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Abstract: Circular economy (CE) principles have gained prominence in the fashion industry since it
is a highly polluting industry and requires sustainable changes. Even though there are several CE
initiatives already in place within the fashion production chain, changes towards CE are still slow.
This study seeks to identify the drivers, barriers, and practices that influence implementing circular
economy concepts in the fashion industry production chain using a systematic literature review.
The results show that some more barriers and criteria keep consumers away from circular fashion
concepts than drivers. These barriers include fast fashion consumer culture, even though more
consumers are environmentally conscious. This is because awareness has not reached large-scale
populations, despite the world being more aware of social and environmental issues. Consumers
still do not see ethical and ecological problems associated with the fashion industry and continue to
be targeted for large fast fashion retailers that sell a misguided version of consumerism. This study
contributes to both academia and new fashion business models that seek to become more sustainable
since it presents opportunities for investments and the obstacles that must be overcome for reaching
CE within this sector.

Keywords: circular economy; fashion industry; circular fashion; sustainability; fashion productive chain

1. Introduction

The fashion industry accounts for $450 billion in global sales [1], making it one
of the most significant industries in the global economy [2]. However, this industry
is the second largest polluter worldwide, and its carbon emissions are greater than all
maritime transportation and international flights combined [3], causing serious social and
environmental impacts in its supply chain [4].

Since it is one of the most environmentally harmful industries, it has faced continuous
pressure to transition from a linear economic model to a circular economy (CE) model [2,5].
CE models seek to mitigate environmental impacts, reduce the waste generation in the
environment, and promote sustainable supply chains. CE also aims to maximize a product’s
life cycle, from origin to production and consumption to disposal, by promoting zero-waste
design, reuse, repairability, and resource-sharing practices [6]. In CE, stakeholders work
together to maximize product value to create positive social and environmental impacts [7]

Since 2010, the Ellen Macarthur Foundation has been advocating against linear busi-
ness models worldwide and spreading CE concepts, increasingly influencing many in-
dustries, including the textile and fashion industries [8]. To adapt to this new model,
fast fashion companies tend to adopt defensive sustainability strategies due to the risks
associated with brand cannibalism and reduced performance [9]. By contrast, fashion
businesses that are sustainable from their onset follow sustainability values and principles
and tend to adopt much more proactive strategies, incorporating innovations and working
with collaborative and innovative supply chain models [9]
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Given the fast pace of consumption created by the fashion industry itself, which
promotes mass production at high volume and low prices, the fashion industry, for the
most part, still operates using a linear model of extracting, producing, and disposing of
resources, mainly driving fast fashion. As a result, the industry is responsible for some
of the most serious environmental impacts, e.g., using more than 98 million tons of non-
renewable resources annually, including oil to produce synthetic fibers, fertilizers for cotton
plantations, and chemical products for dyeing and finishing fibers and fabrics [10]. This
industry uses 93 billion cubic meters of water, which aggravates drought conditions, and
emits about 1.2 billion tons of CO2, and 500 thousand tons of microplastic fibers dumped
into oceans [10].

The fashion industry also has problems associated with textile waste [11], which can
be generated in the form of yarn, fabric residues, fibers, and others, mainly generated
during the clothing and textile production process in factories. There are also high levels
of pre-consumption generated during clothing and textile sales online or offline at retail
stores, e.g., defective, or damaged products, or unsold products. Lastly, there are high
levels of post-consumption, in the form of unwanted clothes or fabrics that consumers no
longer want after purchasing them, and these can be worn, damaged, outdated, or out of
fashion [12].

According to [13], there was an increase of almost 50% in post-consumer textile waste
generation, with more than 11 million tons (85%) of clothes going to landfills in the United
States, in 2015 alone. Only about 20% of clothing waste is collected globally for reuse
or recycling, and the remaining 80% goes to landfills or is incinerated, resulting in an
increased carbon footprint and energy and raw material losses [14]. Specific laws are
necessary for proper waste disposal [15] because waste also negatively impact landfills in
the form of methane emissions and groundwater pollution from toxic leachate [16]. These
waste management techniques must be monitored for sustainability [17,18]

Waste is considered a resource in CE regimes [19], and using reverse logistics, these
textiles can be redistributed and returned to their supply chain at different stages [20,21]
CE also implies that the fashion industry should prioritize sustainability, focusing more on
longer-life products, using, and reusing materials, while properly disposing of products
at the end of their lifespan [22]. As consumers become increasingly concerned about
sustainability issues, upcycling or material recycling practices become more popular [2]

Several studies that address CE for the fashion industry have been conducted to offer
different views on the matter; for example, [23] analyzed implementing and integrating CE
practices for all fashion industry supply chains. The authors [9] made discoveries on a set of
challenges and opportunities for sustainable fashion business models, and [12] investigated
consumer values and intentions relative to circular fashion consumption concepts.

Nonetheless, the fashion supply chain is still one of the least addressed supply chains
from a “green” standpoint [24]. According to [9], there is still a lot of uncertainty about how
innovative a sustainable fashion business model could be structured, since there are few
studies that propose successful models. It is, therefore, important to discuss divergences in
sustainability dimensions to find solutions for sustainable retail practices [25].

To fill this research gap [26–32], all addressed the topic, offering comprehensive
views on CE in the fashion industry based on the literature reviews. [32] made significant
academic contributions by identifying practices, facilitators, barriers, and some indicators
for evaluating sustainable performance in circular supply chains within the textile industry.

However, more research is still needed to identify CE initiatives, drivers, and barriers
in the fashion industry, since this sector continuously changes, thus making informational
updates necessary on the matter. Furthermore, several current studies have mainly focused
on analyzing consumer perspectives on fashion sustainability [33–41], since it is extremely
important to identify the main causes that drive consumption habits towards or away from
sustainable fashion practices.

This study seeks to identify drivers, barriers, and practices that influence implement-
ing circular economy concepts in the fashion industry production chain using a systematic
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literature review. This was performed using a systematic literature review consulting the
Web of Science and Scopus databases. We expected that this study would contribute to
presenting the most relevant characteristics both for academics and new fashion business
models that seek to become more circular and who need to understand any initiatives that
have already been implemented, as well as the challenges that must be overcome, and the
critical values that drive success and consumer behavior towards sustainable fashion.

This paper is divided into four sections. The introduction is presented in Section 1.
Section 2 presents the methodology. Section 3 presents the results and discussions. The
conclusions are provided in Section 4, followed by the acknowledgments and the references.

2. Materials and Methods

The methodological approach used is a systematic literature review (SLR), which
helps identify any of the academic literature relevant to a particular research area and
critically evaluates the selected topic [42].

We employed the model proposed by [43] to conduct the SLR, which was divided into
the following steps: Input, Processing, and Output, as shown in Figure 1. In the input step,
the objective and research questions are defined, and the searches are conducted based
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. In the processing stage, the analysis of the content
of the articles is conducted along with the synthesis of the characteristics of the literature.
Finally, the results are analyzed, and the conclusions are presented in the output stage.
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2.1. Inputs
2.1.1. Objective and Research Questions

The objective of this research study was to analyze the drivers, barriers, and prac-
tices that influence CE implementation in the fashion industry and to identify consumer
characteristics on sustainable fashion practices. The following research questions (Q) were
defined to achieve these goals:

Q1: What CE initiatives have already been adopted by the fashion industry?
Q2: What are the barriers that impede CE advancements in the fashion industry?
Q3: What are the CE drivers in the fashion industry?
Q4: What are the criteria that drive consumers away or bring them closer to sustainable

fashion practices?

2.1.2. Searching for Academic Papers

The ISI Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus are indexed databases that allow users to
export the necessary metadata to perform bibliometrics and were used to search for aca-
demic studies [44]. WoS is quite relevant in academia, given its differential data processing
options [45]. Additionally, the Scopus database is the largest database containing abstracts
and citations for the peer-reviewed literature, in the form of scientific journals, books, and
conference proceedings [46]. The overlap between the publication sources in the WoS and
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Scopus was not large, and consequently, these sources can be used together to provide a
broader view of the subject [47].

The keywords used in the search were: “circular economy” and “fashion industry”
or “fashion retail” or “fashion supply chain” or “fast fashion”. The search result returned
729 publications in WoS, and 54 in Scopus, resulting in 783 articles, listed in the number of
publications per year.

2.1.3. Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria

From the 783 publications, we decided to apply exclusion criteria by applying some
refinement filters, such as “type of document” (only articles), a “language filter” (only texts
in English and Portuguese), and “year” (only articles published between 2011 to 2021).
After applying these filters, the result was 509 publications for both databases. Within this
number, 17 articles were duplicated (found on both databases).

2.2. Processing

The processing steps consisted of reading the articles to identify the content, such as
what the sector studied, the results, etc. The titles and abstracts from the 492 articles were
carefully read to identify relevant records for this review, the first screening was based on
the analysis of the titles and abstracts. Then, we excluded 426 papers that did not meet
the criteria for inclusion, which were to fit the research scope of circular economy in the
fashion industry. Some articles were about the circular economy, but in different sectors,
and the other 7 were not available for a full reading. When the consensus was not achieved
among authors, the full paper was analyzed and discussed. Next, the snowball sampling
technique was employed to identify the most relevant references that were not retrieved in
the initial sample, considering the most cited studies that fit the research scope, using the
same screening process. The result was a final sample of 66 articles (WoS Ω Scopus and
WoS υ Scopus) that resulted from this process.

2.3. Output

The third and final phase of SLR consists of a detailed analysis of each preselected
paper from the previous stages. The 66 publications were exhaustively read and analyzed
to answer the research questions.

The papers were analyzed, highlighting CE barriers in the industry, CE drivers in
the fashion industry, relevant criteria that led consumers to consume and/or not consume
sustainable fashion items, and CE initiatives in the fashion industry. The results are
presented in the following section.

3. Results and Discussion

The publications included in the final sample returned 66 publications over a period
of 10 years and 5 months. The number of publications has grown over time, as can be seen
in Figure 2. It is important to highlight the increasing number of publications that analyze
circular fashion consumer behavior. Of the 66 articles analyzed, 20 addressed this issue,
which shows the importance of this type of research.

Growth in this research area can be explained by the fact that current linear fashion
systems impose high production volumes, which have increased by almost 100% since
2002. However, less than 1% of these materials are recycled into new clothes or other
products [44]. This fact conflicts with environmental challenges, and this ends up being
a great research opportunity, given the complexity of including circularity principles in
this industry.

One of the objectives of the SLR in this study was to identify and gather important
information on CE for the fashion industry, and so some research questions were elabo-
rated. The following sections present the results of this investigation. The SLR results are
summarized in Figure 3.
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Figure 3 summarizes the initiatives, barriers, drivers, and actions that bring consumers
closer to or farther from CE practices in the fashion industry. Each analyzed initiative, barrier,
and driver is presented in the figure and is identified by numbers, according to the captions.
All are analyzed and discussed in the following sections. However, we can see that there is a
need for circular initiatives in the distribution stage since failures were observed in the logistics
sector of this supply chain, given the large carbon emissions coming from this sector, which
could be abated by using more efficient routes and cleaner transport means, for example.

3.1. CE Initiatives Adopted by the Fashion Industry

First, it is important to highlight the circular initiatives that the fashion industry has
already implemented so that the difficulties faced by the sector can be better understood. We
observed several practices and examples of companies that seek to be more ecological and eth-
ical in their production systems. However, we opted to prioritize the most frequent initiatives
found in the literature. These were divided between Technological and Economy/Market
perspectives [48], and among reduction, reuse, and recycling practices, which, despite having
some limitations, have great potential for making business models more sustainable [49].
Table 1 summarizes these initiatives.
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Table 1. Circular initiatives developed in the fashion sector.

Initiatives R’s Short Description Stage Authors

Technological
Market/Economic Reduction

Reducing Raw Materials—can optimize material resources to use only what is needed
and reduce waste.

Collection/Recycling/ Design
Manufacturing/Consumer usage [6,9,50–53]

Reducing Natural Resources and Chemicals—fashion companies are adopting
technologies that reduce the consumption of natural resources, such as water, and

reducing chemical products in production processes.

Reducing Consumption—slow fashion extends the product’s lifespan, so that it lasts
longer, and reduces the need for purchasing more goods, contrary to fast fashion.

Market/Economic
Technological Reuse

Secondhand Clothes and Rented Clothes—secondhand clothing sales and rental stores
extend the lifespan and reduce the production of more fashion items.

Collection/ Recycling/Design
Manufacturing/Consumer Usage [54,55]Reusing Natural Resources and Raw Materials—some fashion industries are

implementing techniques to reuse natural resources and pre- and post-consumer raw
material residues when manufacturing new products.

Technological
Market/Economic

Recycling

Mechanical Recycling—textile waste is opened, disassembled, and cut into
smaller pieces.

Collection/
Recycling/Design/Manufacturing

[56]

Chemical Recycling—synthetic materials are decomposed for repolymerization. [56]

Upcycling—existing materials that would otherwise be discarded, are used to improve
original materials and maintain quality equal to or better than the original materials. [57]

Source: prepared by the authors based on [6,9,50–57].
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One reduction technique practiced by the fashion industry is the zero-waste practice,
based on the notion of minimizing material waste in clothing production [9]. This may
include techniques for efficiently using fabric cutting patterns, e.g., patchwork, which helps
optimize available materials [6]. This can also be performed using material management
practices to reduce environmental impacts [50].

In addition to reducing raw materials, natural resources can be reduced, and harmful
chemicals used in production processes can be eliminated, such as dyes for finishing [49,51].
According to [58], Nike defined different goals to try to reduce waste, such as color dry
technology which dyes fabrics without using water. Using this technology, the company
was able to save more than 20 million liters of water and eliminate chemicals used in the
dyeing process [59,60]. This is a very effective way of reducing water and harmful product
consumption, in what would otherwise be a highly polluting process (fabric dyeing).

Another reduction initiative is consumption reduction, more precisely slow fashion,
which extends the lifespan of garments. Companies that adopt slow fashion practices
have more local general infrastructures, in addition to reducing production to smaller
batch sizes by using traditional craft techniques and local materials [52]. This practice
also proposes extending clothing use, i.e., clothing items should be created to be used and
valued for as long as possible, by using items that consumers already own, thus, abstaining
from purchasing more clothes in quick succession [53], in turn reducing exacerbated
consumption promoted by fast fashion.

Two reuse practices often found in the literature and defended by some scholars are
second-hand stores and clothing rentals. The authors of [61] carried out a study on Chinese
consumers to identify their consumption patterns concerning second-hand clothing. The
authors of [62] proposed a closed-loop supply chain based on sustainable rent practices
for fashion products, investigating actions that could improve sustainability. The authors
of [63] also conducted a study on comparative life cycles assessments for rental business
models versus a linear dress sales model.

These two models are based on extending clothing lifespans: one by reselling used
clothing and the other by using rentals. One way to extend the lifespan of clothing is by
mending clothes or products. The author of [54] addressed the importance of workshops
that teach these techniques, to minimize unnecessary clothing disposals. Shelf lives can also
be extended by producing single material longer-lasting garments, not using short-lived
materials, and using specialized cleaning services to make clothes last longer [55].

Reuse also includes techniques for reusing natural resources by employing water
recapture systems, heat-recovery systems, and CO2 recovery systems, or by reusing raw
materials, such as leather scraps, cotton waste, wool scraps, or reused fabrics [55].

Textile recycling reuses or reprocesses used clothing, fibrous material, and clothing
waste recovered from manufacturing processes [62]. It is a very important process for CE
in the fashion industry and has been addressed by several studies [64–70].

There are two forms of recycling: mechanical and chemical recycling. Mechanical
recycling entails opening discarded clothing, disassembling them, and cutting fabrics into
smaller pieces [56]. Antique cardigans and pullovers can be unraveled, and the material
can be used to make rugs or sweaters, and dresses can be cut into strips and crocheted to
create tablecloths as exemplified by [71] in her study.

Chemical recycling, on the other hand, is a process by which synthetic materials
are decomposed for repolymerization [56]. Petroleum-based synthetic fibers, such as
recycled PETs derived from plastic bottles, are an example of chemical recycling. Vaude’s
outdoor collection includes recycled polyester fibers, and some pieces are designed as fully
monomaterials, making them easier to recycle in the future [72].

Currently, new technologies are emerging to help in the recycling process, e.g., classi-
fication technology, which uses sorting equipment to classify fabrics by the fiber type [8].
Another example is prototype chemical recycling technology that reprocesses mixed fibers
and cotton textile waste back into fiber [72].
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Upcycling is an evolution in recycling that reuses resources. Upcycling creatively
uses materials that would otherwise be discarded in new ways or for better purposes
without degrading quality and composition. The idea is to use existing materials to
improve original materials and maintain a quality that is equal to or better than the original
material [57]. The authors of [16] addressed this by exemplifying fashion collections created
from post-consumer and pre-consumer textile waste.

3.2. Barriers that Impede the Advancement of CE in the Fashion Sector

We selected four perspectives suggested by [48] to classify barriers and drivers,
which are Technological, Economic/Financial/Market, Institutional/Regulatory, and So-
cial/Cultural. However, a frequently cited barrier that is often missed in analyses is the
transition to a green supply chain in the fashion industry and barriers related to supply
chain stakeholders, especially consumers.

To develop a sustainable business, fashion brands must cooperate with all members
within the product development process [73]. According to [74], supply chains (SC) are
the main gateways to sustainability. However, SC within the fashion industry is very
complicated, since it involves different stakeholders and various interconnected processes.
Furthermore, globalization has led to having partners in different parts of the world [73].
This becomes a critical factor for circularity, since it is very difficult to detect all suppliers
in a chain that has several layers [75].

Another obstacle cited among scholars concerns the lack of government policies
and knowledge in this sector for achieving economic sustainability [76]. The author
of [77] state that systems are too bureaucratic and complex; for example, there is a lack of
clear government guidelines and policies, and installation prices are high, and this has
prevented fashion companies from adopting alternative energy sources [76]. Additionally,
government certificates are crucial for sustainability but are viewed negatively since they
are very expensive [78].

A major challenge for the fashion industry is to rethink the design phase of sustainable
product development. The decision to reduce, reuse, and adopt organic materials in the
production of fashion items represents a challenge for companies that do not yet see them
as strategic priorities [9]. Therefore, fashion design courses should include ecological
practices in their curricula, so that new professionals can be made aware of ecological
practices since sustainability starts with product design. However, the fashion educational
system still operates with traditional design methods, which ends up being a major obstacle
to implementing CE practices within the sector [71].

One of the main barriers addressed in the surveys is reduced consumption, e.g.,
slow fashion practices. According to [79], slow fashion economic sustainability is still
questionable, since companies that employ slow production and small quantity practices
cannot compete with companies that use economies of scale, such as fast fashion companies
that create multiple accessible fashion identities [80]. The authors of [81] also state that
companies that adopt environmental management systems have reduced profits and sales
and significant inventory turnover reductions.

Furthermore, according to [34], consumers prefer fast consumption, i.e., offering
higher-quality and higher-priced products may not reduce environmental impacts. The
authors of [38] state that, although consumers are increasingly aware of the social and
environmental impacts of their clothing consumption, many still look for traditional fashion
product attributes when shopping. The authors of [82] state that participants justified
unsustainable clothing consumption by declaring that excessive consumption impacts
were too far removed from them, i.e., they could not see the negative implications of
their actions.

The logistics for opening clothing rental and second-hand stores is very complicated
for certain fashion brands [23]. The authors of [55] state that some consumers still struggle
to understand the rental model. The literature has also shown that poor clothing presenta-
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tions at second-hand stores is an obstacle [6]. According to a survey by [61], only 10% of
respondents indicated a willingness to consume second-hand clothing.

There are several obstacles to the recycling evolution. There are technical challenges
that include the need to make recycling processes sustainable, or technical challenges
surrounding separating mixtures, additives and finishing, and quality restorations [8].
Technical issues may also include the fact that post-consumer recycling technologies fail
to deliver the desired level of quality, and some brands have difficulties in developing
internal recycling initiatives due to a lack of technological capabilities [23,55].

The high costs involved in recycling processes are also inhibiting factors for the ad-
vancement of recycling since these processes are often not financially viable [8]. Textile
separation and recycling suffer from system costs and inefficiencies [83] and lack of sup-
porting infrastructure for collecting clothing from consumers, which can make producing
recyclable clothing difficult [51]. Furthermore, low-quality fast fashion clothing means that
large quantities can only be partially reused given the high costs of shredding or disposing
of the material, for example [53].

One other barrier that is often mentioned in the literature is a lack of consumer
awareness surrounding ecological fashion options and/or the lack of credibility that
consumers place on sustainable fashion businesses [36,80]. The authors of [82] state that
only a few participants were aware of sustainability issues in the fashion industry. This
is due to a lack of knowledge surrounding the environmental effects of different fiber
production practices and the limited availability of sustainable clothing in stores [6]. The
lack of knowledge about something causes insecurity in people [84]. Furthermore, most
consumers are unaware of the negative effects of fast fashion consumption [85]. Their
awareness is often limited to energy consumption issues and recycled products, and they
do not recognize sustainability as an issue inherent to purchasing clothing [86].

Regarding the lack of sustainable fashion brand credibility, it can be difficult for tradi-
tional fast fashion companies to promote sufficient sustainability changes and effectively
change their brand image [9]. The authors of [52] proved that participants claimed that
companies such as H&M, Mango, and Zara may state that they are ethical and ecological,
but people do not believe this. Therefore, sustainability and ethical production processes
must be more explicit [36]. Table 2 summarizes these barriers.

3.3. CE Drivers in the Fashion Sector

Just as legal issues can be a barrier to sustainable adaptations, as was highlighted
in the previous section, legal issues are also external drivers since they cannot escape
environmental and ethical obligations. Given growing natural resource scarcity, legislation
has restricted the availability of these resources [8]. CE practices should not be implemented
for merely philanthropic reasons, since companies are being forced to change their current
production models and adapt to imposed legislation to maintain their businesses [8,23].
Furthermore, legal standards and certificates are substitutes for supplier assessments, and
serve as tools for communicating unique sales proposals to customers [87].

Furthermore, CE models are very profitable for fashion companies contrary to what
has been generally observed in academic research. This profitability can come in two ways,
via the business model itself or via economic gains from sustainable production measures.
According to [9], service-based business models, such as rental companies, can reduce
stock and completely forgo production. The idea is to migrate from acquiring new fashion
items to reinventing and restyling existing goods. Sustainable businesses that adopt a
value-based pricing strategy, by contrast, have higher quality products, allowing them to
charge more per unit item [53], and this can further increase profit [33].
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Table 2. Barriers to implementing circular economy practices in the fashion industry.

Barriers Short Description Stage Authors

Market/
Economic

Organizational—Due to globalization and many partners in the
fashion industry, it is more difficult to create a completely

circular/sustainable chain. Design and
Manufacturing

and Distribution
[9,71,73,75].Product—Much of the fashion industry has not yet realized that

everything starts with product designs that are less harmful to the
environment, and there is a lack of conscientious fashion

design professionals.

Institutional/
Regulatory

Governmental—Lack of support from governments to create
openness, guide efforts, and reduce costs, to implement more

ecological solutions.

Design and
Manufacturing

and Distribution
[76–78]

Social/
Cultural

Consumer culture—Consumers are still very attached to fast
fashion consumption and do not see the negative consequences

associated with high levels of consumerism. Slow fashion has not
yet conquered market space because of this.

Consumer Usage [6,34,38,61,80]
Consumer culture—Ideas such as second-hand clothing and rental

stores are not widely used by consumers to reduce high
consumption and textile waste generation due to several factors,

such as clothing appearance and hygiene issues.

Technological Difficulties range from technical challenges, such as separating
fabric mixtures, to high costs for recycling.

Collection/Recycling
and Manufacturing [8,23,55]

Stakeholders

Knowledge—Consumers are not aware of the consequences of
traditional fashion models, and there few sustainable fashion
brands that exist and those that do, do not convey credibility

to consumers.

Consumer Usage [36,80].

Source: Prepared by the authors based on [6,8,9,23,34,36,38,55,61,71,73,75–78,80].

In addition, implementing green initiatives can generate higher revenues in the fashion
industry and increase cost savings, using measures that reduce energy consumption and
cut packaging waste, for example [88]. H&M has been using recycled materials in its
production, and this has resulted in energy and water savings [89]. The authors of [90] give
another example of a company that built a sustainable factory and was able to sell surplus
energy, resulting in additional financial gains. Nike is another company that was able to
improve resource use by adopting sustainable operations in their supply chain [73].

Another EC driver in the fashion industry is increased consumer awareness on envi-
ronmental issues. The authors of [10] showed that younger generations pay more attention
to sustainability and circular economy principles, which allows researchers to conclude
that these factors are important strategic elements resulting in lasting competitive advan-
tages for the fashion industry. By contrast, a study by [91], indicated that sustainability,
i.e., incorporating recycled materials in products, has a positive effect on consumer pur-
chase intentions in relation to fashion products and that positive/altruistic perceptions (of
consumers) increase when brands produce more sustainable product lines [35,92]. Addi-
tionally, pressures imposed by NGOs also affect company choices in terms of sustainability
demands [90].

The fast fashion model has registered declining sales [9]. This is because some con-
sumers avoid these types of brands due to low product quality or unoriginal and mass-
produced styles, which negatively affect the individuality of the piece and the lack of the
brand’s social and environmental responsibility [40]. This places fast fashion retailers in
the social pressure spotlight [93].

According to projections in a report prepared by the [47], by the 2030s, the fashion
industry will face declining profits if they continue in this way. Furthermore, given the
COVID-19 pandemic, many fashion companies have changed their projections and are
more inclined to adopt more sustainable production approaches and sales processes [94].
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Even though the pandemic has increased waste generation [95], there are opportunities for
fashion business models that employ circular and ethical strategies since these businesses
could fill market gaps if they are committed to sustainable products [96].

Table 3 summarizes these drivers.

Table 3. Circular economy drivers in the fashion industry.

Drivers Short Description Stage Authors

Institutional/
Regulatory

Legal Issues—Companies start to adopt environmental
measures to remain in the market and meet legal pressures.

Design and
Manufacturing [8,23]

Market/
Economic

Circular models are profitable—Profitability can come via
reducing lost revenue by focusing on quality and increasing
prices, or by implementing sustainable and waste reduction

measures in manufacturing processes.

Design, Manufacturing,
and Consumer [8,23,88]

Fast fashion model in decline—Fast fashion sales have been
falling due to changes in consumer behavior, generating

opportunities for new business models, such as circular fashion.

Design, Manufacturing,
Distribution,

and Consumer
[9,40]

Stakeholders
More aware consumers—Consumers are more aware of

environmental and ethical issues and are pressuring fashion
companies to change.

Collection/ Recycling,
Design, Manufacturing,

Distribution,
and Consumer

[10,90]

Source: prepared by the authors based on [8–10,23,40,88,90].

3.4. Sustainable Fashion Consumers

It is very important to identify the criteria that consumers consider when making
fashion-related purchases since this can show which paths a company should follow to
please its customers. Additionally, these criteria also help understand why sustainable
fashion is still not popular among consumers.

Aesthetics is one of the main reasons cited for why consumers distance themselves
from sustainable fashion consumption. For most consumers, clothing style or aesthetics
are more important than sustainability [12,23,51]. Consumers may be interested in “green”
and ethical fashion items; however, if these do not meet their aesthetic criteria, they prefer
to consume traditional fashion items. This has been proven in the research by [52], who
found that most participants were aware of sustainability, but these factors did not seem
to play a key role in their final decision-making process. Furthermore, some consumers
believe that sustainable fashion items do not look good, are old-fashioned, or are related to
a counter-culture hippie style [36,39].

Another major problem the study pointed out was high prices for sustainable fashion
items, due to increased production and processing costs [97]. According to a survey of
participants conducted by [39], price is one of the most important factors when choosing
how to clothe, and since most people already assume that sustainable fashion products are
more expensive, consumers do not see them as alternatives. Likewise, several participants
in a study by [82] stated that sustainable brand clothing was expensive and not affordable.
These participants preferred to buy cheaper clothes and stated that their limited budgets
did not allow them to change their consumption behavior.

Specifically, regarding second-hand clothing businesses, many consumers are con-
cerned about hygiene [86]. Many people are still hesitant to buy used clothes because they
do not know where they came from, if they have been properly sanitized or if there is a
contamination risk from a previous owner [82]. Furthermore, the image may weigh heavily
on the general concerns of Chinese consumers regarding used items [61]. Italians also
have this behavior, since lower income classes usually buy from second hand stores [10];
therefore, clothing is still very related to social status.

Another bad characteristic identified in the literature is consumer fast fashion mental-
ity, i.e., discarding clothes after using them a few times [23]. People find it easier to buy
new and cheap fast fashion clothes than to fix their own clothes, for example [56]. Some
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participants in a survey by [39] stated that they felt powerless, since most people still buy
from fast fashion brands. They see no possibility of changing this situation toward more
sustainable behavior unless more people can be reached.

On the other hand, it was also possible to identify characteristics that attract circular
fashion consumers in the literature. The main criteria that bring consumers closer to
sustainable fashion can be summarized in three factors: associations with sustainable
causes, exclusivity, and perceived product value.

More consumers are becoming interested in sustainable products, as there is more
demand for sustainable commitments [58]. This is no different for fashion items, especially
for a highly polluting industry that also suffers from several social labor criticisms. Accord-
ing to a study [33], people intend to spend more when clothes are recycled and pollute
less. Likewise, some participants in a study by [82] described that they were more likely to
purchase clothing from certified or recycled organic material since this would make them
feel good about taking care of the environment.

This relationship between intent to purchase and willingness to pay higher prices also
increases when consumers realize that sustainable clothing is exclusive and differentiates
them from popular fashion [86]. This exclusivity is observed for slow fashion and second-
hand items. Slow fashion can attract people who want to differentiate themselves from
others and achieve fashion individuality by wearing exclusive items [79] Second-hand
fashion consumers claim that they regularly feel a certain level of exclusivity when wearing
rare pieces of clothing—something that would not have been possible had they bought
new clothes, indicating that exclusivity was the main reason for getting involved in these
practices [82].

A product’s perceived value is another factor pointed out by consumers to engage
in sustainable fashion purchases, due to higher product quality with longer life spans.
One study [82] showed that people valued more expensive and better-quality sustainable
fashion clothes when they realized that they were well made and more durable. Participants
also shared that they ended up saving money when they purchased quality items and did
not need to buy clothes as often. Second-hand clothing consumers perceive this value by
pointing out the following benefits: economic value from low priced clothing; rarefied
value in the form of looking for exclusive items; and environmental value from reducing
new product consumption [98].

In addition, it was found that when consumers are aware of the social and environmen-
tal issues surrounding clothing manufacturing and the fashion business, they develop more
trust in the brand, adding perceived value [99]. The authors of [64] showed that consumers
feel a sense of pride when using a second hand luxury product. These findings suggest that
sustainable fashion brands should provide reliable proof for their sustainability claims and
encourage consumer education by encouraging conscientious apparel consumption [99].

4. Conclusions

CE is a very important concept that has been studied in different areas, such as cosmet-
ics [100], for agriculture [101], and for plastics [102], for example. Thus, this study presented
an in-depth analysis of 66 articles that dealt with CE in the fashion industry/sector. Four
main contributions to the literature stood out for each proposed research questions. First,
we identified existing CE initiatives in the fashion industry, which production chain stages
are most present and the most widespread types of initiatives. Second, we identified many
non-fashion-industry-specific barriers and drivers that are comprehensive and generic.
Third, we identified that price and style are the main criteria that distance and/or bring
consumers closer to CE fashion concepts. Finally, it was clear that there was no consensus
among consumers about sustainable fashion because there were differing opinions. Many
consumers say they do not consume sustainable fashion items because they are more
expensive, while others say they would be willing to pay more if they see that the item is
sustainable. This shows that this sector still faces many challenges.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12246 13 of 17

We observed that, despite several sustainable initiatives, real CE is still far from
being fully implemented by the fashion industry, since there are more barriers and criteria
that keep consumers away from circular fashion than drivers that bring them closer to
sustainable consumption.

Large fast fashion chains employ clothing consumption among people who have not
yet understood the problems associated with the strategies of these companies that promote
and encourage exacerbated and unnecessary consumerism. Furthermore, problems are not
only limited to the way garments are produced but also to generated textile waste from
poor quality garments, which have shorter lifecycles and end up being discarded, since
they are low value items.

Although it seems very difficult to achieve CE in the fashion industry, there is a
growing trend toward more sustainable initiatives incorporated into this sector, whether
due to government pressures, citizen pressure, or environmental pressures, as the latter
can no longer sustain this pace of production. Several studies in recent years have proven
this by addressing this topic in different ways. It is, therefore, very important to conduct
more studies on CE in the fashion industry, to highlight this situation since most people
are still unaware of the relevance of the topic.

This study contributes both to academia and to new fashion ventures that may seek
to become more sustainable. It presents what must be invested in and the obstacles that
must be overcome, to reach CE within the fashion sector. This study is limited in that the
literature analysis was only directed at identifying CE initiatives, barriers, drivers, and
characteristics for fashion consumers.

We suggest that future studies seek to verify whether the circular fashion chain has
been able to mitigate these difficulties and achieve recognition as a productive, profitable,
and sustainable process. In addition, studies need to be developed on barriers, drivers, and
especially CE initiatives in the fashion industry for the distribution stage of the production
chain. It is known that this stage also generates major environmental impacts, since the
fast fashion model has high turnover rates for goods, which requires accelerated and
continuous distribution streams, which in turn increases carbon footprints.

Finally, we note that most studies focus on countries such as the USA, China, and
European ones. Therefore, we also suggest that circular fashion future studies be carried
in other countries, especially emerging countries such as Brazil, Mexico, India, and South
Africa, because they are also major contributors to global pollution and may have barriers,
drivers, and initiatives different from those that have already been studied. Likewise,
in these same countries, there is also a lack of studies that investigates the behavior of
consumers of circular fashion. Thus, this is also a topic to be studied in future research, as
countries have different cultures that can influence consumer behavior and decisions.
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94. Pelikánová, R.M.G.; Nĕmečková, T.; MacGregor, R.K. CSR statements in international and czech luxury fashion industry at the
onset and during the COVID-19 pandemic-slowing down the fast fashion business? Sustainability 2021, 13, 3715. [CrossRef]

95. de Aguiar Hugo, A.; Lima, R.d.S. Healthcare waste management assessment: Challenges for hospitals in COVID-19 pandemic
times. Waste Manag. Res. 2021, 39, 56–63. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

96. Macchion, L.; Da Giau, A.; Caniato, F.; Caridi, M.; Danese, P.; Rinaldi, R.; Vinelli, A. Strategic approaches to sustainability in
fashion supply chain management. Prod. Plan. Control. 2018, 29, 9–28. [CrossRef]

97. Zhao, R.; Zhong, S. Carbon labelling influences on consumers’ behaviour: A system dynamics approach. Ecol. Indic. 2015, 51,
98–106. [CrossRef]

98. Xu, Y.; Chen, Y.; Burman, R.; Zhao, H. Second-hand clothing consumption: A cross-cultural comparison between American and
Chinese young consumers. Int. J. Consum. Stud. 2014, 38, 670–677. [CrossRef]

99. Park, H.; Kim, Y.K. Proactive versus reactive apparel brands in sustainability: Influences on brand loyalty. J. Retail. Consum. Serv.
2016, 29, 114–122. [CrossRef]

100. Fortunati, S.; Martiniello, L.; Morea, D. The strategic role of the corporate social responsibility and circular economy in the
cosmetic industry. Sustainability 2020, 12, 5120. [CrossRef]

101. Fortunati, S.; Morea, D.; Mosconi, E.M. Circular economy and corporate social responsibility in the agricultural system: Cases
study of the Italian agri-food industry. Agric. Econ. (Czech Republic) 2020, 66, 489–498. [CrossRef]

102. de Jong, A.M.; Mellquist, A.C. The potential of plastic reuse for manufacturing: A case study into circular business models for an
on-line marketplace. Sustainability 2021, 13, 2007. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.125579
http://doi.org/10.1002/cb.1852
http://doi.org/10.3390/su9122256
http://doi.org/10.3390/su13073715
http://doi.org/10.1177/0734242X211010362
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33843362
http://doi.org/10.1080/09537287.2017.1374485
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2014.08.030
http://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12139
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2015.11.013
http://doi.org/10.3390/su12125120
http://doi.org/10.17221/343/2020-AGRICECON
http://doi.org/10.3390/su13042007

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Inputs 
	Objective and Research Questions 
	Searching for Academic Papers 
	Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria 

	Processing 
	Output 

	Results and Discussion 
	CE Initiatives Adopted by the Fashion Industry 
	Barriers that Impede the Advancement of CE in the Fashion Sector 
	CE Drivers in the Fashion Sector 
	Sustainable Fashion Consumers 

	Conclusions 
	References

