, a period of incubation leading to the

decision to develop a strategy for textiles (2018-2020),

is not mentioned in public documents. But one of our

interviewees, a member of the European Commission

(EC) who requested not to be quoted, mentioned the

key role of industry organizations in facilitating input

from stakeholders during this phase. Overall, the fol-

lowing organizations were mentioned by interviewees

as participating in early meetings with the EC (in alpha-

betical order):

• Ellen McArthur Foundation: a foundation promot-

ing the circular economy as a concept in global

company and public policy, with a corporate focus,

and strategic partners including Coca-Cola, Ikea,

Unilever, H&M, Visa, and Gucci among others.

• EURATEX: a confederation representing Euro-

pean apparel and textile industries in Brussels,

with core partners including Inditex (owner of

Zara among other brands).

• European Environmental Agency: an agency of the

EU providing independent knowledge and infor-

mation to EU institutions, member countries, and

the public.

• European Environmental Bureau: an NGO rep-

resenting a network of environmental citizens’

groups.

• Federation of the European Sporting Goods Indus-

try

• Global Fashion Agenda: an alliance of apparel

brands which grew out of the Nordic Fashion As-

sociation, fostering industry collaboration on sus-

tainability, with strategic partners such as Asos,

H&M and Nike.

The emphasis is on businesses offering apparel.

Companies were main stakeholders also during the

public consultation. Half of all 544 stakeholders an-

swering the survey were either businesses or business

associations. Their main activities within the sector

were manufacturers of new textiles and clothing (23.3%

of all entries), technology R&D (10.3%) and brands &

retailers (9.7%), followed by organisations processing

post-consumer textiles: waste collectors (3.5%); re-

cyclers (2.9%), collectors of used textiles (2.6%), pro-

cessors/wholesalers of used textiles (0.6%) and second-

hand retailers (0.6%). The other half were from other

actors including citizens, NGOs, academics, public au-

thorities, environmental organizations, trade unions,

and consumer organizations (PlanMiljø, 2022).

For each of the online workshops that were part of

the consultation, our EC interviewee reported send-

ing 50 targeted invitations, plus an untargeted invita-
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tion circulated to fill 20-30 extra places. The final list

of participants was managed by the public consultation

contractor PlanMiljø and adjusted by DG Environment

and DG Grow. Each workshop started with EC staff in-

troducing the activities and one or more presentations

given by either EC experts on the specific topic or by

external speakers, to set the scene for the stakehold-

ers through content. Lastly, the stakeholders were split

into discussion rooms. There are no public records of

workshop participants, but in our interviews with some

of them, they noted that the overwhelming majority

were business actors including brands, manufacturers,

and resellers.

The profile of the participating stakeholders had a

strong influence on the content and results of the

Roadmap, the public consultation, and the final Strat-

egy document adopted, as confirmed by our interviews.

Our interviewee from the EC was satisfied with the

outcomes of the public consultation, as they validated

their ongoing contact with industry stakeholders since

the initial phase. On the other hand, our NGO inter-

viewee (a policy officer participating in the public con-

sultation on behalf of civil society) felt that the opportu-

nities to provide meaningful input were limited: “I was

frustrated with the consultation process because I felt

that the questions being asked were not the right ques-

tions. From what is being asked, you already feel that

the strategy will not match our recommendations.”

In short, corporations and business associations

were central actors in the policy making process. They

provided informal input in the preparatory phases of

the Strategy, setting the stage for a consultation pro-

cess that also emphasized companies as main stakehold-

ers. Although the online survey was accessible to any-

one, companies had the capacity and motivation to pro-

vide extensive input, while the representation of other

stakeholders was limited. It is natural for companies

to have a strong interest in participating, since the up-

coming regulations will affect their activities directly.

However, the market for clothes and thereby the of-

fer to citizens will also be affected. The regulations will

also influence the demand for materials and thereby all

other actors involved in the complex value chain for

clothes and other textiles, for instance farmers in and

outside the EU. Considering companies’ input is essen-

tial to develop policies with good levels of adherence.

On the other hand, and as we will discuss in the sec-

tions below, an environmental policy building mostly on

the input of companies making and selling apparel is ex-

pected to be restricted in terms of the level of change

envisioned. Targeting scientists as key actors in the

process could have helped to consider company pro-

posals in relation to scientific knowledge about cloth-

ing’s environmental impact and effective solutions. In-

volving social scientists could have also provided a way

of indirect citizen representation by considering knowl-

edge about clothing use. Lastly, promoting the partici-

pation of specific activist and civil society organizations

in the early stages would have helped to balance the

political agenda of mainly global business actors.

5.3 Discourse: Durability and Production Volume

in the Public Consultation

This section focuses on the public consultation pro-

cess of the Strategy to better understand the discourse

around product durability and production volumes. As

a key tool of the public consultation process, the on-

line survey contained 12 multiple-choice questions and

it was divided into 3 areas. Much of the main section

(section 2) focused on the perceived importance that

respondents assigned to measures that could be imple-

mented in the Strategy. For instance, question 2.1.1:

Which elements of circularity in the value chain do you

consider should be tackled as a priority? and ques-

tion 2.5.1: How would you assess the relative impor-

tance of the following measures to promote sustain-

able consumption behavior at EU level? Eight answer

choices were offered for each of the questions. These

and other similar questions provided an opportunity for

respondents to suggest additional, not listed options.

The answers to the survey are publicly available and

they have been analyzed. In Table 2 below, the content

of the survey questions is compared with the answers

given by respondents in free format fields. The aim is

to understand the importance of durability and volume-

related measures for the designers of the survey vs. its

respondents. The analysis is limited to answers pro-

vided in English language (50% of all 544 answers) and

to the words visible in the table. The survey includes
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Table 2: Occurrence of volume and durability related words in the survey

Words Occurrence in questions and Occurrence in answers in
multiple choice answers free fields
(by survey designers) (by survey respondents)

quantity 0 21

volume 0 26

overproduction 0 70

overconsumption 1 37

Total volume-related 1 154
durability 3 99

durable 2 35

lifetime 2 29

Total durability-related 7 163

Source: Our analysis of the public consultation survey (European Commission, 2022a) based on a simple word count, no
coding or further interpretation methods were used.

many other topics that have not been analyzed. Table 2

focuses on the concepts that are most relevant for this

study’s research question.

The table shows that the words “quantity”, “vol-

ume”, and “overproduction” are absent from the ques-

tions or multiple choice answers provided in the survey.

The word “overconsumption” shows up once, as one

of the possible choices to question 2.5.1 above: “Or-

ganize EU-wide awareness campaigns, education and

training to promote sustainable textiles use and address

overconsumption (e.g. fast fashion)”. On the other

hand, durability-related words appear often, with an oc-

currence 7 times higher than volume-related words.

When answers to the survey are analyzed, the oc-

currence of volume- and durability-related words is

close to equal, with volume mentioned 154 times and

durability 163 times. This means that volume-related

measures were barely considered by the survey de-

signers. However, stakeholders reacted quite consis-

tently to their absence and mentioned them with a

similar level of importance when compared to durabil-

ity measures. Within the volume-related words, sur-

vey questions mention only overconsumption. The an-

swers, on the other hand, are more concerned with

too many clothes being produced (overproduction),

than consumed (overconsumption). Although the re-

port of the public consultation mentions briefly that

“(s)everal NGOs and government representatives ar-

gued that there is also a critical need to reduce the

volume of textile products consumed in Europe” (Plan-

Miljø, 2022), only durability makes it to the concrete

solutions listed in the Strategy (in section 2.1 of the

Strategy). The challenges of growing production are

completely left out, despite “overproduction” being the

second most frequently mentioned word in answers,

after “durability”.

The topics of the six online workshops during the

second phase of the public consultation did not pro-

vide many opportunities to discuss the issue of vol-

ume either, except for workshops 3 and 4 addressing,

among other issues, production and consumption vol-

ume and product durability. Two of our interviewees

were speakers at these workshops, and their experi-

ences are reported below.

In workshop 4, addressing eco-design, a speaker

from an NGO focusing on the technical aspects of

products and one of our interviewees was invited to

introduce participants to the topic. The presentation
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put emphasis on the importance of design for durabil-

ity and repairability, moving beyond a “closing the loop”

agenda promoting recycling and reuse to a “slowing the

loop” approach. Workshops organizers asked clari-

fying questions to the speaker in preparation for the

event, but the speaker stated to have “presented [their]

report with the frame that [they] had in mind”. The

presentation included a quantitative estimation of the

environmental benefits of product longevity based on

an assumed associated decline of production volume.

However, this link was not explicitly discussed in the

event. The reaction of participants to the presentation

was overall positive, with some participants question-

ing if longevity was always desired, and the trade-offs

regarding microplastics and the impact of laundry were

discussed.

In line with the workshop described above, section

2.1 of the Strategy (“Introducing mandatory Eco-design

requirements”), states that “(e)xtending the life of tex-

tile products is the most effective way of significantly

reducing their impact on the climate and the environ-

ment. To achieve this, product design has a key role”

(European Commission, 2022b, p. 3).

In workshop 3, addressing sustainable consumption,

an academic specialized in fashion and sustainability was

invited to introduce participants to the topic. The

scholar put together a presentation summarizing rel-

evant and updated knowledge gathered from several

colleagues from European and North American univer-

sities. In our interview, the researcher stated that:

In those slides, there was a slide on volumes

in which I said, we need to reduce volumes,

(…) we need to reduce the material through-

put of the system and we need to reduce con-

sumption volumes. Overconsumption has

gone out of hand. And [the workshop organ-

iser] got back to me saying: I don’t think the

commission would want you to put this on. I

answered that I could tune it down, but not

take it out, because I think it’s very impor-

tant. [The workshop organiser] really didn’t

like that, (…) it was quite unpleasant for me.

And I was happy with myself because despite

the fact that they made me trim my slides, I

still spoke about it.

Later, during the discussion session, the speaker

was consistently discredited by workshop participants,

most of which were business stakeholders. Although

sustainable consumption was the topic of the event, the

interviewee described it as an “industry-focused work-

shop”, with “no associations representing consumers”.

In line with the analysis above, the Strategy does not

include straight forward measures addressing overpro-

duction and overconsumption. Despite its title, section

3.2 of the Strategy on “Reversing the overproduction

and overconsumption of clothing” explicitly focuses on

the Eco-design Requirements (2.1) and Extended Pro-

ducer Responsibility (2.6) measures, with a question-

able relation to the title that frames them. Addition-

ally, companies “are strongly encouraged to internalize

circularity principles and business models, reduce the

number of collections per year, take responsibility and

act to minimize their carbon and environmental foot-

prints” (European Commission, 2022b, p. 8). However,

and unlike the durability measures included in the Eco-

design for Sustainable Products Regulation previously

mentioned, the way this change is going to be achieved

is not mentioned, and actions promoting reductions in

the number of collections per year are not listed in the

key actions of the Strategy annex. No targets or moni-

toring plans to tackle overproduction or overconsump-

tion are mentioned.

In sum, the analysis in this section suggests that mea-

sures aimed at reducing production and/or consump-

tion volumes were out of the scope of this Strategy

already from early stages. The public consultation pro-

cess was designed, conducted, and analyzed in a way

that ensured this exclusion, despite the efforts of some

stakeholders and many survey respondents in bring-

ing this issue to the table. The final document does

not propose any mechanisms to check and ensure that

these have an effect in volume reduction or on the en-

vironmental impact for that matter. When asked about

the reasons behind this absence, interviewees agree

that the economic agenda of the EC in a post-Covid

context, and the key participation of DG Grow in the

development of the Strategy, did not allow for volume-

related measures.
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Table 3: References in the EU Textile Strategy

Total Publications Publications Sources of Nr. Non-peer Nr.
number of cited cited as information reviewed
references (excludes sources of classified reports

duplicated information classified
publications) (excludes

other policy
documents)

Peer

reviewed 3

scientific

articles

73 56 21 Non-peer By EU

reviewed 18 organizations 12

reports By other

organizations 6

5.4 Knowledge base: References in the Strategy

This section analyses the literature references cited in

the Strategy to understand the knowledge on which the

document builds. The publications regarding product

lifetime extension and its effects have been followed to

their sources.

Table 3 summarizes the references included in the

Strategy document. There are 73 footnotes, referring

to 56 documents or web links. Most of these (35 out

of 56) are policy documents or initiatives, they indi-

cate previous or ongoing efforts that are relevant for

the Strategy. The rest of the documents (21 out of

56) can be considered the main body of knowledge on

which the Strategy is based. These include three scien-

tific references to peer-reviewed articles focusing on

design for upcycling (Aus et al., 2021) and microplas-

tics (McIlwraith et al., 2019; Napper et al., 2020) and

18 non-peer-reviewed reports. Twelve of these re-

ports are issued or commissioned by EU organizations,

such as EEA; and the other six by other organizations,

such as the Ellen McArthur Foundation. The non-peer-

reviewed reports are partly based on peer-reviewed

sources. However, they have not gone through a con-

trolled process of revision by unbiased and anonymous

experts themselves. Moreover, the expressed aim of

some of these publications is to promote a specific pol-

icy agenda in line with the values of the organization,

they are not necessarily aimed at presenting a complete

or objective picture of the state of the art for environ-

mental problems and solutions. Therefore, the knowl-

edge base of the Strategy is not very rigorous, and it is

highly politicized.

A focus on the main statement for the research

question of this study “(e)xtending the life of textile

products is the most effective way of significantly re-

ducing their impact on the climate and the environ-

ment” (European Commission, 2022b, p. 3), leads to

a report published by the Environmental Coalition on

Standards, an NGO focusing on environmental stan-

dards for consumer products (ECOS, 2021). The main

knowledge base of the ECOS report comes from 12

non-peer-reviewed reports issued by non-academic or-

ganizations. Publications authored by the UK-based or-

ganization WRAP dominate this category. WRAP, a

climate action NGO, authored an early and influential

report in 2012, estimating the environmental impact of
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UK clothing consumption. Extending the active life of

garments was a core recommendation, and estimations

concluded that “(e)xtending the life of clothing by an

extra nine months of active use would reduce carbon,

waste and water footprints by around 20-30% each”

(WRAP, 2012a, p. 5). The limitations of these estima-

tions are acknowledged, and an annex report explains

the assumed relation between lifetime and volume that

underlies it: “The longer that clothing is used, then pri-

marily based on an assumed requirement of less new

clothing (and hence their production, distribution and

retail), the lower the expected environmental footprint

per annum” (WRAP, 2012b, p. 3).

In 2017, a second report was published by WRAP

to show the results from product lifetime extension

and other efforts in the UK during these 5 years. The

in-between-reports period saw a considerable increase

in new clothing demand in the UK, leading to grow-

ing impact of national clothing consumption. The au-

thors state that “(b)etter ways of designing and pro-

ducing clothing are on the increase, but there is a risk

that these improvements could be undermined by a rise

in the amount of clothes being bought” (WRAP, 2017,

p. 11). They acknowledge the difference in focusing on

lifetime and volume, implicitly contesting their previous

assumptions:

The increased quantity of clothing now being

purchased in the UK means that there will be

a higher environmental impact from its pro-

duction. However, people are keeping their

clothes just as long, if not longer, than they

used to. Garments that last longer reduce

production and processing impacts, but only

if new purchases are avoided (WRAP, 2017,

p. 11).

Although WRAP’s (2017) report is included in the

reference list of the ECOS publication, the latter does

not refer to volume reduction as a condition for effec-

tive durability measures. The focus of ECOS on prod-

uct standards requirements may explain this omission.

Broader measures regulating the activity of companies,

for instance, are outside their scope. What is most re-

markable is that this important note and the UK experi-

ence with clothing durability strategy are overlooked by

the EU Strategy. The Strategy makes the same assump-

tion that was made ten years earlier, where indirect

measures proved to be ineffective in reducing the vol-

ume and therefore the footprint of clothing consump-

tion.

The limitations of durability are known among scien-

tists working in the field of the environmental impact

of clothing and stated in publications referred to in the

Strategy. However, the knowledge management in the

policy making process of the Strategy did not priori-

tize reliability and completeness of information. In us-

ing secondary and tertiary non peer reviewed sources

as a knowledge base, and not always considering the

context of the information presented, the information

was simplified and generalized to an extent where the

meaning of the original sources changed. In this way,

the Strategy manages to avoid building on the knowl-

edge and experiences of a 10-year-old similar policy

from the UK.

In the Strategy, the growing quantity of garments is

seen as a consequence, rather than a cause, of shorter

clothing life spans. “The trends of using garments for

ever shorter periods before throwing them away con-

tribute the most to unsustainable patterns of over-

production and overconsumption” (European Com-

mission, 2022b, p. 1) explains the Strategy, overlooking

the lack of evidence underlying this statement. A criti-

cal analysis of the state of the art in scientific knowledge

would have confronted the approach outlined above,

but the knowledge management in the policy making

process did not prioritize reliability and completeness

of information. Members of the scientific community

stressing the centrality of production volume were dis-

credited, and the focus was placed on ensuring adher-

ence from businesses. In using secondary, tertiary, and

non-peer reviewed sources as a knowledge base, the

information was simplified and generalized to an extent

where it met the anecdotal knowledge shared by in-

volved stakeholders.

6. Conclusions
In light of the lack of measures seeking production and

consumption volume reductions in the EU Strategy for

Sustainable and Circular Textiles, and the exclusion
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of significant marketing-oriented regulation, this study

asked: How did the policy making process of the Strat-

egy prioritize product durability rather than production

and consumption volume reductions?

The analysis shows how the focus on product dura-

bility assisted in avoiding production volume reduc-

tions measures, leading to the exclusion of marketing-

oriented regulation (applied to price, frequency of new

products put on the market, product placement with

influencers, advertising including social media strategy,

etc.), which could have a significant effect in tackling

overproduction and overconsumption.

The factors hindering the inclusion of measures to

reduce the quantity of products are identified, namely:

a) the framing of the Strategy in terms of competitive-

ness, with a focus on companies as main stakeholders,

and the associated fear of economic decline in a market

where fewer products are sold, and b) a policy-making

process prioritizing input from anecdotal knowledge

(through participation of interested and available stake-

holders), rather than scientific findings or lack thereof.

These two barriers are not exclusive of this pol-

icy, they play a main role in environmental strategies

in other contexts, including companies, cities, and na-

tions (Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Lorek and Fuchs, 2019;

O’Rourke and Lollo, 2015). As a result, in the com-

ing period we may see a growing production volume

of more durable clothing, unnecessary accumulation of

textiles in homes, demanding space and therefore also

growing environmental impact, and growing quantities

of unwanted products shipped from the Global South

to the Global North, and back to the Global South

again.

We recommend consumer goods environmental

policy to tackle the growing production and consump-

tion volume in the most direct way possible. Schol-

ars from different fields have proposed several ways

of doing this (Bocken et al., 2022; Cosme et al., 2017;

Fletcher and Tham, 2019; Vladimirova et al., 2024) and

a few clothing-related policy initiatives addressing this

issue have recently emerged. The most recent Dutch

policy, for instance, includes production and import

quotas (Ministrerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat,

2024). The French government, in turn, is developing

alternatives to the EU policy, like the ECOBALYSE and

French version of PEF. The ECOBALYSE includes an

operationalized definition of Fast and Ultra-Fast Fash-

ion so that such practices can be identified and there-

fore discouraged. It uses company size, product price,

number of units produced, and length of the products

presence on the market to account for product dura-

bility (Ecobalyse, 2024). This is just one way in which

marketing issues can be addressed in policy aiming at

reducing clothing production volumes.

The conclusions of this study naturally come with the

limitations associated to the background of the authors,

the methods employed, and the restricted access to

relevant information. The expertise of the authors lies

in sustainable production and consumption applied to

textiles. Our previous knowledge of EU policy pro-

cesses and policy analysis methods were limited, but

we have conducted this study with much curiosity and

dedication over a long period of time and have asked

for input from scholars from different backgrounds to

strengthen the research. Given that the data that would

be necessary to conduct a more detailed analysis of the

whole policy making process is not available, and that

we had limited access to interviewees, our description

of the process may be partial or highly influenced by the

perception of a limited number of informants. Lastly,

the research question focused on what was included

in the final policy document, but also on what was ex-

cluded. Therefore, we had to be creative in findings

ways to understand what was not visible. This approach

can open doors for more critical research on policy, but

also brings additional limitations to the methods and

findings in the interpretation of what is missing. Limi-

tations considered, this case study has shown how the

logic of economic growth is impeding a focus on suf-

ficiency in consumer goods environmental policy, hin-

dering the development of more effective measures to

reduce the impact of production and consumption. We

authors recognize that the field of sustainable market-

ing may be experiencing similar obstacles to advance a

research agenda that confronts growing production and

consumption levels. Knowledge on how marketing-

oriented regulation can contribute to reductions in de-

mand for different consumer goods, the quantity of
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products made, and thereby also discarded, is much

needed. The existing research on anti-tobacco poli-

cies can be a reference for this line of inquiry. With

more daring environmental policy ideas emerging, re-

search on the possible actions and expected effects of

marketing oriented environmental policy aimed at re-

ducing consumption levels is now more relevant than

ever.
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