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In recent years, the fashion industry has increasingly integrated environ- | Environmental Sustainability, Social Sustainabil-
mental sustainability strategies into its operations. Beyond reducing their it'y{ Fag?iof; _If?tranlf__fs,_ /\ﬂozile /éppl‘gcatiosr?g V\éeb-
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clothing recycling programs and eco-friendly delivery options. At the same
time, social sustainability has expanded to include not only supply chain
issues, such as child labor and working conditions but also LGBTQ+ repre-
sentation, body diversity, and inclusivity. This study adopts an exploratory,
empirical approach guided by Grounded Theory to examine how fashion
brands implement and communicate sustainability through their websites
and mobile applications. A content analysis of 50 fashion brand websites
and mobile applications was conducted, supported by a literature review
and exploratory analysis. User reviews were also analyzed to assess con-
sumer perceptions of these practices. Findings show that many brands still
lack comprehensive sustainability strategies, particularly in the social dimen-
sion. The study proposes indicators to assess these practices and identifies
patterns in how brands use digital touchpoints to operationalize sustain-
ability. These results provide a foundation for future research, highlighting
avenues for extending frameworks such as the Triple Bottom Line, Stake- | ARTICLE HISTORY
holder Theory, Theory of Planned Behavior, and Contingency Theory, and  Received: 12 December 2024
offering practical insights for managers seeking to enhance environmental = Accepted: 23 April 2026
c . F Published: 16 May 2026
and social sustainability.

l. Introduction to significant environmental damage, including waste and
greenhouse gas emissions (Abbate et al., 2023; Cesarina
Mason et al., 2022), while also negatively impacting social
well-being by eroding human values (Abbate et al., 2023;

The fast-fashion industry, characterized by short product
life cycles, high volatility, and affordable prices, has led
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Beyer & Arnold, 2022). Consumers are becoming increas-
ingly aware of these issues (Farzin et al.,2023; Rausch et al.,
2021), and a growing number are demanding that fashion
brands implement more robust social and environmental
sustainability practices (Li et al., 2024; Rana et al., 2024).

The environmental dimension of sustainability encom-
passes implementing sustainable practices, such as reduc-
ing clothing consumption, adopting recycling initiatives, and
using renewable and organic materials within the fashion
industry (Armutcu & Tan, 2023; Henninger et al., 2019;
Rausch et al,, 2021). These practices have been applied in
the industry over the last few years (Abbate et al., 2023;
Quiles—Soler et al., 2022). Major brands such as H&M pro-
vide detailed information regarding the recycled materi-
als utilized in their garments. This brand also allows con-
sumers to bring their old clothing to stores, where the gar-
ments are recycled in various ways.

The social dimension of sustainability in the fashion in-
dustry has traditionally focused on mitigating negative so-
cial externalities within the supply chain, such as child
labour and exploitative working conditions (Fernando et
al., 2022; Li et al., 2024). However, this scope is increasingly
expanding to encompass broader strategies that promote
social inclusion (Lee et al,, 2024; von Busch, 2018). This
shift has given rise to what some scholars refer to as brand
activism—a proactive stance by fashion brands to address
social sustainability and inclusivity issues (Lee et al., 2024;
McCormick & Ram, 2022). This expanded perspective en-
compasses elements such as size inclusivity (Clayton et al.,
2017), gender-neutral fashion (Saha et al., 2021), LGBTQ+
representation (Chauhan et al., 2019), and disability inclu-
sion (Lee et al,, 2024; Rana et al., 2024). Recent consumer
insights reveal a growing demand for more inclusive prac-
tices, prompting brands to demonstrate their commitment
to diversity in appearance, ethnicity, gender; age, and sexual
orientation (Joo &Wu,2021). For example, Zara has intro-
duced gender-inclusive cosmetic lines, while Mango has fea-
tured non-normative body types in its campaigns, including
plus-size collections, and has featured models with diverse
body types across its website and mobile application con-
tent (Figure |). These developments mark a significant shift
in the understanding of social sustainability, extending its
relevance beyond production practices into the realm of
consumption.

Previous academic research has generally given lim-
ited attention to social sustainability in the fashion indus-
try (McCormick & Ram, 2022; Schénborn et al., 2019).
While there are notable exceptions (e.g., Lee et al., 2024),
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Figure | | Example of Social Sustainability in Fashion
Applications

Source : Mango app.

most existing studies focus on consumers' perceptions
of sustainability practices (Li et al., 2024) rather than
on how fashion brands themselves implement environ-
mental and social sustainability in practice. To address
this gap, the present exploratory study examines fashion
brands' sustainability practices by focusing on two key con-
sumer touchpoints—websites and mobile applications—
which provide relevant data to analyze the prominence
of social sustainability practices relative to environmental
ones.

To this aim, this paper adopts an “empiric-first” approach
(Golder et al,, 2022; Haviv & Li, 2025), which refers to re-
search grounded in a real-world observation, involving the
collection and analysis of data, and producing marketing-
relevant insights without necessarily testing theory. Con-
sistent with this approach, the study follows a grounded
theory-based, iterative process to inductively derive in-
sights from the data. This approach is particularly appro-
priate for three reasons. First, limited research has ad-
dressed social sustainability beyond issues such as fair trade
and supply chain externalities. Second, it is well-suited to
contexts involving newly emerging data, such as the data
extracted from fashion applications, enabling researchers
to explore previously unexamined relationships, including
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comparisons between social and environmental sustain-
ability practices. Third, the findings may have important
implications for multiple stakeholders. As noted by Lim
(2026), this approach translates empirical observations into
generalizable, actionable knowledge.

Building on this approach, this study develops a set of in-
dicators to compare the relative prominence of social ver-
sus environmental sustainability within the fashion industry.
These indicators are applied to a sample of fashion brands
operating across digital platforms. In addition, user reviews
of the corresponding mobile applications are collected and
analyzed to provide insights into how consumers engage
with and discuss issues related to environmental and social
sustainability.

This article makes several contributions to the field of
fashion and sustainability. First, it provides a comprehensive
assessment of the social and environmental sustainability
practices currently being implemented by fashion brands
across two key consumer touchpoints. This, in turn, enables
a comparative analysis to provide an initial indication of
which type of sustainability is more widely adopted across
fashion brands. Second, the study extends the concept of
social sustainability into the consumption sphere, address-
ing issues such as gender stereotypes and biases related to
body weight, sexual orientation, and disability. Third, the
study examines how sustainability practices are enacted
through websites and mobile applications. While websites
initially served as the primary platform for communicating
sustainability-related information (Hesse & Rundau, 2023),
mobile applications have emerged as critical touchpoints
for fashion brands aiming to stay competitive (Azemi et
al,, 2022; Patel et al.,, 2023; Pop et al., 2023). Despite the
growing relevance of this touchpoint, its role in advancing
environmental and social sustainability remains largely un-
derexplored. Finally, given the empiric-first approach used
(Golder et al., 2022), the paper offers theoretical insights
that may be useful for future research and for providing
actionable advice to stakeholders.

2. Related Literature
2.1. Sustainability in the Fashion Industry

Sustainability, one of the most prevalent concepts in busi-
ness and society over the past two decades, has become
a well-established principle within the fashion industry
(Hesse & Rundau, 2023). Traditionally, business sustain-
ability concerns firms' actions regarding their economic,
social, and environmental impacts on market and society
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(Svensson et al,, 2016). This framework is known as the
Triple Bottom Line (TBL), in which each dimension is con-
sidered a crucial component of sustainability (Andersson
et al,, 2022). The core principle of the Triple Bottom Line
(TBL) is that business sustainability, along with its associ-
ated actions, must generate economic value by balancing
profits with the implementation of social and environmen-
tal strategies (Svensson et al., 2016).

Given the growing significance of sustainability within
the fashion industry, the concept of sustainable fashion has
emerged as a counterpoint to fast fashion. Sustainable
fashion refers to a range of practices that seek to benefit
both people (i.e., social) and the planet (i.e., environmen-
tal) (Mukendi et al., 2020). In fact, these authors propose
a definition of sustainable fashion as “the variety of means
by which a fashion item or behavior could be perceived
to be more sustainable, including (but not limited to) envi-
ronmental, social, slow fashion, reuse, recycling, cruelty-free
and anti-consumption and production practices” (Mukendi
et al,, 2020, p. 2874).

In the context of the fashion industry, the environ-
mental and social dimensions of sustainability can be ob-
served through various consumer touchpoints, such as so-
cial media (Castillo-Abdul et al., 2022), corporate websites
(Hesse & Rundau,2023;Ma et al.,2015),and mobile applica-
tions. In contrast, the economic dimension is less directly
observable, as it relates to a company's capacity to achieve
economic growth and financial performance (Andersson
et al., 2022; Hesse & Rundau, 2023). The following sections,
therefore, discuss the environmental and social aspects of
sustainable fashion.

2.2. Environmental Sustainability in the Fashion
Industry

Environmental sustainability has become a critical concern
for businesses, and the fashion industry is no exception. It
can be defined as a state of balance, resilience,and intercon-
nectedness that enables human society to meet its needs
without exceeding the regenerative capacity of support-
ing ecosystems or diminishing biological diversity (Morelli,
2011). The fashion industry is widely recognized as one of
the most polluting sectors globally (Grazzini et al., 2021;
Mohammed & Razé, 2023). It is notorious for its signif-
icant environmental footprint, including substantial water
consumption, carbon emissions, the use of toxic chemicals,
and waste generation (Islam et al., 2020). Processes such
as dyeing and finishing consume vast amounts of water and
release substantial textile effluents containing harmful con-
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taminants (P. S. Kumar & Joshiba, 2020). In addition, the
overproduction of garments and their subsequent disposal
(Roberts et al., 2023), as well as the environmental impact
of online shopping (Al-Mulali et al., 2015) and product re-
turns (Rossolov et al.,, 2024), contribute to the industry's
negative environmental footprint.

In response to this situation, academic research has in-
creasingly focused on environmental sustainability issues
within the fashion industry (Caniato et al., 2012; Goworek
et al., 2020; Islam et al.,, 2020), analyzing both consumers
perceptions and industry practices. On the one hand, con-
sumers are becoming more aware of the environmental
impact of clothing production. What was once a concern
for an elite audience is now extending to a broader, evolv-
ing consumer base that is more interested in the origin
and traceability of the garments they purchase (Abbate et
al., 2023). As a result, fashion brands are increasingly adopt-
ing more environmentally friendly practices (Carfagna etal,,
2014; Mukendi et al., 2020; Niinimaki et al., 2020), which can
enhance competitiveness (Musova et al,, 2021) and con-
sumer loyalty (Egels-Zandén & Hansson, 2015; Strahle et
al,,2015).

Among the practices that fashion brands are adopting to
reduce their environmental impact are the use of recycled
materials to produce more sustainable garments (Caniato
et al, 2012; Leonas, 2016) and the recycling of clothing
items (Bouzon & Govindan, 2015; Forlin & Scholz, 2020).
A notable example is H&M's global Garment Collecting
initiative, which allows consumers to drop off clothing or
textiles at H&M stores in exchange for a discount voucher
for future purchases. In partnership with [:CO, H&M as-
sesses the condition of the returned items and either re-
sells, reuses, or recycles them accordingly (Forlin & Scholz,
2020). Similarly, Zara has integrated its Zara Pre-Owned
program directly into both its website and mobile appli-
cation (Figure 2), allowing users to donate, resell, or repair
garments. This initiative embeds sustainability messaging
into a widely used platform, increasing exposure to circular
fashion practices. Additionally, the growth of online fashion
sales has prompted brands to implement strategies that re-
shape the delivery and returns experience in e-commerce,
such as adopting electric vehicles (Siragusa et al., 2020)
and establishing automated parcel lockers (Rossolov et al.,
2024). As a result, environmental sustainability is becoming
increasingly important in the fashion industry, with brands
adopting practices to reduce their impact, driven by grow-
ing consumer awareness and demand for sustainability.
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Figure 2 | Example of Environmental Sustainability in Fashion
Applications

Source : Zara app.

2.3. Social Sustainability in the Fashion Industry

Fashion companies, particularly major brands, bear signifi-
cant responsibility for the social impacts of their activities
(Ritch et al., 2023). Social sustainability refers to business
practices that prioritize societal well-being and the pub-
lic good in corporate decision—making (Andersson et al,,
2022). Accordingly, companies should create value for so-
ciety by adopting socially responsible practices that go be-
yond profit generation (Farooq et al., 2021).

Compared with environmental sustainability, social sus-
tainability has received relatively less attention (Klampf,
2025), with existing research largely concentrated on the
production stage of the apparel supply chain (Fernando et
al,, 2022). Issues such as child labor, inequality, excessive
overtime, and poor working and living conditions in pro-
duction have been widely recognized as major social exter-
nalities within the fashion industry (Fernando et al., 2022;
Li et al., 2024). The concept of fair trade captures the lo-
cal social impacts of fashion activities on producer com-
munities and has traditionally served as a framework for
addressing such concerns. However, while fair trade ini-
tiatives have achieved widespread adoption and consumer
recognition in food and agricultural sectors (Eberhardt et
al., 2020), their implementation within the fashion indus-
try has been more limited and complex due to fragmented
global supply chains and multi-tier production processes.
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Consequently, social sustainability in fashion has often been
conveyed through brand-specific initiatives and proprietary
labels, such as Zara's Join Life label, rather than through uni-
versally recognized fair trade certifications.

Although uncertainty remains regarding the spe-
cific social aspects relevant to consuming communities
(Beyer & Arnold, 2022), it is widely accepted that social
sustainability should promote inclusion, equity, dignity, and
respect for diversity (Schoormann & Kutzner, 2020; Takhar,
2015). In fashion, issues such as gender representation,
body diversity,and inclusivity have attracted increasing crit-
icism and debate in recent years (Ritch et al., 2023), rais-
ing concerns about the industry's ability to respond effec-
tively to societal shifts. This discourse raises questions
about whether industry has fostered social progress or,
conversely, impeded it by failing to adapt. Aligned with
recent research (Beyer & Arnold, 2022; Lee et al, 2024;
Schoormann & Kutzner, 2020), this study argues that the
scope of social sustainability should explicitly consider di-
mensions such as inclusion, representation, and equality.

Fashion ideas and attitudes towards gender have un-
dergone significant shifts (Dikkar, 2021; Ritch et al., 2023),
with an increasing advocacy for a gender—neutral approach
(Muller et al.,2024). Fashion brands are increasingly launch-
ing unisex clothing, designed to be suitable for both genders
and worn by individuals of any sex (Bardey et al., 2020).
In doing so, unisex collections challenge traditional gen-
der boundaries, dismantling the binary structure of gender
(Dikkar, 2021; Song, 2023). Unisex fashion is often viewed
as a symbol of equality and freedom (Song, 2023), empow-
ering individuals to express their personal style without
constraints (Dikkar, 2021). Furthermore, unisex clothing
can help mitigate pressures, stigma, or discrimination for
not conforming to traditional gender norms (Bardey et al,,
2020). Through such initiatives, the fashion industry is pro-
moting gender equality (Muller et al., 2024).

The fashion industry is also increasingly evaluating the
extent to which it embraces and respects social diversity,
particularly regarding sexual orientation. In this context,
the LGBTQ+ community has expressed a growing demand
for fashion brands and products specifically designed to
cater to their needs (Chauhan et al, 2019). Individuals
within the LGBTQ+ community often express their iden-
tities through unique and varied fashion choices (Reddy-
Best et al., 2024). As society becomes more inclusive and
open (Song, 2023), fashion brands are responding by of-
fering and promoting clothing styles and products that ac-
knowledge and reflect the diverse identities and needs of
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the LGBTQ+ community (Khurana et al.,2017; Lennon et
al,, 2017; Reddy-Best et al., 2024).

In addition to gender issues, there is a wide range of body
types and shapes among consumers, yet unrealistic body
images are prevalent in the media and on brands' own chan-
nels. Previous research has shown that self-comparisons
to unrealistic media portrayals can negatively impact men-
tal health (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2014). As a result, the
fashion industry has faced criticism for failing to promote
consumer well-being and for perpetuating harmful stereo-
types. Size-related concerns have also emerged as a signifi-
cant issue, especially in online fashion shopping (Li & Zhao,
2024). In response, fashion brands are increasingly incor-
porating plus-size models (Clayton et al., 2017; Joo & Wu,
2021) and offering plus-size clothing (Romeo & Lee, 2015).
According to Joo and Wu (2021), the inclusion of plus-size
products in fashion lines signifies the incorporation of so-
cial sustainability practices in garment design.

More recently, disability inclusion has emerged as an im-
portant topic in the marketing literature (Lee et al., 2024;
Wang & Wei, 2025). Representation of people with disabil-
ities in the fashion industry remains limited, although some
brands have begun to feature models with disabilities and
develop adaptive apparel—clothing specifically designed or
modified to meet the needs of people with disabilities (Lee
et al, 2024; Rana et al,, 2024). For instance, in January
2025, Primark partnered with Victoria Jenkins, founder of
the adaptive fashion brand Unhidden, to launch a collection
aimed at reducing barriers to inclusive apparel (Primark,
2025). Examples of adaptive garments include accessible
openings, tube-friendly pockets, and bibs attached at side
seams. In this context, several studies have examined how
consumers perceive fashion brands that address disability.
Lee et al. (2024), for example, found that consumers tend
to respond positively to luxury fashion campaigns featuring
disabled models, particularly when the campaigns are per-
ceived as engaging, credible, and authentic. Similarly, Wang
and Wei (2025) showed that featuring people with disabil-
ities (rather than non-disabled individuals) enhances mar-
keting effectiveness by improving brand attitudes and brand
choice. Rana et al. (2024) further argued that the fashion
industry should prioritize inclusivity and adaptability to fos-
ter broader societal acceptance and empower people with
disabilities. Figure 3 illustrates how Kiabi has integrated its
So Easy collection, which focuses on clothing for people with
disabilities, into its mobile application.

In summary, two major dimensions of social sustainabil-
ity can be identified: (1) the production side and (2) the
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Figure 3 | Example of Adaptive Garments in Fashion
Applications

Source: Kiabi app.

consumption side. The production side encompasses the
policies, programs, and operational practices that fashion
brands implement to promote fair trade principles and
ensure ethical, transparent supply chains. The consump-
tion side, meanwhile, includes strategies aimed at fostering
equality and inclusivity, such as the promotion of gender
equality through unisex clothing collections (Saha et al,,
2021), the inclusion of the LGBTQ+ community through
the development of targeted fashion products (Chauhan
et al., 2019; Reddy-Best et al., 2024), the expansion of plus-
size offering to accommodate diverse body shapes (Clay-
ton et al, 2017; Joo & Wu, 2021), and the advancement
of disability inclusion through adaptive clothing (Lee et al,,
2024; Wang & Wei, 2025). These initiatives are considered
key strategies in this paper for social sustainability. It is
therefore relevant to examine the extent to which the fash-
ion industry is evolving to promote equality and inclusivity
across these dimensions.

3. Research Questions

Websites have traditionally served as key consumer
touchpoints for fashion brands, playing a crucial role in
communicating sustainability information to consumers
(Hesse & Rundau, 2023; Quiles—Soler et al., 2022). In re-
cent years, mobile applications have also become increas-
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ingly important platforms for engaging consumers (Landim
et al.,, 2021; Salvietti & leva, 2024), with growing integra-
tion of sustainability content across both digital channels.
For instance, consumers are now accustomed to accessing
information about product traceability and origin through
these touchpoints when evaluating potential purchases.

Despite its growing focus, social sustainability
has received comparatively less attention (Schoor-
mann & Kutzner, 2020), and there remains uncertainty
about which social aspects are most relevant for com-
munication on these platforms (Beyer & Arnold, 2022).
Identifying the social sustainability practices adopted by
fashion brands across websites and mobile applications
can provide valuable insights into how the concept is un-
derstood and applied within the industry. Furthermore, it
is unclear whether social and environmental sustainability
efforts are implemented with equal emphasis across these
platforms, or whether one dimension is prioritized over
the other. Likewise, little is known about how consumers
perceive and discuss these practices. To address these
gaps, this paper explores the following research questions:

RQ I. Which social and environmental sustainability
practices are most commonly implemented by fashion
brands across their digital platforms?

RQ 2. Are fashion brands more likely to implement
environmental or social sustainability practices?

RQ 3. Is there a relationship between fashion brands'
environmental sustainability performance and their
social sustainability performance?

RQ 4. To what degree is sustainability mentioned in
customer reviews of fashion mobile applications?

RQ 5. What do customers express in their reviews
regarding the social and environmental sustainability
practices of fashion brands?

4. Methodology

The empirics—first approach (Golder et al., 2022) was
adopted and implemented through a grounded theory—
inspired content analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978).
This approach enabled the identification of relevant indi-
cators and analytical patterns directly from the empirical
material, allowing environmental and social sustainability
practices to be inductively derived from the data. Such
an empirically driven and inductively oriented approach is
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particularly suitable for research areas that remain under-
explored (Charmaz, 2006; Hodkinson, 2008). The analysis
began with inductive open coding, without the imposition
of predefined theoretical categories, thereby allowing pat-
terns to emerge naturally from the data.

Methodological rigor was ensured by drawing on estab-
lished guidelines for content analysis (Castillo-Abdul et al.,
2022; Krippendorff, 2019; Palazon et al., 2022; Sicilia et al.,
2008). This method facilitates the systematic description
of a phenomenon (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) by interpre-
tating the meaning embedded in textual and visual mate-
rials. Content analysis was initially conducted on fashion
brands' mobile applications and subsequently extended to
their corporate websites, which served as the units of anal-
ysis. In addition, the study was complemented by an ex-
ploratory analysis of consumer reviews to incorporate the
consumer perspective.

4.1. Content Analysis of Fashion Brand Websites and
Apps

During the initial observation phase, fashion brands' mo-
bile applications were reviewed iteratively to identify fea-
tures and content related to environmental and social sus-
tainability practices. In line with grounded theory—inspired
principles (Glaser, 1978), data collection and analysis pro-
ceeded concurrently, and additional applications were in-
cluded until theoretical saturation was reached, that is,
until no new sustainability-related themes or indicators
emerged from the analysis.

The applications analyzed spanned a wide range of
market contexts, including well-known and lesser-known
brands, luxury and budget segments, apps targeting women
and men, single-brand and multi-brand platforms, and appli-
cations from large retailers and those focused on specific
clothing categories (e.g., sportswear). This iterative pro-
cess resulted in the analysis of 80 mobile fashion applica-
tions.! All authors participated in the observation process
to ensure analytical rigor.

The goal of this phase was to generate an initial set of
indicators capturing environmental and social sustainabil-
ity features and to identify emerging patterns and themes.
Relevant literature was also consulted to support the inter-
pretation and refinement of the empirically derived indica-
tors, in line with the empirics-first approach, which encour-
ages engagement with existing theory after initial patterns

' As mobile applications can be considered an extension of corpo-
rate websites, all the indicators derived from the observations are like-
wise observable on websites.
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have emerged.

4.1.1. Proposal of indicators to assess social and
environmental sustainability

For the environmental sustainability indicators, we aimed
to systematically assess the extent to which fashion brands
have incorporated environmental practices into their mo-
bile applications and websites, spanning different stages of
the value chain, from production (e.g., product traceabil-
ity and origin) to delivery (e.g., the use of electric vehicles
for transportation). Based on our observations, we catego-
rized the indicators into four distinct groups: (1) Product &
Production Process, (2) Delivery & Returns, (3) Recycling,
and (4) Environmental Policy. The following lines provide a
rationale for each of the identified indicators and explain
their relationship to these four categories.

Regarding the Product & Production Process category,
one key challenge faced by fashion brands is the complexity
of their supply chain networks and the multitude of actors
involved in the production process (Dikkar, 202 1; V. Kumar
et al., 2017). To effectively implement environmental sus-
tainability in the fashion industry, brands must adopt trace-
ability systems. A central aspect of product traceability is
the origin of materials (Garcia-Torres et al.,2021; V. Kumar
et al.,, 2017). Additionally, it is important for fashion brands
to provide accurate information on organic fiber labels and
environmental certifications that validate the sustainability
of their products (V. Kumar et al,, 2017). Communicating
this information through digital channels signals that the
brand is actively implementing environmentally sustainable
practices.

Deliveries & Returns in e-commerce have generated
several negative externalities, particularly regarding their
environmental impact. To mitigate these effects, the fashion
industry is increasingly adopting environmentally friendly
alternatives. For deliveries, sustainable shipping practices,
such as last-mile logistics optimization and the use of elec-
tric vehicles, are becoming increasingly common (Kokki-
nou et al.,, 2024; Rossolov et al., 2024). To reduce unnec-
essary trips, which are harmful to the environment, some
retailers are implementing return fee policies; for exam-
ple, Zara deducts €1.95 from the consumer's refund for
home return requests (Bower & Maxham, 2012; Rossolov
et al,, 2024). Another environmentally friendly alternative
for both returns and deliveries is the use of parcel lockers
and/or pickup/drop-off points (Vakulenko et al.,2018).

Concerning the Recycling category, fashion brands are
implementing programs to promote the circular economy;,
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with closed-loop systems emerging in response to con-
cerns over potential shortages of certain raw materials
(Bouzon & Govindan, 2015). In this context, take-back pro-
grams (TBPs) have emerged as a circular business model
(Forlin & Scholz, 2020) that is increasingly adopted by fash-
ion retailers to minimize textile waste and prevent used
clothing from ending up in landfills (McKie et al., 2023). To
encourage consumer participation, retailers may offer fi-
nancial incentives (McKie et al., 2023).

Finally, it is essential for fashion brands to communi-
cate their environmental sustainability policies, as this can
be a key differentiator. Including a dedicated section on
environmental practices in both the website and mobile
application can signal the importance a brand places on
such efforts (Campopiano & De Massis, 2014), making it
a valuable indicator of environmental sustainability. Since
websites have traditionally been the primary platform for
communicating such policies (Campopiano & De Massis,
2014; Hesse & Rundau, 2023), it is worthwhile to exam-
ine whether this communication is effectively extended to
mobile applications, which can be considered an extension
of corporate websites (Palazén et al., 2022).

Table | presents the analysis sheet used to assess envi-
ronmental sustainability in both websites and fashion appli-
cations. Drawing on the grounded theory—inspired obser-
vations and the rationale for the four identified categories,
a total of 10 indicators were developed. These indicators
are detailed in Table |, which outlines each indicator, its
corresponding category, the coding scheme used for each
indicator, and the references supporting the proposed in-
dicators.

Similarly, for the social sustainability indicators, we aimed
to systematically assess the extent to which fashion brands
have incorporated social practices. Based on the analysis,
the indicators were categorized into two groups: (1) Pro-
duction Side and (2) Consumption Side.

Regarding the Production Side, fashion brands have
demonstrated commitment to ethical and responsible pro-
duction practices (Fernando et al., 2022; Goworek et al.,
2020). Some brands have developed fair-trade labels to
promote equitable trading relations, ensure fair remuner-
ation for producers, safeguard human and labor rights,
and enhance transparency across the supply chain (Naylor,
2013; Renard, 2005). Fair—trade certifications verify not
only companies' practices but also those of their produc-
ers and manufacturers, ensuring equitable labor conditions,
fair pricing,and positive social impacts throughout the fash-
ion supply chain. Given that fair-trade certificates issued

Journal of Sustainable Marketing (2026)

by independent organizations are relatively uncommon in
the fashion industry, it is worth examining whether brands
have developed their own certifications, whether this in-
formation appears in their Corporate Social Sustainability
Programs, or whether their corporate websites and mo-
bile applications include clear policies on child labor, labor
conditions, human rights, community support, fair pricing
and supply—chain monitoring practices.

Regarding the Consumption Side, major fashion brands
have increasingly entered the unisex clothing segment
(Dikkar, 2021). First, the presence of unisex products in-
dicates a brand's basic commitment to social sustainability.
Second, the range of unisex offerings reflects the extent
of the brand's involvement in promoting gender equality,
as previous studies have highlighted a growing demand for
gender-neutral options (Chauhan et al.,2019). Third, a ded-
icated section on a website or mobile application can sig-
nal the importance a brand places on actively implementing
and communicating its social sustainability initiatives (Cam-
popiano & De Massis, 2014).

Second, regarding the inclusion of the LGBTQ+ Com-
munity, this community has expressed interest in LGBTQ+
focused fashion products (Chauhan et al.,, 2019; Reddy-
Best et al., 2024) and faces challenges related to clothing fit
(Chauhan et al., 2019). The presence of products tailored
to this group indicates a brand's core commitment to so-
cial sustainability, while the range of LGBTQ+-focused of-
ferings reflects the extent of its engagement with diversity
and inclusion. Including a dedicated section on the website
or mobile application can further signal a deeper commit-
ment to social sustainability.

Third, regarding plus-size fashion, the availability of these
products reflects the industry's commitment to inclusion
through garment design (Joo & Wu, 2021). Research
has shown that plus-size individuals are often dissatisfied
with the limited options available (Greenleaf et al., 2019;
Hudson & Hwang, 2020), and online platforms can pro-
vide selections that may not be found in physical stores
(Romeo & Lee, 2015). Online platforms such as corporate
websites and mobile applications therefore serve as ideal
channels for offering plus-size products. The presence and
range of these products indicate a brand's commitment to
social sustainability, while a dedicated section can further
signal its emphasis on inclusion.

Finally, regarding disability inclusion, the availability of
adaptive garments on corporate websites and mobile ap-
plications reflects a brand's commitment to people with
disabilities and/or impairments (Lee et al., 2024; Rana et
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TABLE | | Environmental Sustainability Analysis Sheet
Category Indicator Measuring Coding  Supporting
references
(ES OI) Product Whether the entire production and distribution No =0 (Dikkar, 2021;
Rroduct& Produc- traceability process of their products is tracked, from the Yes = | Garcia-Torres et al,,
tion Process sourcing of raw materials to the final customer 2021; V. Kumar
receiving their purchase. etal,2017)
(ES 02) Sustainable Whether the website/app offers products made No=0 (Caniato et al., 2012;
materials and from environmentally friendly materials (e.g., Yes = | Sigaard & Laitala,
production items crafted from recycled fibers or sustainable 2023)
materials), or if the production process is
designed to minimize environmental impact (e.g.,
by reducing energy and water consumption)
(ES 03) Sustainable Whether there is a dedicated section where No =0
products section products made with environmentally friendly Yes = |
materials (e.g., recycled fabrics) are grouped
together.
(ES 04) Sustainable Whether delivery options are offered using No =0 (Kokkinou et al.,
Delivery & Re- shipping sustainable vehicles such as electric cars or Yes = | 2024; Rossolov
turns scooters for order distribution. et al.,, 2024)
(ES 05) Pick-up / Whether the website/app offers pickup and/or No=0 (Vakulenko et al.,
drop-off points drop-off points for orders, reducing the Yes = | 2018)
environmental impact of home delivery and
returns.
(ES 06) Sustainable Whether the website/app offers sustainable No =0 (Kokkinou et al.,
home-based returns  options for home-based returns (e.g., bicycles, Yes = | 2024; Rossolov
scooters, or electric cars). et al.,, 2024)
(ES 07) Return fee Whether an additional charge is applied for No =0 (Bower & Maxham,
home return services Yes = | 2012; Rossolov
et al.,, 2024)
. (ES 08) Clothing Whether the website/app provides information No=0 (Bouzon & Govin-
Recycling ; , : N _
recycling program on the company’s clothing recycling initiatives Yes = dan, 2015;
Forlin & Scholz,
2020)
(ES 09) Recycling Whether the website/app offers an incentive No =0 (Forlin & Scholz,
incentive (e.g., points or discounts) to encourage Yes = | 2020; McKie et al.,
consumers to recycle clothes. 2023)
Environmental (ES 10) Whether the website/app includes a section No=0 (Quiles—Soler et al.,
Policy Environmental detailing the company’s environmental Yes = | 2022)

policy section

sustainability policies.

Source : Self-made.

al., 2024). Despite growing attention to diversity, the rep-
resentation of disability remains significantly less common
than that of gender, body inclusivity, or sexual orientation
(Qayyum et al., 2023). Beyond mere representation, it is
important to assess whether fashion brands design prod-
ucts tailored to this community's needs. The availability and
range of adaptive garments, along with a dedicated section
for these items, can therefore serve as key indicators of
social sustainability.

The analysis sheet used to assess social sustainability on
corporate websites and fashion applications is presented
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in Table 2. Following the observation method inspired by
Grounded Theory, a set of 21 indicators was developed.
The table details each indicator, its corresponding coding
scheme, and the references supporting its inclusion. To en-
sure comparability between environmental and social sus-
tainability assessments, both sets of indicators were given
equal weight. Each brand could receive a maximum of 10
points for social sustainability and 10 for environmental
sustainability, for a total possible score of 20.
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TABLE 2 | Social Sustainability Analysis Sheet

Category Indicator Measuring Coding Supporting references
Production (SS Ol) Fair-trade If the brand holds any official fair-trade No =0 (Jones & Williams, 2012;
Side certification certification listed on its website or app.  Yes = | Naylor, 2013; Renard,
2005; Shaw et al., 2006)
(SS 02) Proprietary If the brand has established its own No =0
fair—trade certification program addressing the social dimensions  Yes = |
of fair trade, such as labor conditions and
child labor prevention.
(SS 03) Child Labor Policy If the brand implements policies to No =0
prevent the use of child labor. Yes = 0.5
(SS 04) Labor Conditions I the brand has policies promoting No =0
Policy decent working conditions for Yes = 0.5
employees.
(SS 05) Human Rights If the brand maintains policies to ensure No =0
Policy human rights standards. Yes = 0.5
(SS 06) Community If the brand implements initiatives aimed  No =0
Support at supporting the social and economic Yes = 0.5
development of the communities where
its products are manufactured.
(SS 07) Supply Chain If the brand enforces policies to monitor No =0
Monitoring and evaluate the working conditions Yes = 0.5
within its supply chain.
(SS 08) Fair Pricing Policy  If the brand states that it pays a fair price  No =0
to producers, cooperatives, or artisans. Yes = 0.5
Consumption  (SS 09) Unisex products Whether the website/app offers products No =0 (Chauhan et al,, 2019;
Side designed for all genders (unisex). Yes = 0.5 Dikkar, 2021; Song, 2023)
(SS 10) Unisex product Indicates whether the website/app offers No =0
range a wide variety of unisex products. Yes = 0.25
(SS I'l) Unisex products Whether there is a dedicated sectionon No =0
section the website/app for unisex products. Yes = 0.5
(SS 12) LGBTQ+ Whether LGBTQ+ products are offered No =0 (Chauhan et al., 2019;
products through the website/app. Yes = 0.5 Reddy-Best et al., 2024;
Takhar, 2015)
(SS 13) LGBTQ+ product  Whether the website/app offers a wide No =0
range variety of LGBTQ+ products. Yes = 0.25
(SS 14) LGBTQ+ Whether there is a dedicated section for No =0
products section LGBTQ+ products on the website/app. Yes = 0.25
(SS 15) LGBTQ+ policy Whether there is information on the No =0
section website/app explaining the company’s Yes = 0.25
policies regarding the LGBTQ+
community
(SS 16) Plus-size products ~ Whether plus-size products are offered No =0
through the website/app. Yes = 0.5
(SS 17) Plus-size product ~ Whether a large variety of plus-size No =0 (Greenleaf et al., 2019;
range products are offered through the Yes = 0.25 Hudson & Hwang, 2020;
website/app. Joo &Wu, 2021;
Romeo & Lee, 2015)
(SS 18) Plus-size products  Whether there is a dedicated section for No =0
section plus-size products on the website/app. Yes = 0.5
(SS 19) Adaptive products  Whether adaptive products are offered No =0 (Lee et al., 2024; Rana
through the website/app. Yes =05  etal,2024)
(SS 20) Adaptive products  Whether a variety of adaptive products No =0
range are offered through the website/app. Yes = 0.25
(SS 21) Adaptive products  Whether there is a dedicated section for No =0
section adaptive products Yes = 0.5

Source: Self-made.
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4.1.2. Sample selection for testing the proposed indicators

The proposed indicators were tested using a sample of
50 major fashion brands operating in Spain. To ensure
consistency and comparability, the study focused exclu-
sively on brands operating in a single country. Spain was
selected due to its influential fashion industry (Escobar-
Rodriguez & Bonsoén-Fernandez, 2016) and an increasingly
aware consumer base (Blas Riesgo et al,, 2022). A recent
study found that 81% of respondents expressed concern
about textile waste, while 37% indicated a willingness to pay
more for sustainable fashion products (IBM, 2020). Limit-
ing the scope to Spain allowed for a valid comparison of
sustainability practices within a specific market.

Brands specializing exclusively in a single clothing cate-
gory, such as sportswear, were excluded. The indicators
were tested with major fashion brands that offer a broad
range of products for several reasons: these brands are
actively developing both social and environmental sustain-
ability practices (Hesse & Rundau, 2023), are more likely
to have mobile applications facilitating online purchases
(Escobar-Rodriguez & Bonson-Fernandez, 2016), and typ-
ically provide offerings for both men and women, ensuring
broader representational coverage. A total of 50 brands
that met both the mobile application and website criteria
were included in the study. The selected brands are listed
in Appendix A.

4.1.3. Procedure

To collect data on the proposed indicators, established
academic procedures were followed. Specifically, two
trained coders—penultimate-year undergraduate students
enrolled in a marketing course—performed the coding
independently. When their assessments differed, a third
trained coder reviewed the discrepancies and made the
final decision (Fowler & Thomas, 2013).

Following recommendations from prior research
(Palazén et al., 2022; To & Patrick, 2021), the coders were
not involved in the study design and were unaware of its
objectives. They received in-person training in a 2.5-hour
session, during which the authors explained the coding
process in detail, provided specific instructions for data
collection, and conducted a live demonstration using
the coding sheet. In line with the procedure described
by Fowler and Thomas (2013), a coding manual was
developed to support the coders throughout the process.
The manual specifies where to locate relevant information
within websites and mobile applications for each indicator

Journal of Sustainable Marketing (2026)

and provides instructions for recording the findings on the
coding sheet. The coding manual is included in Appendix
B.

Data were collected independently in multiple phases
over the course of the study, from mid-2023 to early 2026,
due to requests arising during the review process. The fi-
nal phase focused on production-side indicators. This ap-
proach ensured comprehensive coverage of all indicators
across both mobile applications and websites. Inter-coder
reliability was measured using Krippendorff's o, with scores
exceeding the recommended threshold for both environ-
mental/social indicators («= 0.941) and production-side in-
dicators (o= 0.853), indicating consistent coding (Krippen-
dorff, 1980).

4.2. Analysis of User Reviews

These reviews were examined to determine whether and
how consumers address social and environmental issues in
their comments on fashion brand mobile applications. The
analysis of reviews is limited to mobile applications, as no
dedicated review system exists for fashion brand websites.
Thus, the consumer perspective was incorporated through
a complementary analysis of customer reviews collected
from the Apple and Google app stores.

To analyze the consumer perspective, user reviews of
the mobile applications under study were collected. The
goal of this analysis was not only to determine whether sus-
tainability practices implemented by fashion brands were
mentioned in reviews, but also to understand how they
were discussed and what was said about them. Reviews
were collected using Octoparse software from March |0th
to July 31st, 2023.

From each consumer review, the following information
was extracted: individual rating, review date, review title,
and review text. After extracting and consolidating the data
into a single database, the dataset comprised 2,519 reviews,
of which 2,049 were from the Play Store (Google) and 470
from the App Store (Apple). Following the methodology of
Borghi and Mariani (2021) for capturing customers' online
discourse related to sustainability, the reviews were orga-
nized into two subsamples: one containing sustainability-
related reviews and the other containing all other reviews.
The keywords used to identify sustainability-related re-
views covered both environmental and social sustainability,
including terms such as sustainability, environment, mate-
rials, recycling, sustainable shipping, plastic, pollution, fair-
trade, fair-trade certification, child labor, fair pricing, labor
rights, human rights, social responsibility, ethics, community



Environmental and Social Sustainability in Fashion

M. Sicilia et al.

support, supply chain, certificate, inclusivity, sizes, plus-size,
non-normative sizes, disability, and LGBTQ+ community.
This process resulted in a database that distinguishes be-
tween reviews that mention sustainability and those that
do not.

5. Results

The results are organized according to the proposed re-
search questions. To address the first three research ques-
tions, we present the findings from the content analysis of
websites and mobile applications. Specifically, the results in-
clude: (I) the implementation frequency of each social and
environmental sustainability practice across websites and
mobile applications, (2) the average implementation rates
across brands for each sustainability dimension,and (3) the
overall sustainability scores assigned to each brand, with a
maximum of |10 points per category. The first set of findings
identifies which specific practices are more or less com-
monly implemented by fashion brands. The second offers a
comparative overview of the extent to which environmen-
tal and social sustainability practices are adopted across
the sample. The third facilitates brand-level comparisons
of sustainability performance. Finally, the results from the
customer review analysis are discussed to address the last
two research questions.

RQ I. Which social and environmental sustainability
practices are most widely implemented by fashion
brands across their digital platforms?

Focusing on social sustainability, results are organized into
production-side and consumption-side practices. On the
production side, none of the analyzed fashion brands inte-
grate a fair-trade certification (SS 01) on either their web-
sites or mobile applications. Regarding proprietary fair-
trade certification (SS 02), only 12% of the brands (6 in to-
tal) have implemented such initiatives across both websites
and mobile applications. As for specific practices, the most
widely adopted ones relate to child labor (SS 03), labor
conditions (SS 04), and human rights (SS 05), whereas the
least implemented practice is fair pricing (SS 08), present
in only 18% of mobile applications and 22% of websites.

On the consumption side, the most commonly imple-
mented practice is related to plus-size fashion (SS 16), with
plus-size products available in 66% of mobile applications
but only 36% of websites. Gender inclusivity is also gaining
traction, with 38% of brands offering unisex products on
mobile applications compared with 24% on websites (SS
09). Several other practices remain largely unadopted. For
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example, only 16% of mobile applications and 8% of brands
on websites offer LGBTQ+-specific products (SS 12), while
adaptive clothing for individuals with disabilities (SS 19) is
included by just 2% of brands across both platforms. Fig-
ure 4 summarizes these results, displaying the implemen-
tation percentages for all twenty-one social practices (8
corresponding to Production Side and |3 to Consumption
side) across both platforms.

Additionally, during Pride Month, coders were asked to
observe whether brands adapted their logos to incorpo-
rate LGBTQ+ symbolism, such as the rainbow flag. Al-
though this aspect was not part of the original set of indi-
cators, only 10% of brands were found to have made such
modifications in their mobile applications, further under-
scoring the limited engagement with LGBTQ+ represen-
tation.

Regarding environmental sustainability, the most widely
adopted practice among the 50 analyzed brands is the pro-
vision of pickup/drop-off points (ES 05), implemented by
82% of brands on mobile applications and 56% on web-
sites. The inclusion of environmental policy is also relatively
common, appearing on 76% of websites and 54% of mo-
bile applications. This finding aligns with previous research,
as environmental sustainability information has tradition-
ally been communicated through websites and has not yet
been fully transferred to mobile applications. By contrast,
sustainable shipping options (ES 04) are among the least
implemented practices, adopted by only 6% of brands on
mobile applications and 4% on websites. Overall, imple-
mentation rates for the ten environmental sustainability in-
dicators range from 6% to 82% on mobile applications and
from 0% to 76% on websites. Figure 5 summarizes these
results, displaying the implementation percentages for all
ten environmental practices across both platforms.

RQ 2. Are fashion brands more likely to implement
environmental or social sustainability practices?

To examine whether fashion brands are more likely to im-
plement environmental or social sustainability practices, we
compared the implementation rates of both dimensions
across the sample. Each brand (N = 50) served as the
unit of analysis, and the percentage of implemented prac-
tices was calculated separately for environmental and social
categories. Shapiro—Wilk tests indicated that the assump-
tion of normality was not consistently met across variables.
Given the paired nature of the data and violations of nor-
mality in some variables, a Wilcoxon signed-rank test was
employed as a nonparametric alternative to compare the

12
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two related samples for each platform.

For mobile applications, the mean implementation rate
of environmental sustainability practices (M = 35.20%, SD
= 20.43) was significantly higher than that of social sus-
tainability practices (M = 11.93%, SD = 7.91). This differ-
ence was confirmed by the Wilcoxon signed-rank test (Z
= -5.74, p < .001, r = 0.81), indicating a large effect size
and demonstrating that environmental practices are more
widely implemented than social practices in mobile appli-
cations. Similarly, on websites, environmental sustainability
practices showed a substantially higher mean implemen-
tation rate (M = 34.2%, SD = 17.97) compared to social
sustainability practices (M = 14.52%, SD = 6.59). This differ-
ence was also statistically significant (Z = -5.55, p < .001),
with a large effect size (r = 0.56), suggesting that brands
prioritize environmental sustainability over social sustain-
ability on their websites.

When comparing the two digital touchpoints, environ-
mental sustainability practices are generally more widely
implemented than social sustainability practices. These
findings, presented in Table 3, indicate that fashion brands
prioritize environmental initiatives across both websites
and mobile applications, while there remains substantial
room for improvement in social sustainability.

RQ 3. Is there a relationship between fashion brands'
environmental sustainability performance and their
social sustainability performance?

Based on the Social Sustainability Assessment, it is possible
to identify which brands implement more social sustainabil-
ity practices, as detailed in Appendix C. Out of a maximum
score of 10, only six brands—Lefties, Kiabi, Levi's, Stradi-
varius, Pull&Bear, and Shein—scored at least five points
on one of the platforms. However, performance in so-
cial sustainability remains low, with most brands scoring
below five points across their mobile applications and/or
websites. Notably, 4 brands did not implement any social
sustainability practices in their mobile applications, and 3
did not implement them on their websites. These findings
highlight that social sustainability remains largely underde-
veloped across fashion brands' digital platforms, emphasiz-
ing the need for greater integration in this area.

In terms of environmental sustainability, the leading

brands are H&M, NA-KD, and Silbon. Most brands scored
five points or less across their mobile applications and/or
websites (see Appendix D). Notably, one brand did not im-
plement any environmental sustainability practices on its
mobile application, while three brands showed no such
practices on their websites. These findings highlight no-
table disparities in environmental sustainability across fash-
ion brands' digital platforms, with some brands demon-
strating considerable progress and others falling behind.

To address research question 3, Pearson correlation
analyses were conducted to examine the relationship be-
tween environmental and social sustainability performance
at each digital touchpoint. The results indicate a significant
positive association between environmental and social sus-
tainability practices on mobile applications (r = 0.34, p =
.016) and on websites (r = 0.31, p = .031). These find-
ings suggest that brands that perform well in environmen-
tal sustainability are also more likely to implement social
sustainability practices within the same platform, highlight-
ing a degree of alignment between the two dimensions at
fashion brands' digital touchpoints.

RQ 4. To what degree is sustainability mentioned in
customer reviews of fashion mobile applications?

Following the procedure outlined by Borghi and Mariani
(2021), customer reviews were used to assess the rel-
evance of sustainability practices in fashion applications.
During the review collection period, 91 reviews mention-
ing sustainability were identified, compared to 2,428 re-
views that did not. The average ratings of mobile applica-
tions were similar, with scores of 3.18 for sustainability-
related and non-sustainability-related reviews. Among the
reviews mentioning sustainability, only three discussed en-
vironmental sustainability, while 88 focused on social sus-
tainability, and only one addressed both environmental and
social sustainability. Notably, sustainability-related reviews
were significantly longer than non-sustainability-related re-
views, averaging approximately 214 characters, compared
to around 95 for the latter. This difference in review length
is significant. To compare the distributions of sustainability-
related and non-sustainability-related app reviews, we used
both the mean (t-test) and the median (Mann-Whitney-
Wilcoxon test) tests. From these results, presented in

Table 3 | Environmental vs. Social Sustainability Implementation Rates

Touchpoint Mean Environmental (%) Mean Social (%) Wilcoxon Z p-value r (effect size)
Mobile Application 35.20 11.93 5.74 <0.001 0.8l
Website 34.20 14.52 5.55 <0.001 0.56

Source: Self-made.
Journal of Sustainable Marketing (2026)
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TABLE 4 | Comparison of Sustainability-Related vs. Not Sustainability-Related Reviews

Total sample No mention of Mention of sustainability Welch’s Mann-Whitney-
(N=12519) sustainability (N = (N=91) two-sample Wilcoxon test (p)
2,428) t-test (p)
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD t Wx107
Valence 322 1.820 3.18 1.825 3.18 1.678 0.004 (0.997) 0.866 (0.353)
Review Length 99.47 120.289  95.23 114.497 213.77 162.797 8.306 (<0.001) 62.971 (<0.001)

(in characters)

Source: Self-made.

Table 4, reviews addressing sustainability issues (primarily
social sustainability) tend to be more detailed, suggesting
greater customer concern.

RQ 5. What do customers express in their reviews
regarding the social and environmental sustainability
practices of fashion brands?

Regarding the content of environmental sustainability-
related reviews, it is worth noting that one review men-
tioned discounts offered for recycling clothes. For instance,
one customer stated: “With the additional discounts for recy-
cling clothes, plus the discounts for collecting points, it is very
cost-effective”. Additionally, one consumer expressed dis-
satisfaction with a fashion brand's decision to remove the
pickup point option, arguing that pickup points are an envi-
ronmentally friendly choice. The review stated: “Why is the
pickup point option no longer available? | find it unacceptable
that, despite having nearby points — which save time, fuel, and
reduce the risk of lost items — this option has been removed.”

A total of 88 reviews mentioned social sustainability,
many of which criticized the lack of larger sizes. For in-
stance, one customer wrote: “It's a pity that they have re-
moved all the clothes for plump people; there are no large sizes
left.” Similarly, another customer commented: “I do not like
the new version. They have removed the size filters. | wear a
size XXL, and not all models are available in this size. As a
result, | don't feel like browsing through hundreds of models |
can't purchase because they don't come in my size.” Another
consumer noted, “There's never any size in XL or XXL; plus-
sized people have the right to,” while another added, “It doesn't
go beyond size XL, | can't buy clothes here.”

In contrast, one review praised Mango for being one
of the few brands offering plus-size alternatives: “/ use
the Mango app a lot. For non-normative sizes, it's the only
way to shop.” This highlights that larger sizes are increas-
ingly expected, and brands that offer them are emphasizing
their commitment to this social practice. Additionally, one
customer highlighted Mango as a benchmark for inclusion,
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commending its adaptation of designs for different genders
and age groups: “Mango is a fashion retailer for both men and
women... In addition to the youngest, to even our mothers.”

Nevertheless, no customer reviews referred to fair-
trade certifications or related policies. Most comments fo-
cused on personal experiences with the brand or its mobile
application, rather than on social commitments or sustain-
ability initiatives. Overall, these reviews indicate that con-
sumers are more attentive to social sustainability issues,
particularly regarding the availability of plus-size clothing.
This observation aligns with the social sustainability assess-
ment, which found that the plus-size category received the
highest implementation scores across digital touchpoints.

Finally, only one review addressed both environmental
and social sustainability. This review praised the brand's
commitment to environmental awareness, the use of sus-
tainable materials, and the wide range of sizes, with the
customer stating: “/ really like the design and quality of their
garments. They offer a wide range of sizes for the whole family.
Moreover, their concern for the environment and sustainability
when selecting materials is evident. Top!.

6. Discussion

This paper, grounded in empirical first logic and guided by
Grounded Theory, examines the implementation of social
and environmental sustainability practices across the web-
sites and mobile applications of 50 major fashion brands
in Spain. The findings reveal distinct patterns in how sus-
tainability is integrated across platforms. Overall, envi-
ronmental sustainability practices are more widely imple-
mented than social sustainability practices, with average im-
plementation rates of approximately 35% for environmen-
tal initiatives compared with 12—15% for social initiatives,
reflecting a stronger emphasis on environmental commit-
ments within fashion brands' digital strategies. Neverthe-
less, across both dimensions of sustainability and both plat-
forms, there remains considerable room for improvement.
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For social sustainability, production-side initiatives, such
as fair-trade policies, child labor safeguards, and labor con-
ditions, are more consistently implemented on websites,
whereas consumption-side initiatives, including plus-size
and unisex fashion, are more widely adopted on mobile
applications. For environmental sustainability, a similar pat-
tern emerges. Websites emphasize policy-oriented initia-
tives, including publishing environmental policies, whereas
mobile applications exhibit higher implementation rates for
operational and consumer-facing features, such as pickup
and drop-off points. This distinction reflects the comple-
mentary roles of the two digital touchpoints: websites
primarily communicate formal sustainability commitments,
whereas mobile applications offer practical options that
directly impact the consumer experience. Overall, these
findings highlight how fashion brands use complementary
digital touchpoints to address sustainability, aligning specific
initiatives with the functional strengths of each platform.

6.1. Theoretical implications and contributions to
previous frameworks

Building on these findings, this study offers several theoret-
ical contributions grounded in an empirical-first and induc-
tive approach. Grounded theorists are committed to main-
taining core theoretical principles, while also recognizing
that these principles require reconsideration and redefini-
tion to adequately reflect the realities of empirical, induc-
tive inquiry and the complexity of the social phenomena
under investigation (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The findings
derived from this study provide an exploratory framework
for understanding how fashion brands implement and com-
municate sustainability through their websites and mobile
applications.

From a social sustainability perspective, the findings con-
tribute to expanding existing definitions by incorporating
dimensions that have received limited attention in prior
sustainability frameworks. The analysis identifies key pa-
rameters that can be understood across two complemen-
tary domains: the production and consumption sides. The
production side includes fair trade certification, labor poli-
cies and conditions, human rights, community support, sup-
ply chain monitoring, and fair pricing policies. Importantly,
this study highlights that social sustainability encompasses
not only production communities but also the consum-
ing communities that engage with brand offerings. The
consumption side captures diversity and inclusion-oriented
practices embedded in products and brand communication,
representing a novel extension of the social sustainabil-
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ity domain. This domain includes unisex fashion, LGBTQ+
community inclusion, plus-size fashion, and adaptive fash-
ion, all of which contribute to a broader understanding of
social responsibility. Observed practices suggest that these
consumption-oriented strategies operationalize social sus-
tainability through tangible actions, such as gender-neutral
products, inclusive sizing systems, and collections designed
for underrepresented communities. Consequently, social
sustainability emerges not merely as an ethical discourse
but as a set of tangible design and communication practices
that fashion brands integrate into their digital platforms, en-
abling consumers to recognize and engage with inclusivity
as a core sustainability value.

From an environmental perspective, the findings extend
traditional conceptualizations of sustainability in the fash-
ion industry, which have primarily emphasized reducing
environmental impact through resource efficiency, carbon
emission reduction, and waste minimization. While pre-
vious research has highlighted practices such as product
traceability as key indicators of environmental responsi-
bility, the present study identifies a broader, more opera-
tional set of practices communicated through digital touch-
points. Specifically, four interrelated categories were in-
ductively identified: (1) product and production practices,
including traceability mechanisms; (2) sustainable delivery
and return systems; (3) recycling initiatives; and (4) explicit
environmental policies communicated through digital plat-
forms. These categories suggest that environmental sus-
tainability is not only defined by production processes but
also by how sustainability practices are structured, oper-
ationalized, and made visible within brand digital ecosys-
tems, highlighting the role of digital interfaces as key spaces
where sustainability is communicated and experienced by
consumers.

Building on these insights, the following outlines contri-
butions to existing theoretical frameworks:

) Triple Bottom Line (TBL)

This study builds on prior research using the TBL frame-
work (Andersson et al,, 2022), expanding its theoreti-
cal scope through an empirical-first, grounded perspec-
tive. One key contribution is the refinement of pa-
rameters defining environmental and social sustainability.
While environmental sustainability has been widely stud-
ied (e.g., Abbate et al., 2023), social sustainability has re-
ceived comparatively less attention (Ekstrom & Salomon-
son, 2014; Lee et al., 2024; Schonborn et al., 2019; Schoor-
mann & Kutzner, 2020), with prior research focusing pri-
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marily on production-side practices (Fernando et al., 2022;
Klampfl, 2025). This study highlights the consumption-
oriented dimension as a tangible operational aspect, inte-
grating both production and consumption perspectives to
provide a more comprehensive conceptualization of social
sustainability within TBL.

2) Stakeholder Theory

This study contributes to stakeholder theory (Free-
man & McVea, 2001; Parmar et al., 2010), which posits that
managers create value by aligning stakeholder interests and
fostering mutual benefits (Horisch et al,, 2020). Findings
expand the range of stakeholders fashion brands should
consider. In the environmental domain, managers must ac-
count for production and delivery externalities, as last-mile
e-commerce impacts cities and local communities. Recog-
nizing these urban contexts as stakeholders broadens the
understanding of sustainability and aligns organizational de-
cisions with wider environmental and societal outcomes. In
the social domain, consuming communities are emphasized
as key stakeholders. Initiatives such as diversity strategies,
gender-neutral offerings, inclusive sizing, and fair-trade cer-
tification demonstrate how firms respond to socially em-
bedded stakeholders, reinforcing the idea that value cre-
ation encompasses inclusion, equity, and ethical responsi-
bility. Stakeholder theory is thus extended to include both
upstream and downstream social sustainability actions in
the fashion industry.

3) Theory of Planned Behavior

Although our study does not directly measure managerial
intentions, the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) (Ajzen,
1991) provides a useful lens to interpret these practices,
as it emphasizes how attitudes, subjective norms, and per-
ceived behavioral control shape intentions and behaviors.
TPB has been previously applied to understand consumer
intentions toward sustainable products (Vu etal.,2021) and
to explain managerial adoption of sustainability initiatives
in other industries, such as waste reduction in hospital-
ity (Garay et al., 2018). This framework helps situate our
findings within existing literature by highlighting the cogni-
tive and social drivers behind the emergence of innovative
sustainability practices in fashion brands. An increasingly
diverse and inclusion-conscious society acts as a significant
driver of change, shaping organizational decision-making
and encouraging firms to adopt more socially sustainable
practices.
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4) Contingency Theory

Finally, our findings can also be interpreted through the lens
of Contingency Theory, which posits that organizational
effectiveness depends on the fit between internal struc-
tures, strategies, and external situational factors (Donald-
son, 2001; Fiedler, 1964). In the context of fashion brands,
the differential implementation of sustainability practices
across digital touchpoints and between environmental and
social dimensions suggests that there is no one-size-fits-all
approach. Instead, the effectiveness of sustainability strate-
gies appears contingent on the functional characteristics
of each touchpoint, the type of sustainability initiative, and
the expectations of diverse stakeholders. For instance,
websites are primarily used to communicate formal sus-
tainability commitments, whereas mobile applications are
more oriented toward operational and consumer-facing
practices. This situational adaptation underscores the rel-
evance of contingency perspectives in understanding how
fashion brands strategically tailor sustainability initiatives to
different contexts. Our study thus contributes to contin-
gency thinking by illustrating how structural and contextual
factors shape the adoption and communication of sustain-
ability practices, offering a basis for future research to test
which contingencies most strongly influence effectiveness.

6.2. Practical implications

From a management perspective, our findings are particu-
larly valuable, as they highlight significant opportunities for
fashion brands to enhance both social and environmental
sustainability. ldentifying areas for improvement is crucial
for companies, and our study provides managers with a
clear framework to focus on specific indicators of social
and environmental sustainability that may have been previ-
ously overlooked.

First, this study develops a set of indicators for com-
panies to evaluate and monitor their sustainability efforts
across both channels: websites and mobile applications.
Previous research has examined how fashion brands com-
municate sustainability through corporate websites (Cam-
popiano & De Massis, 2014; Hesse & Rundau, 2023), but
little was known about the role of mobile applications in
conveying environmental and social sustainability. Extend-
ing the analysis to mobile applications is particularly rel-
evant given their growing role in bridging online and of-
fline retail experiences (Li & Zhao, 2024). For example,
brands can assess whether they are contributing to envi-
ronmental sustainability by using electric vehicles for de-
liveries and whether they consistently provide the same
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information across their websites and mobile applications.
In this regard, fashion brands should prioritize achieving
greater alignment between their websites and mobile ap-
plications in terms of sustainability communication. While
some consistency exists, our results show that mobile ap-
plications surpass websites in implementing several sus-
tainability practices, indicating that managers should treat
mobile applications as strategic touchpoints for sustainabil-
ity engagement rather than secondary channels, capable of
reaching consumers in personalized, interactive ways.

Second, since brand activism is an emerging strategy for
promoting social sustainability in fashion (Lee et al., 2024),
brands can also assess whether they are fostering inclu-
sivity by offering products that reflect societal diversity. In
this regard, there is considerable room for improvement in
several social sustainability practices among fashion brands.
In mobile applications, only 10% offer a dedicated unisex
product section, 6% feature an LGBTQ+ product section,
and just 2% include a section for adaptive fashion designed
for individuals with disabilities. Moreover, these percent-
ages decline to 2% on websites.

Third, the assessment tool we have developed can be
used to analyze competitors' performance by identifying
the key sustainability practices implemented within the
fashion industry. This allows brands to assess which sus-
tainability practices their competitors have adopted and
which ones they have not. Understanding competitors' sus-
tainability commitments is crucial, as they shape consumer
behavior (Abbate et al.,2023; Blas Riesgo et al., 2022).

Fourth, the analysis identified opportunities for imple-
menting social sustainability practices. Despite the limita-
tions of the review analysis, most reviews focused on social
sustainability concerns. Consumers are increasingly atten-
tive to social inclusion (Ritch et al., 2023) and size-related
issues were frequently mentioned, with customers criti-
cizing the lack of larger sizes in many product collections.
While 66% of brands offer plus-size products through mo-
bile applications, this percentage drops to 36% on websites,
indicating a gap in the consistency of social sustainability
communication between channels. Moreover, the impor-
tance of addressing social inclusion and product accessi-
bility is illustrated by Abercrombie & Fitch, which experi-
enced a 17% quarterly drop in earnings after announcing
that products would no longer be available in sizes larger
than 10 (Monahan et al., 2017). This example underscores
the business and reputational relevance of implementing
inclusive practices within social sustainability strategies.

Overall, these insights provide actionable guidance for
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fashion managers to strategically enhance both social and
environmental sustainability across digital touchpoints, en-
suring alignment with evolving consumer expectations and
societal norms.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research

The study presented here has some limitations. First, the
proposed indicators are subject to change, as environmen-
tal and social sustainability practices may evolve, along with
the strategies, information provided, and communication
tactics used across digital touchpoints. Consequently, the
indicators will require regular updates to remain relevant.
For example, indicators related to disability inclusion were
incorporated later in this research, reflecting evolving so-
cial expectations. Kiabi is a notable case, having since in-
troduced a dedicated section for adaptive fashion. Future
research could also examine charity-related initiatives, par-
ticularly as more brands adopt them, ensuring that these
actions extend beyond seasonal or ad-hoc responses to
specific catastrophes.

Additionally, the analysis did not include other impor-
tant digital touchpoints, such as social media profiles.
Brands may communicate sustainability-related informa-
tion through these channels, which were not captured in
the present study. Future research could include social me-
dia to explore similarities and differences across multiple
brand touchpoints and provide a more complete picture
of sustainability communication.

Another limitation of this study relates to the use of
customer reviews from mobile applications to capture the
consumer perspective. Although references to sustainabil-
ity are beginning to appear in consumer discourse, it was
not a dominant theme, with only 3.5% of reviews explic-
itly addressing sustainability-related issues, consistent with
prior research (Li & Zhao, 2024). A longitudinal analysis will
be necessary to track the evolution of sustainability-related
mentions over time. When mentioned, sustainability mainly
concerned social aspects such as size inclusivity or repre-
sentation, but these references were sporadic. Therefore,
app reviews provide only partial insight into consumers'
sustainability perceptions. Thus, while app reviews provide
some insight, they capture only part of consumers' percep-
tions. Future research should involve surveys, experiments,
or interviews to more directly assess how consumers per-
ceive the implementation of environmental and social sus-
tainability strategies, complementing the insights derived
from app reviews.

Similarly, the opinions of fashion managers were not con-
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sidered in this study. Some strategies may be more cost-
effective than others, and managers could offer valuable in-
sights into which initiatives should be prioritized and which
could be implemented later.

Finally, future research could further leverage the the-
oretical frameworks discussed in this study. For instance,
the Theory of Planned Behavior could guide investigations
into how managerial attitudes, norms, and perceived con-
trol shape sustainability decisions. At the same time, stake-
holder theory could be used to examine how companies
balance the expectations of both production and consump-
tion communities in different contexts. Contingency the-
ory could help identify which organizational and environ-
mental conditions optimize sustainability practices across
digital touchpoints. By integrating these theoretical lenses,
subsequent studies could move beyond descriptive analy-
sis to test hypotheses regarding the effectiveness of various
environmental and social sustainability strategies, providing
actionable guidance for managers and policymakers.
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Appendix A. Fashion Brands Analyzed
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Appendix B. Instructions for Content Analysis of Fashion Apps and Websites

Table B | | Instructions for Content Analysis of Fashion Apps and Websites

Indicator Indicator Information on Where to Find Each Indicator

(ES O1) Product traceability It is usually found in the product description section.

(ES 02) Sustainable materials and ~ To determine whether sustainable products are offered, coders had to search for the brand’s

production terminology indicating that the garment is made from sustainable materials. For example, Mango uses
the term committed.

(ES 03) Sustainable products In the main menu of the website/mobile application, along with the clothing and accessories sections.

section

(ES 04) Sustainable shipping This information is usually displayed in the Shipping Information section. It may also appear in the
shipping method selection when you check out.

(ES 05) Pick-up / drop-off points It can usually be found in the return policy section.

(ES 06) Sustainable home-based It can usually be found in the return policy section.

returns

(ES 07) Returns fee It can usually be found in the return policy section.

(ES 08) Clothing recycling This information is usually available in the help section.

program

(ES 09) Recycling incentive This information is usually found in the help section or the loyalty programme information section.

(ES 10) Environmental policy In the main menu of the website/mobile application, along with the clothing and accessories sections.

section

(SSol) Fair-trade certification Coders checked for the presence of the following certifications: Fairtrade International, World Fair
Trade Organization, Fair Trade USA, Naturland Fair, or Fair for Life.

(SS 02) Proprietary fair-trade Coders searched for brand-specific terminology indicating that social sustainability practices are

certification organised under a distinct and identifiable programme. For example, the Inditex Group employs the
term Join Life to refer to its corporate social sustainability initiatives.

(SS 03) Child Labor Policy Coders looked for brand—specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 04) Labor Conditions Policy Coders looked for brand—specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 05) Human Rights Policy Coders looked for brand—specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 06) Community Support Coders looked for brand—specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 07) Supply Chain Monitoring ~ Coders looked for brand-specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 08) Fair Pricing Policy Coders looked for brand—specific terminology commonly appearing in sections such as sustainability,
social sustainability, codes of ethics, or CSR reports.

(SS 09) Unisex products First, if a unisex section is available, the corresponding products can be found within it. If no such section
exists, users can utilize the search bar by entering the term ’unisex’. Should any relevant products be
available, they will appear in the search results.

(SS 10) Unisex product range Depending on the app’s structure, coders were required to either document the number of search
results for the term ‘unisex’, or report the number of items found in the product section.

(SS 1) Unisex products section In the main menu of the website/mobile application, along with the clothing and accessories sections.

(SS 12) LGBTQ+ products First, if an LGBTQ+ section exists, the products within that section can be identified. Second, if no
LGBTQ+ section is available, the search bar can be used by entering the term LGBTQ+. If products
matching this criterion are available, they will appear in the search results.

(SS 13) LGBTQ+ product range Depending on the app’s structure, coders were required to either document the number of search
results for the term 'LGBTQ+’, or report the number of items found in the product section.

(SS 14) LGBTQ+ products In the main menu of the website/mobile application, along with the clothing and accessories sections. It

section is usually called pride section/collection.

(SS 15) LGBTQ+ policy section The coder should first check if the brand has a dedicated section explaining its efforts to be more
inclusive. This information may also be found in the help section.

(SS 16) Plus-size products This information is typically found in the size filter. It can be also found in the size guide.

(SS 17) Plus-Size product range Depending on the app’s structure, coders were required to either document the number of search
results for the term ’plus-size’ or report the number of items found in the product section.

(SS 18) Plus-Size products In the main menu of the website/mobile application, along with the clothing and accessories sections.

section

(SS 19) Adaptive products First, if an adaptive section is available, the corresponding products can be found within it. If no such
section exists, users may use the search bar to enter the terms ’adaptive’ or ’disability’. Any relevant
products will then appear in the search results.

(SS 20) Adaptive products range Depending on the app’s structure, coders were required to either document the number of search
results for the term ’adaptive’ or 'disability’ or report the number of items found in the product section.

(SS 21) Adaptive products In the main menu of the website/mobile application, the adaptive collection either appears alongside the

section

clothing and accessories sections or is integrated within the clothing section.

Source: Self-made.
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Appendix C. Social Sustainability Scores
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Appendix D. Environmental Sustainability Scores
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