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ABSTRACT

Objective: The aim of the present study was to explore sustainability integration into fashion retail organizations’ strategic practices by
focusing on Brazilian and Swedish companies. It also aims at assessing how these companies apply sustainability principles in their business
strategies based on analyzing their sustainability reports. Method: Study based on documental research methodology applied to assess
sustainability inclusion in Brazilian and Swedish fashion retail companies’ strategies. Data were collected from sustainability reports for
comparative analysis purposes, according to guidelines by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). Three sustainability strategy parameters,
namely business sustainability vision, fair trade, and environmental audits, were analyzed to assess companies’ sustainability practices.
The comparative analysis provided insights about similarities and differences between the sustainability practices adopted by these two
countries’ fashion industries. Main Results: Both Brazilian and Swedish fashion retail companies emphasize sustainability in their strategies.
However, remarkable differences were also identified between these two countries. Swedish companies stand out for higher compliance
with sustainability practices, and it reflects their reputation as sustainability leaders. Brazilian companies, although progressing in this field,
showed great room for improvement in adding sustainability to their strategic approaches. Originality: This research contributes to the
literature by providing a comparative analysis of sustainability integration into the business strategies of Brazilian and Swedish fashion retail
companies. While prior research has explored sustainability practices within the fashion industry, this study primarily examines business
sustainability vision, fair trade, and environmental audits, comparing contexts across two distinct countries. Theoretical / Methodological
Contributions: This article offers a theoretical contribution by highlighting key dimensions of corporate strategy reflected in GRI reports,
such as sustainable vision, fair trade, and green auditing. Methodologically, it contributes by proposing an approach to analyze corporate
reports as a means to assess the strategic dimension of sustainability in the fashion industry.

Keywords: Sustainability, Fashion Industry, Corporate Sustainability, Sustainability Reporting, Comparative Analysis.

INTEGRANDO SUSTENTABILIDADE A ESTRATEGIA DE NEGOCIOS: ANALISE
COMPARATIVA ENTRE EMPRESAS DE VAREJO DE MODA BRASILEIRAS E SUECAS

RESUMO

Objetivo: O estudo teve como objetivo explorar a integragdo da sustentabilidade as préticas estratégicas das organizagdes de varejo
de moda, focando em empresas brasileiras e suecas. Além disso, buscou avaliar como essas empresas aplicam os principios de sus-
tentabilidade em suas estratégias de negdcio por meio da andlise de seus relatérios de sustentabilidade. Método: Estudo baseado na
metodologia de pesquisa documental aplicada para avaliar a inclusdo da sustentabilidade nas estratégias de empresas de varejo de moda
brasileiras e suecas. Os dados foram coletados de relatérios de sustentabilidade para fins de analise comparativa, seguindo as diretrizes
da iniciativa de relatérios globais. Trés parametros de estratégia de sustentabilidade — visdo de sustentabilidade empresarial, comércio
justo e auditorias ambientais — foram analisados para avaliar as praticas de sustentabilidade das empresas. A andlise comparativa pro-
porcionou insights valiosos sobre as semelhangas e diferengas entre as praticas de sustentabilidade adotadas pelas industrias de moda
desses dois paises. Resultados: As empresas de varejo de moda tanto brasileiras quanto suecas enfatizam a sustentabilidade em suas
estratégias, no entanto foram identificadas diferengas entre esses dois paises. As empresas suecas destacam-se pelo maior cumprimento
das préticas de sustentabilidade, refletindo sua reputagdo como lideres em sustentabilidade. As empresas brasileiras, embora estejam
progredindo nesse campo, mostraram grande margem para melhorias na incorporagao da sustentabilidade nas suas abordagens estra-
tégicas. Originalidade: Esta pesquisa contribui para a literatura ao fornecer uma analise comparativa da integragdo da sustentabilidade
as estratégias de negdcio de empresas de varejo de moda brasileiras e suecas. Enquanto pesquisas anteriores exploraram praticas de
sustentabilidade na industria da moda, este estudo examinou principalmente a visdo de sustentabilidade empresarial, o comércio justo e
as auditorias ambientais, comparando contextos entre dois paises distintos. Contribuigdes Tedricas / Metodoldgicas: Este artigo oferece
uma contribui¢do tedrica ao destacar dimensdes fundamentais da estratégia corporativa refletidas nos relatérios GRI, tais como visdo
sustentdvel, comércio justo e auditoria ambiental. Metodologicamente, contribui ao propor uma abordagem para analisar relatérios
corporativos como um meio de avaliar a dimensdo estratégica da sustentabilidade na industria da moda.

Palavras-chave: Sustentabilidade, IndUstria da Moda, Sustentabilidade Corporativa, Relatérios de Sustentabilidade, Andlise Comparativa.
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INTRODUCTION

The integration of sustainability into corporate
strategies has emerged as a priority across various
industries (Hahn et al., 2015), driven by increasing
consumer awareness, regulatory pressures, and the
need to address environmental and social challenges.
In this context, the fashion industry, a major global
player known for its economic contributions and job
creation, faces pressures to adopt sustainable practic-
es (Goworek et al., 2018). Over recent decades, there
has been a marked shift within this sector toward pri-
oritizing sustainability, reflecting its impact on societal
development aspects such as employment, income
generation, and cultural expression (Birklin, 2019).

However, the fashion industry is also character-
ized by its environmental footprints and social impli-
cations. As it grapples with issues like resource de-
pletion, biodiversity loss, and climate change, there
exists both an opportunity and a necessity for com-
panies to innovate and implement sustainability-ori-
ented actions. These include developing ecofriendly
materials, enhancing production processes, and con-
serving resources. The industry stands at a pivotal
crossroad, where advancements in sustainability
must align with institutional practices and reporting
standards (Choi & Han, 2019; Desore & Narula, 2018;
Garcia-Granero et al., 2020; Karell & Niinimaki, 2020;
Svensson, 2020).

This study aims to investigate how sustainability
is integrated into the corporate strategies of fashion
retail organizations. Specifically, it seeks to answer
the research question: How is sustainability integrat-
ed into fashion companies’ strategies as reflected in
their reported initiatives? By examining this integration
through the lens of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) re-
ports from Brazilian and Swedish fashion retailers from
2015 to 2019, this research contributes to a deeper
understanding of the complexities involved in aligning
business practices with sustainability principles.

The current documental research accomplished
through comparative analysis sought to gauge the
sustainability integration extent based on all available
GRI reports from Brazilian and Swedish fashion retail
organizations. This study draws from GRI sustainability
reports published from 2015 to 2019. These reports
provide a standardized framework for non-financial
reporting and enable companies to transparently

disclose their sustainability practices. This procedure
is critical in this era of both high corporate social re-
sponsibility and growing relevance of environmental
and social impacts.

The decision to compare Brazil and Sweden is
well-founded. It stems from Sweden’s well-estab-
lished reputation as a sustainability leader in different
industrial sectors, including its forward-looking and
sustainability-focused fashion sector (Peters et al.,
2021). Swedish companies, in collaboration with their
government, have explicitly committed to curbing
harmful chemicals’ use in many industrial sectors
(Svensson, 2020). Brazil and Sweden were chosen for
this comparative analysis due to the outstanding con-
trast between their sustainability profiles and poten-
tial for knowledge exchange.

This research contributes to the literature by pro-
viding a nuanced understanding of how sustainabil-
ity is integrated into corporate strategies within the
fashion industry. The theoretical contribution is that
the study reveals that while fair trade practices are
well-articulated conceptually, they are not widely im-
plemented in the fashion retail sector. This finding in-
dicates potential avenues for future research aimed at
understanding the factors that may stimulate or hin-
der the adoption of fair trade practices in the fashion
industry, particularly within corporate strategies and
supply chain management. The practical recommen-
dation is that companies should integrate fair trade
criteria into their reporting frameworks, demonstrat-
ing a commitment to equitable conditions for work-
ers globally. This approach is applicable across dif-
ferent production models, benefiting both in-house
Brazilian operations and outsourced Swedish ones.
At last, this study acknowledges contextual differenc-
es, as evidence shows that sustainability practices
vary significantly between companies and regions,
influenced by local regulations, cultural contexts, and
market demands. By recognizing these variations, the
research provides insights for tailoring sustainability
strategies to specific contexts, ultimately advancing
more effective and inclusive approaches to sustain-
ability in the global fashion industry.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Business leaders’ awareness of sustainability has
increased in recent decades, and it has led to broader

Internext | Sdo Paulo, v.20, n. 2, e811, 2025



3 Comparative insights on sustainability integration in fashion retail: a study of Brazilian and Swedish companies

implementation of sustainability goals. These leaders
have adopted the triple bottom line (TBL) framework
to analyze the social, environmental, and economic
impacts of their business operations, as well as to
measure their results yearly. Elkington’s (1997) TBL
model has become a global reference on sustainable
impacts, and it is the most often used framework in
sustainability studies since it simplifies and sets the
basis of aspects taken to measure, assess, and im-
plement sustainability concepts in different organiza-
tions and systems. Based on this theory, sustainability
achievement lies in balance among environmental
(planet), social (people), and economic dimensions,
which are the three pillars of sustainability. However,
sustainability should be discussed in broader contexts
and focus on the well-being of all humans and eco-
systems (Thorisdottir & Johannsdottir, 2020). The en-
vironmental dimension of sustainability requires
feasible long-term resource use, with emphasis on
environmental degradation and resource depletion
issues (Park & Kim, 2016).

Stakeholders are increasingly aware of the im-
pacts caused by the textile, clothing, and fashion
industries on climate change and human rights, and
this encourages companies to mitigate the envi-
ronmental damage caused by them (Abbate et al,,
2023). From a socioeconomic perspective, all stake-
holders may commit to improving current working
conditions in the field, factories, transportation
chains, and stores. Their procedures must comply
with good ethical actions, best practices, and in-
ternational codes of conduct. In addition, fashion
companies should encourage more sustainable con-
sumption patterns, care and hygiene practices, and
general attitudes toward fashion (Henninger et al.,
2016). Sustainability implies manufacturing, mar-
keting, and the most sustainable use of inputs and
resources possible, in the fashion industry. This pro-
cess demands environmental, socioeconomic, cul-
tural, and design aspects that can be added to all
product lifecycle stages. Sustainable fashion encom-
passes everything from raw materials to production,
design, manufacturing, transportation, marketing,
and final sale, and all these factors must be seen
from a holistic and green perspective. Reusing, re-
pairing, remaking, and recycling are important com-
ponents for the fashion sector to embody in order
to become more sustainable (Sjoholm et al., 2020).

1.1. Strategic dimension of sustainability in fashion

As of 2023, the global population is approximately
8 billion people. According to projections by the Unit-
ed Nations (2022), this number is expected to reach
around 8.5 billion by 2030. In 2023, retail sales of ap-
parel and footwear worldwide amounted to over $1.7
trillion (Statista, 2024). Incorporating sustainability
principles into business is a strategy adopted by com-
panies to balance their pursuit of economic and finan-
cial goals, but to simultaneously apply the sustainable
agenda to their organizational behavior. Sustainability
strategic dimension in fashion means adding general
aspects of organizations that must be respected by
them to achieve financial success and to remain in the
market (Wilson, 2015). From an economic perspective,
the fashion sector has been driving global develop-
ment, as it is one of the largest consumer industries in
the world and generates $1.5 trillion in revenues, be-
sides employing approximately 60 million people in its
value chain (Kerr & Landry, 2017).

Karell and Niinimédki (2020) pointed out that, de-
spite the initiatives and actions taken by the fashion
sector, it appears to resist the changes; therefore, it is
not yetimplementing sustainable solutions fast enough
to counterbalance the negative environmental and so-
cial impacts of this growing industrial sector. Merely
disclosing sustainability reports does not make compa-
nies sustainable; it is necessary to put them to practice.
Therefore, even more changes and actions are needed
at different social levels, as well as in legislation, in-
frastructure, technology, education, business, design,
and consumption. On the other hand, the fashion in-
dustry is the pioneer in new sustainability initiatives.
Thus, it is important to assess strategies that can add
new sustainability perspectives to this industry when
one studies this element in the fashion sector. It is so
because industries are among the major contributors
to climate change and global warming, which are the
most threatening issues of the present time (Svensson,
2020). Sustainability must be taken as a strategic for-
mula by organizations; thus, attention should be given
to certain parameters that reflect sustainability’s stra-
tegic dimension in companies belonging to the fashion
sector, namely defining the business’s sustainability vi-
sion, practicing fair trade, and adopting environmental
audits. Figure 1 provides the parameters for the strate-
gic dimension of sustainability in the fashion industry.
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Figure 1. Strategic Dimension of Sustainability in the
Fashion Industry.

From the business sustainability perspective, orga-
nizational sustainability is relevant, and it is perceived
by top managers and expressed by specific deliberate
actions. When sustainable assumptions, such as TBL,
are clear in institutional missions, visions, and values,
they become a reference for sustainability integration
into organizational strategies (Epstein et al., 2015).
As sustainability complies with the business vision, it
reflects on several processes across the organization-
al hierarchy, including environmental management
system implementation and showcasing top manage-
ment priorities and concerns. Environmental man-
agement systems encompass environmental control
measures applicable to company outputs, such as
waste and atmospheric emissions, and environmen-
tal control in addition to managerial and production
processes—all these procedures must be aligned
with business planning (Radu et al., 2020). Business-
es’ formal positioning toward sustainability shows
managers’ commitment to this issue, their manage-
rial perceptions about sustainable issues, and their
strategic responses and plans, which must be adjust-
ed to the organization’s internal resources (Desore &
Narula, 2018).

Fair trade means how companies become profit-
able by accomplishing products’ fair production and
trade, by creating new job positions, and by promot-
ing sustainable development in communities they op-
erate in (Kozlowski et al., 2019). The decision to use
organically sourced fibers through fair trade practic-
es can reduce environmental impacts and, simulta-
neously, increase profits, add value to the business,
and show stakeholders that it is possible to produce
and profit from environmentally conscious and sus-

tainable production processes (Kozlowski et al., 2015;
Wilson, 2015).

According to Yasin and Sun (2019), companies
often feel forced to improve product quality, reduce
costs, and increase production volumes by using few-
er resources. Investments in production processes
and in finding balance between these two demands
become necessary. Even processes considered es-
sential, such as washing, drying, and ironing, can be
enhanced to increase economic gains and to allow
companies to trade their products fairly, without com-
promising their profitability. Actions, such as manu-
facturing clothing from certified fabric, in compliance
with environmental labels and fair trade principles,
are another strategy to achieve more conscientious
consumption patterns (Sjéholm et al., 2020).

Environmentally responsible companies get high-
er market scores. Shareholders who prioritize envi-
ronmental responsibility would rather invest in ecof-
riendly profitable companies. Environmental auditing
is among the fashion industry’s mechanisms to mea-
sure environmental impacts and keep stakeholders in-
formed about them. These audits help companies in
many ways, such as decarbonizing production, select-
ing ecofriendly and sustainable materials, employing
low-carbon transportation, and improving communi-
cation with the financing community (Pedersen et al.,
2016). Environmental audits are management tools
for companies, besides being essential to assess com-
panies’ sustainability level (Hojnik and Ruzzier, 2016;
Radu et al., 2020).

The Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) was
launched in 2009 in response to the fashion indus-
try’s demand for audits to measure their environ-
mental impact. The joint initiative led by Walmart and
Patagonia’s presidents invited global business lead-
ers to collaborate in developing an index to measure
the environmental impact caused by their products.
SAC is part of an ecosystem composed of three or-
ganizations: Sustainable Apparel Coalition, Higg Co.,
and Apparel Impact Institute, which collaborate to
promote social and environmental sustainability in
the fashion industry. They developed the Higg Index
to measure global impact improvement programs.
This tool assesses environmental, social, and labor
impacts across the fashion industry’s value chain.
It helps this sector to identify inefficiencies, to rectify
harmful practices, and to achieve the environmental
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and social transparency demanded by the market
(Radhakrishnan, 2015).

The fashion industry must show greater diligence
in addressing sustainability’s economic aspects.
It means embracing mounting global challenges, en-
hancing productivity, adhering to local regulations,
and navigating the escalating uncertainties witnessed
in this sector. Consequently, sustainability can no
longer be put aside, it must be fully integrated into
companies’ strategic framework (McQuillan et al.,,
2018). This present study emphasized sustainability’s
strategic dimension in fashion organizations, and it
is highlighted by the following parameters: defining
the business’ sustainability vision, implementing fair
trade practices, and adopting environmental audits.

2. METHOD

A qualitative exploratory documental study is used
based on the positivist paradigm. Documentary anal-
ysis applied to organized actions aimed at presenting
the content of a document disclosed in a format dif-
ferent from the original one. It was done to make its
subsequent consultation or referencing easier and to
rule out subjective interpretation bias (Bardin, 2016).
A wide range of documents is used in documental re-
search, including printed materials and other forms of
documents, such as newspapers, photographs, films,
recordings, and legal documents. The collected ma-
terial was not subjected to analytical treatment yet,
but it worked as researchers’ raw material to conduct
their investigation and analysis on the subject.

The research corpus consists of secondary data
from sustainability reports published by the GRI.
Reports by Brazilian and Swedish fashion retail
companies were included in the corpus to ensure
material homogeneity. Each report corresponded
to a specific company and worked as an analysis
unit in the present research.

GRI is a non-profit organization launched in 1997
by the joint initiative of the Coalition for Environmen-
tally Responsible Economies (CERES) and the United
Nations Environmental Program (UNEP). Its head-
quarters are currently located in Amsterdam, the
Netherlands. GRI comprises an international network
of companies, civil associations, and other organiza-
tions; besides, its sustainability reports have gradu-
ally gained adherence by companies from different

countries due to their reliability and transparency in
disclosing organizational management practices and
in contributing to setting strong relationships with
stakeholders (Jones et al., 2016). GRI’s primary goal is
to create a standardized framework for non-financial
reports applicable to all industries (Fernandez-Feijoo
etal., 2014). Itiswidely acknowledged as the foremost
standard for voluntary corporate reporting on global
environmental and social performance. This process
helps organizations to widen the transparency and
accountability of several social and environmental is-
sues. GRI standards provide a comprehensive set of
indicators across the three categories (economic, en-
vironmental, and social). In addition, they enable or-
ganizations to report on additional issues of interest
to their stakeholders (Sasse-Werhahn, 2019).

The selection of GRI reports as basis for sustain-
ability research provides different advantages, such
as Standardization—GRI provides uniform framework
for sustainability reporting and makes comparative
analysis among different companies, industries and
regions easier; Comprehensiveness—GRI’s guidelines
encompass a broad spectrum of sustainability dimen-
sions, including economic, environmental, and social
aspects (this holistic approach empowers research-
ers to assess a company’s sustainability performance
from multiple angles); Credibility—GRI has garnered
recognition as reputable authority for sustainability
reporting (a multitude of institutions, including gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental bodies, regard GRI
reports as trustworthy source of information); Global
Applicability—GRlI is acknowledged as internationally
applicable framework, and it renders its reports perti-
nent and adaptable to companies at global scale (Hsu
& Zomer, 2014; Sasse-Werhahn, 2019).

The decision to compare Brazilian and Swedish
GRI sustainability reports stemmed from a research
approach aimed at evaluating markets within the
same sector while using a specific market as a bench-
mark. It’s worth noting that retail fashion industries
in Brazil and Sweden exhibit a significant difference
in their production chains. In Brazil, the production
chain tends to be internal, while in Sweden, it is often
outsourced to Asia. This comparison sheds light on
the shared challenge faced by companies from both
origins: the need to monitor and implement sustain-
able supply chain actions throughout their opera-
tions. In both cases, companies grapple with the com-
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plexities of ensuring sustainability across their supply
chains, addressing issues such as ethical sourcing, fair
labor practices, and environmental impact. This chal-
lenge underscores the importance of ongoing efforts
to integrate sustainability principles into all aspects of
business operations, regardless of geographical loca-
tion or industry sector.

Nordic countries have consistently demonstrated
high sustainability rates. Sweden, in particular, holds
an impressive 5th position in environmental per-
formance, according to the Environmental Perfor-
mance Index (Hsu & Zomer, 2014; Matti et al., 2021).
The comparative analysis conducted between Bra-
zil and Sweden provided insights into sustainability
practices within the fashion industry. It revealed a
contrast between a developed nation, characterized
by a modern and progressively sustainability-ori-
ented fashion market, and a developing country
where the fashion sector is beginning to embrace
sustainable practices, albeit on a more limited scale
(Goworek et al., 2018).

Table 1 introduces companies, countries, years,
and whether reports were collected from GRI or from
companies’ own websites.

Sustainability reports from fashion companies in
Brazil and Sweden, issued between 2015 and 2019
and available on the herein accessed platform, were
collected from the GRI website. Data collection was
done by downloading the reports in PDF format
from the website https://database.globalreporting.
org/. However, some cases demanded the collection
procedure be carried out right on companies’ web-

sites. It is important to notice that no reports were
chosen or selected, since the present analysis en-
compassed all reports available in the Brazilian and
Swedish markets.

The Swedish companies Ellos Group, Gina Tricot,
Kappahl, and Lindex, despite having prepared their
sustainability reports according to GRI standards from
2015 to 2019, for some unknown reason, did not
make them available on the GRI platform in certain
years. It was necessary to collect their reports right
on their websites. Dudalina’s missing reports are jus-
tified by the fact that the company was incorporated
by Restoque Comércio e Confec¢bes de Roupas S.A in
2014. This company published GRI reports in 2015
and 2016, but it stopped publishing them from this
time onward and only provided financial statements
on the parent company’s website.

In total, 37 sustainability fashion retail reports
were published (2,106 pages altogether) by the fash-
ion sector. It is crucial to address a timely question:
why were notable companies like H&M, one of Swe-
den’s largest fashion entities, not included in the cur-
rent study? The scope of the present analysis was lim-
ited to companies from both countries that had their
GRI reports available for public access. The present
study encompassed four Brazilian companies: Hering,
Dudalina, Grupo Malwee, and Lojas Renner; and four
Swedish companies: Ellos Group, Gina Tricot, Kap-
pahl, and Lindex. This selection was primarily based
on companies that have made their GRI reports avail-
able; it was done to ensure a consistent and compre-
hensive analysis.

Table 1. Companies, Countries, and Research Report Sources.

Year
Country Company Total
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Cia. Hering GRI GRI GRI GRI GRI 5
Dudalina GRI GRI (*) (*) (*) 2
Brazil
Grupo Malwee GRI GRI GRI GRI GRI 5
Lojas Renner GRI GRI GRI GRI GRI 5
Ellos Group GRI GRI GRI GRI Site 5
Gina Tricot GRI GRI GRI GRI Site 5
Sweden
Kappabhl GRI GRI Site Site Site 5
Lindex GRI GRI Site Site Site 5
Total reports 37

*The company did not publish sustainability reports in these years.
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Qualitative research in academia often utilizes es-
tablished software to enhance data processing effi-
ciency (Creswell, 2010). In this study, NVivo 12 Plus was
employed for content analysis, facilitating a systematic
approach that improves research replicability and data
credibility. Both quantitative and qualitative research
necessitate validation, with reliability hinging on detailed
descriptions that enable replication (Grzybowski et al.,
2018). The use of NVivo significantly accelerates the re-
search process and supports systematic analysis. Table 2
shows actions taken on each phase of the analysis:

The more quotations are assigned to specific sub-
nodes (parameters), the more evidence one finds
that actions have been taken within this category.
This software turns the area quoted from the re-
port into an area quantitatively described based on
the assigned percentage. It is calculated in NVivo®
and corresponds to the representativeness of the
area pointed out in the report. A percentage equal
to zero means that the parameter was not evident
in the company’s GRI report in a given year. In this
case, the content analysis embodies a quantitative
profile and adopts the following metrics:

e number of quotations (by code and by company/
code) to identify whether the category represents
actions of a single company;

e number of quotations by subnode and by compa-
ny/subnode;

e text coverage for each node and subnode.

The text coverage metric is provided by NVivo®,
and it represents the text percentage coded for a spe-
cific category (node/dimension) or subcategory (sub-
node/parameter) in the report.

Table 2. Phase and Action.

This analysis is based on the premise that the more
relevant the addressed topic, the higher its represen-
tativeness in the analyzed report. This analysis allows
assessing the importance assigned by companies to
dimensions and parameters seen as more relevant for
the fashion sector. Maclennan et al. (2023) are an ex-
ample of this methodology’s application.

The identification of analysis categories, or nodes,
was based on the literature. Report quotations can be
used for illustrative purposes. These illustrations were
described by Miles and Huberman (1994) as specific de-
scriptions applied to the analyzed cases. The introduced
percentages represent the area or coverage of the ana-
lyzed excerpt. Assumingly, the greater the occupied area,
the more important the topic in the analyzed report.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The representativeness rate and excerpts exempli-
fying the three parameters are shown in the current
section to show sustainability integration into com-
panies’ strategies, based on the analyzed reports.
Business sustainability vision parameters were initial-
ly presented, and they were followed by parameters
such as “Fair trade” and “environmental audits.”

3.1. Business sustainability vision

Some companies perceive sustainability as a fac-
tor that strengthens their competitiveness. However,
others see it differently, viewing it as an unnecessary
and costly endeavor (Lopez-Torres et al., 2022). Table 3
illustrates the extent to which companies incorporate
sustainability into their business or corporate planning.

Phase Action
Categorize sustainability strategies into codes, referred to as nodes. Subnodes, or parameters—such as
1 business sustainability vision, fair trade, and environmental audits—were developed from the literature and
detailed descriptions.
) Sustainability reports were downloaded from the GRI platform or from companies” websites and attached
to NVivo®.
3 Systematic and analytical reading of the reports, the selection of quotations (excerpts), coding based on
subnodes (parameters), and the aggregation of raw data to the corresponding subnode or parameter.
4 Systematic and analytical reading of coded reports and assessing equivalent quotations.
Reports that were organized based on each subnode (parameter).
6 Spreadsheets were elaborated in Excel based on the reports.
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Table 3. Business Sustainability Vision (Data in %).

Country Company Year/GRis Average per
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 company

Brazil Cia. Hering 0.86 0.89 1.27 1.34 1.43 1.16
Brazil Dudalina 0.27 0.56 (*) (*) (*) 0.42
Brazil Grupo Malwee 1.79 1.89 1.82 1.83 1.84 1.83
Brazil Lojas Renner 2.17 2.10 2.26 2.34 2.20 2.21
Brazil Average/year 1.27 1.36 1.78 1.84 1.82

Sweden Ellos Group 1.74 1.56 1.69 1.78 1.96 1.75
Sweden Gina Tricot 1.65 1.84 1.54 1.79 1.73 1.71
Sweden Kappahl 1.67 1.52 1.68 1.79 1.82 1.70
Sweden Lindex 1.68 1.76 1.79 1.83 1.58 1.73
Sweden Average/year 1.69 1.67 1.68 1.80 1.77

*Years when companies did not publish sustainability reports.

Lojas Renner achieved the highest average score
(2.21%) in the business sustainability vision. For the
company, sustainability is an intrinsic value to its busi-
ness, strategy, and performance. Lojas Renner imple-
mented a strategic plan named Responsible Fashion,
which prioritized sustainability topics within its busi-
ness planning. Through its Sustainability Committee
and a dedicated sustainability team, the company
continuously identifies and mitigates socio-environ-
mental risks relevant to its value chain. These efforts
were reflected in projects across four main areas: re-
sponsible suppliers, eco-efficient management, sus-
tainable products and services, and the engagement
of employees, communities, and customers.

Grupo Malwee (1.83%) believes that innovation
and sustainability concepts should be defined as its
business’ strategic principles. This company is better
equipped to make more assertive decisions regarding
the construction of a better and more sustainable val-
ue chain for it and for all its stakeholders.

From the Swedish side, Ellos Group (2015) re-
corded the highest mean (1.75%) for business sus-
tainability vision. Accordingly, sustainability has great
relevance and is integrated into its businesses’ strate-
gies. It believes that sustainability is an indispensable
source of competitive advantage. This same belief is
supported by Sutter et al. (2015), who stated that sus-
tainability can be used as a differentiation strategy by
fashion companies.

Swedish company called Lindex (1.73%) reports
that it has been passing through a sustainable jour-

ney since its foundation 60 years ago. Sustainability is
their strategy to bring revenues to their shareholders
and to ensure continuous growth. According to this
company, it is essential to perform sustainable work
in daily operations, to act with transparency, and to
make their peers engage with this target by collab-
orating with suppliers, partners, customers, NGOs,
other brands, and other stakeholders. This company
believes that it is likely to find more sustainable step-
by-step solutions for people, the environment, soci-
ety, and business.

3.2. Fair trade

Although there are references in the literature
to fair trade as part of the sustainability strategic
dimension in fashion (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Wil-
son, 2015; Yasin & Sun, 2019), we did not find any
mention of this parameter in the herein analyzed
sustainability reports, neither in Brazil nor in Swe-
den. Companies miss the opportunity to strengthen
their relationship with consumers who, in one way
or another, are beginning to exert pressure on fash-
ion companies to reduce the harm these companies
cause to nature, as well as the excessive exploitation
they engage in, by not highlighting the fair trade pa-
rameter in their sustainability reports. The practice
of pursuing quick profits, exploiting slave or child
labor, operating clandestine sewing workshops, and
other unfair practices in the industry is becoming
known to society, which is getting organized to put
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pressure on the fashion sector to make it rule out
these practices. The difficulties of combining fair
trade principles with the fashion industry consider
the social, aesthetic, and market values that inter-
play in the product—consumption context.

3.3. Environmental audits

The present results point out the representative-
ness of actions taken by companies to conduct envi-
ronmental audits, as described in Table 4.

Lojas Renner achieved the highest mean (1.63%)
among Brazilian companies in the environmental
audits category. This finding assumingly derives
from the importance placed by this company on
environmental audits. Lojas Renner (2019) was sub-
jected to audits conducted by a third-party compa-
ny, based on the Higg Index assessment process, to
find compliance with environmental management
requirements in these suppliers—it represented
26.46% of its domestic purchasing volume. This as-
sessment of monitoring compliance and good envi-
ronmental management practices allowed this com-
pany to expand the eco-efficiency programs to its
suppliers. In addition, they started a project based
on using artificial intelligence to analyze internal and
external audit data. It will be done to enable predict-
ing non-conformities in its supply chain to prioritize
and better orient future audits.

The Malwee Group (2019) recorded 1.61% in
its internal program of socio-environmental audits.

Table 4. Environmental Audit (Data in %).

The company reaches 100% audited subcontractors
and national outsourcing suppliers, on a yearly ba-
sis, and it represents 93% of its suppliers. The sustain-
ability team visited and audited 14 suppliers in China
and Bangladesh. These suppliers represent 7% of its
total suppliers, and, although not highly representa-
tive, they were also subjected to assessments based
on the Supplier Qualification Index (IQF) matrix by the
National Quality Award Foundation. The IQF matrix
is an objective methodology that relies on transpar-
ent criteria to assess suppliers. It aims at identifying
improvement opportunities for a third-party service
delivery and at opening room for a learning cycle ca-
pable of providing feedback and of continuously im-
proving third parties’ services and efficiency.

According to the Swedish company Lindex
(1.12%), its environmental audits are conducted by
its in-house sustainability experts. These audits aim
at increasing awareness of environmental issues in
their supply chain and at improving processes to min-
imize negative environmental impacts on clothing
production. Audits can be scheduled or conducted
without prior notice to the supplier. In 2018, these
experts conducted 114 environmental audits, 88 of
them were complete audits and 26 required re-au-
diting. In total, 108 audits were scheduled, whereas 6
were unscheduled.

The Swedish company Ellos Group (2015) record-
ed a mean score of 0.96% in environmental audits.
It outsourced its environmental audits to Bureau
Veritas, which uses its own protocols for monitoring

Country Company Year/GRIs Average per
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 company

Brazil Cia. Hering 0.79 1.06 1.15 0.18 1.25 0.89
Brazil Dudalina 0.21 0.29 (*) (*) (*) 0.25
Brazil Grupo Malwee 1.06 1.55 1.71 1.87 1.86 1.61
Brazil Lojas Renner 1.16 1.64 1.61 1.79 1.96 1.63
Brazil Average/year 0.81 1.14 1.49 1.28 1.69

Sweden Ellos Group 1.16 0.89 0.87 0.91 0.95 0.96
Sweden Gina Tricot 1.12 0.83 0.97 0.89 1.15 0.99
Sweden Kappahl 0.66 0.71 0.79 0.89 0.98 0.81
Sweden Lindex 1.25 1.02 1.17 1.09 1.07 1.12
Sweden Average/year 1.05 1.00 0.95 0.95 1.04

*Years when companies did not publish sustainability reports.
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and assessment purposes. This protocol includes
233 questions about environmental and compli-
ance procedures. The audits involve confidential
interviews with employees, record testing, observa-
tions, and management feedback. Auditors can take
into consideration several information sources and
use proven investigative techniques to corroborate
evidence and sustainable practices, based on a mul-
tifaceted approach.

3.4. Discussion

This session begins with Table 5, which displays
the percentage of reports on the three sustainability
strategic dimension parameters established for the
fashion industry. It also presents the average values
for these parameters—business sustainability vision,
fair trade, and environmental audits—in Brazil and
Sweden. In Table 5, each parameter is discussed in
detail, starting with the sustainability strategic dimen-
sion, followed by fair trade practices and environmen-
tal audits.

The sustainability strategic dimension analysis
indicates that the business sustainability vision pa-
rameter was more prominently reported in Sweden
than in Brazil. This discrepancy highlights a potential
difference in the level of emphasis and implementa-
tion of sustainability practices within the fashion in-
dustry. The findings suggest that Swedish companies
may place greater focus on integrating sustainability
into their business strategies compared to their Bra-
zilian counterparts. This result aligns with the broader
perception of Sweden as a leader in sustainable de-
velopment, demonstrating a strong commitment to
environmental and social issues (Matti et al., 2021).
Sustainability alignment to business positioning is
recurrent in Brazilian companies and slightly more
prominent in Swedish companies. Companies have
acknowledged that the fashion sector has been a
driving force for global development since it is one

Table 5. Strategic Dimension Parameters (Data in %).

Parameters % Brazil % Sweden
Business sustainability vision 1.41 1.72
Fair trade 0.00 0.00
Environmental audits 1.09 0.97
Average dimension in % 0.83 0.90

of the largest consumer industries in the world. In-
cluding sustainable principles in companies’ strate-
gies is a clear indication of taking sustainability as a
fundamental part of their corporate strategy (Epstein
etal., 2015; Kerr & Landry, 2017). Companies can fos-
ter collaboration to jointly develop actions that drive
sustainable initiatives throughout their value chain.

There was no evidence of actions focused on fair
trade practices in any company, whether in Brazil
or Sweden. This absence raises significant concerns
about the actual commitment of the fashion industry
to promoting fair wages, safe working conditions, and
sustainable sourcing. The lack of initiatives in this re-
gard suggests that companies are either neglecting or
deliberately deprioritizing this aspect, limiting their
contribution to social justice and equity within
their supply chains.

While sustainability commitments are often high-
lighted in institutional discourse, there is a need to
scrutinize whether these claims translate into tangi-
ble actions. The absence of fair trade initiatives, de-
spite their well-documented importance in sustain-
ability literature (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Yasin & Sun,
2019), suggests a gap between rhetoric and practice.
Companies frequently disclose broad sustainabili-
ty goals in their reports but avoid detailing sensitive
topics such as pricing composition, profit margins, or
the real impacts of their sourcing strategies. This lack
of transparency hinders stakeholders from assessing
whether companies are genuinely committed to eth-
ical labor practices or merely engaging in greenwash-
ing. If fair trade principles were integrated effectively,
companies could foster social and economic progress
in the communities where they operate—many of
which are composed of small, family-owned produc-
ers in emerging economies with limited access to ba-
sic resources such as education, sanitation, and infra-
structure. The absence of such initiatives represents
a missed opportunity for companies to contribute
meaningfully to these communities.

On the environmental front, the slightly high-
er percentage of environmental audits conducted
by Brazilian companies compared to Swedish ones
suggests a relatively stronger emphasis on assessing
environmental impact within Brazil’s fashion sector.
This suggests that Brazilian companies are measuring
their environmental footprint and working toward
implementing sustainable practices. It is important to
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determine whether these audits result in meaningful
improvements or merely serve as formalities to fulfill
regulatory requirements. Transparency alone is insuf-
ficient—there must be evidence that companies take
corrective actions based on audit findings.

The overall analysis indicates that while compa-
nies increasingly engage in sustainability discourse,
many fail to implement concrete actions beyond in-
stitutional messaging. The presence of sustainability
statements in corporate reports, including those from
top executives, is insufficient if not accompanied by
measurable, verifiable initiatives. Future research
should critically examine the extent to which compa-
nies move beyond symbolic gestures to implement
real, impactful sustainability strategies. This could
be further explored through data triangulation,
cross-referencing corporate claims with independent
audits, employee testimonials, and third-party evalu-
ations. Strengthening this analytical approach would
provide a more accurate and less lenient assessment
of corporate sustainability commitments, ensuring
that companies are held accountable for their social
and environmental responsibilities.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The aim of the present study was to assess sus-
tainability integration into the analyzed organiza-
tions’ strategies, based on initiatives reported by
companies in the retail fashion sector. Three pa-
rameters of sustainability strategic dimension in the
fashion industry were assessed: business sustain-
ability vision, fair trade, and environmental audits.
Data were collected from Brazilian and Swedish
companies’ sustainability reports, which were pub-
lished in compliance with GRI guidelines.

Some considerations can be drawn from this com-
parative analysis: findings have shown that all Brazil-
ian and Swedish retail companies included in the pres-
ent study have incorporated sustainability principles
to their strategies, as observed in their sustainability
reports—the inclusion of sustainable principles, both
in conduct and mission statements, points out that
these companies consider sustainability a fundamen-
tal part of their corporate strategy; sustainability vi-
sion integration to these companies’ core business
practices is emphasized—this is particularly evident
in the introduction of their reports or in sections like

“President’s message” (it shows the strategic signifi-
cance of sustainability for their operations); the study
highlights the practice of environmental audits by
these companies to assess and validate their envi-
ronmental initiatives and good practices—this finding
stresses the importance of accountability and trans-
parency in their sustainability efforts; fashion compa-
nies in Brazil and Sweden acknowledge the impor-
tance of engaging stakeholders in discussions about
incorporating sustainability to their strategies—such
an engagement encompasses economic and financial
variables, including potential economic benefits re-
sulting from aligning sustainability to their strategies.

Lack of evidence about actions focused on fair
trade practices is a research gap in the sustainabili-
ty strategic dimension in the retail fashion industry.
Although fair trade is mentioned in the literature,
GRI reports of the analyzed companies do not ad-
dress it. This finding suggests that companies may
not prioritize fair trade initiatives; therefore, they
miss the opportunity to contribute to fair work-
ing conditions and to equitable compensation for
those involved in the fashion supply chain.

Companies should pay more attention to fair trade
practices to help build a more equitable and fair fash-
ion industry. Companies must incorporate fair trade
parameters into their reports by emphasizing their
commitment to fostering just and equitable condi-
tions for workers and producers in the fashion supply
chain. This new vision would address a gap in their
sustainability strategies and promote fairness and
sustainability in this industry.

The current study specifically focused on Brazil-
ian and Swedish retail fashion companies and on the
principles and challenges it uncovers, which may be
relevant to a broader context. Sustainability integra-
tion into corporate strategy, the importance of envi-
ronmental audits, and the need to address fair trade
practices are topics of interest to researchers and
companies in different fashion markets worldwide.
Insights from the present study could guide and in-
spire further research carried out with comparative
markets and sectors to promote sustainable practices
and responsible corporate strategies.

Despite the methodological clarity in utilizing
the GRI database for company selection in this com-
parative study, we acknowledge and scrutinize the
inherent limitations associated with this approach.
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One notable limitation lies in the potential biases
embedded in the companies represented within the
GRI database. The voluntary nature of sustainabili-
ty reporting can lead to a self-selection bias, where
companies with more favorable sustainability pro-
files may be more inclined to disclose their informa-
tion. Consequently, the study’s findings may inad-
vertently lean toward industries or entities already
more proactive in their sustainability efforts, poten-
tially overlooking sectors that are less forthcoming
or advanced in their reporting.
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