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Abstract:

The clothing industry can be linked to problematic issues of social equity and environmental sustainability worldwide.

This is manifested in the every-day consumer behavior of industrialized societies, which heavily relies on

geographically distant labor and resources. Therefore, this thesis looked at the interconnection of social equity and

environmental sustainability from a nexus perspective. Nexus approaches are increasingly defining the pathway to

sustainable development, yet they typically represent resource-efficient and technological solutions. This form of

problematizing water sustainability can keep long-term societal justice problems ‘beneath the surface’, meaning that

they are less considered. The WPR approach was used as an analysis tool to understand underlying implications of

water sustainability problematizations in the clothing industry.

An embedded single case study on the Sweden Textile Water Initiative (STWI) was conducted, which included and

integrated literature review, brand document analysis and semi-structured interviews. The initiative’s goal is to help

clothing brands to address water sustainability issues along the supply chain. The results show that water sustainability

stands in connection to four overarching themes; environmental issues, economic issues, technological issues and

socio-political issues. There is a consensus in the literature and amongst the industry representatives that the problems

connected to water sustainability in the clothing industry mainly occur on factory level in producing countries.

Additionally, the results show that brands have difficulties to act on their responsibility as strong influencers of the

supply chain if there is not a business case. Overall this thesis concludes that the classical nexus approach is not a

sufficient solution to water sustainability issues if resources make up the center of analysis and social implications are

only considered secondary effects.

Keywords: Sustainable development, integrated nexus approach, problem representation, water, feminist research,

clothing industry
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Summary:

The act of getting dressed in the morning can be seen as symbol of clothing consumption. This ritual strongly relies

on distant labor and resources in producing countries. This thesis explains how water sustainability is

interconnected with environmental and social issues. Nexus approaches are promoted as a tool for sustainable

development. However, they typically have a strong focus on resource-efficient and technological solutions.

Framing water sustainability from this perspective can keep social issues ‘beneath the surface’, meaning that they

are less considered. To shed light on what remains under the surface the ‘What is the Problem Represented to be’

(WPR) approach was used as an analysis tool to look at the way representative actors of the Swedish clothing

industry frame water sustainability issues.

The Sweden Textile Water Initiative (STWI) aims to help clothing brands address water sustainability issues along

the supply chain and was chosen as a case study. The results show that water sustainability is connected to

environmental, economic, technological and socio-political issues. Most of those issues mainly occur during the

production stage in factories and the results show that brands have difficulties to take responsibility if there is not

a business case. Overall this thesis concludes that the classical nexus approach is not a sufficient solution to water

sustainability if social issues are only considered secondary effects of resource-inefficiency.

Keywords: Sustainable development, integrated nexus approach, problem representation, water, feminist research,

clothing industry
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Definitions 

Fashion - A deep cultural expression that aims directly at who we are and how we connect to other  

people through passing trend including clothes, accessories and other items worn on the human 

body. 

 

Fiber - Major input to textile and clothing industry. 

 

Textiles - Major input to the clothing industry. 

 

Clothes - Things such as dresses and trousers that you wear to cover, protect, or decorate the body 

 

Garment - An item of clothing 

 

Apparel - clothes of a particular type when they are being sold in a shop 

 

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/dress
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/trousers
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/wear
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/cover
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/protect
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/decorate
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/body
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/clothes
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/particular
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/type
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/sold
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/worterbuch/englisch/shop
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1. Introduction 

The textile and clothing industry can be linked to problematic issues of social equity and environmental 

sustainability worldwide, and the every-day consumer behavior of industrialized societies heavily relies on 

geographically distant labor and resources. The story this thesis tells, is how the interconnection of social 

equity and environmental sustainability are often left ‘beneath the surface’ in the clothing industry. An 

integrated nexus approach for material collection combined with a feminist analysis tool (WPR) helped to 

create this narrative. They were applied to a case study of the Sweden Textile Water Initiative (STWI), 

where clothing brands seek to address water sustainability issues along the supply chain (The Sweden 

Textile Water Initiative, n.d.). 

Highly industrialized nations, such as European countries and the U.S.A., are the main consumers of fashion 

clothing, while the negative social, environmental and economic externalities of clothing production 

typically remain in the producing countries (Niinimäki et al., 2020). Sweden is one example of a consumer 

country and is predicted to spend over 10 billion US Dollar on apparel in 2020 (Statista, 2019).  

Cotton, the most traded commodity for clothing globally (Niinimäki et al., 2020), is an example of a fiber 

used for clothing production that has complex social, environmental and economic impacts. Not only has 

it an industrial value for stakeholders along the production chain, but also a cultural one, as society prefers 

cotton textiles and its highly valued properties over others (The Sweden Textile Water Initiative, n.d.). Most 

cotton production relies heavily on irrigation and water systems, which is why it is also a large contributor 

to water depletion and has negative impacts on water quality (Chapagain et al., 2006).  

From an environmental perspective, the textile and clothing industry made up about 29% of the major water 

polluting industries in Bangladesh in the late 1990s, releasing heavy metals into the Hazaribagh and 

Tejgaon industrial area (Karn and Harada, 2001). A common perception of environmental issues has been 

to see them as resource issues affecting human security. Solving water and other sustainability problems is 

often done with a short-term perspective with a focus on resource management, an approach which is likely 

to have a long-term negative impact on society and environment (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2013). These long-term 

societal justice problems are considered as issues ‘beneath the surface’ in this thesis. This hypothesis is 

supported by recent research that shows that resource management alone does not cover the wider field of 

concern, relating to human needs and ecological health, and a systematic approach for sustainable use of 

resources is needed (Cook and Bakker, 2012; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2013).  

Relevant nexus research literature such as Hoff et. al. (2019) suggest a practice-oriented integrated nexus 

approach to provide a deeper understanding of sector interactions. This is where the nexus approach 

becomes relevant. Nexus research involves applying a systems-thinking based approach to frame 

sustainability issues and represents a tool for a holistic analysis to see how different sectors (e.g. energy, 

water, food) are interconnected (Smajgl et. al.,2016). Today it is increasingly studied how sectors like water, 

energy and other resource systems interact and co-depend on each other (Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017). Over 

the last 10 years, the nexus has gained importance for the business community and public sector in 

acknowledging limits to growth and system vulnerabilities (Allouche et al., 2015). The Sweden Textile 

Water Initiative (STWI) connects their brand members of the clothing industry to water, energy and 

chemical issues (STWI, n.d.) where the interconnection of the three variables can be interpreted as nexus. 
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From a social perspective, one of the most recent and globally broadcast catastrophes in the industry is the 

deathly collapse of a textile factory in 2013 in Bangladesh where 1,134 local factory workers lost their lives 

(Fair Wear Foundation, 2015). This tragic event is known as the Rana Plaza incident, which now stands 

amongst previous catastrophes as a blot in the clothing industry history, showing again how profit is 

prioritized over workers’ wellbeing. As a response to this event, the International Labor Organization (ILO) 

together with the European Union (EU) and the government of Bangladesh issued the ‘Compact for 

Continuous Improvements’ regarding labor rights, factory safety and responsible business the same year of 

the collapse (ILO, 2019).  

Nexus approaches commonly fail to identify explicit links of resource management with issues at livelihood 

level (Biggs et al., 2015). Hoff et al., (2019) state in their research that there exists little “empirical evidence 

of the potential benefits and added value of applying the nexus approach as well as for the challenges 

associated with it” (p. 2). Derived from that, the author suggests that neither social or environmental justice 

issues are adequately reflected and addressed by nexus approaches. This is why this thesis uses feminist 

inspired analysis approach (WPR) (see chapter 3.2) to recognize ‘nature-societal relationships’ which go 

beyond “the material need and access to natural resources” and are not “rendered as technical problem to 

be fixed” (Mollett and Faria, 2013: p. 117).  

From a sustainability perspective, one can argue that responsible businesses include social as well as 

environmental wellbeing. On a global level, tight links between social, economic, and environmental 

wellbeing were made clear in 2015 when the United Nations presented the17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG’s) as global action plan (United Nations, 2015). Sustainable consumption and production 

patterns are specifically embedded in SDG 12 and 13 (United Nations, 2015). As the 2030 Agenda affirms, 

meeting human needs and maintaining ecological health are essential cornerstones of a global sustainable 

development. However, this is jeopardized by many production practices and business models of the 

clothing industry. On current European levels of understanding, the garment sector is strongly linked to 

sustainability problems (European Commission, 2017). In this regard, the EU seeks to improve not only 

social properties such as labor conditions, human rights and gender equality but also environmental 

properties, namely resource efficiency concerning water, energy and waste, as well as sustainable 

production and consumption (European Commission, 2017).  

This thesis seeks to provide a country-specific perspective of clothing brands tackling water sustainability 

issues as part of the Sweden Textile Water Initiative (STWI), which resulted from a collaboration of the 

Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI) and the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency (SIDA) (The Sweden Textile Water Initiative, n.d.). More specifically, the STWI aims to "reduce 

the use of water, chemicals and energy in the garment supply chain" and to “gain a better understanding of 

the water challenges faced by the industry and finding the right mechanisms to address them” (The Sweden 

Textile Water Initiative, n.d.: p.34). It is also part of Sweden’s national environmental policy, under the so-

called ‘generational goal’, to reduce harmful environmental effects of Swedish consumption and production 

in other countries (Nykvist et al., 2013) – but these effects are often hidden from view. It is of specific 

interest to find out in which ways water as a resource is being connected to environmental, social and 

economic issues in the supply chain. 

The concept of a focal company was used throughout the thesis, meaning the brand being perceived as 

powerful and responsible influencer of the supply chain. In this context responsibility and value in the 
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clothing sector are often related to measurable investments such as “water, material resources, energy and 

time” (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011: p. 126).  

The case study on the STWI serves as a sample, to see to which degree representatives of the Swedish 

clothing industry use nexus approaches, and how a nexus could be defined. Diving beyond technical 

solutions to nexus framings, this research uses the ‘What is the problem represented to be’ (WPR) feminist 

lens to analyze and “draw attention to silences, or unproblematized elements” with the representation of the 

problem (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: p. 22), one can say that there is a need for nexus frameworks where 

complex interdependencies are not decimated to technical solutions (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2013; Smajgl et al., 

2016). Diving beyond technical solutions to nexus framings, this research uses a feminist lens. This is done 

to give space to the silent waters in the Swedish clothing sector, which constitute “unproblematized 

elements” (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: p. 22) in the presentation of water sustainability issues. 

1.1 Research Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this work is to feed into a better scientific and business understanding of how nexus approaches 

define sustainability challenges. The main focus will be to discuss which interlinked aspects of water issues 

are highlighted and which aspects are left out with the help of the WPR approach. Societal, economic as 

well as environmental properties will be considered. 

Using the STWI as a case study, the research objective is to analyze the challenges and opportunities of 

Swedish textile brands using an integrated nexus approach for interconnected water issues evolving around 

clothing production. Furthermore, it is of interest for this study to provide input for real-world policies and 

brand standards via the STWI network. 

The anticipated learning outcome is to show why there is a need to rethink the problematization of water 

and sustainability issues from a nexus perspective that goes deeper than Hoff et al. (2019) envisaged.  

1.2 Research Questions 

This report will answer the following questions: 

I)            How are water sustainability issues problematized by STWI brands? 

II)          To what degree is a nexus approach considered in the case of clothing brands in STWI? 

III)        What issues are kept ‘beneath the surface’ when a nexus approach is used? 

1.3 Delimitations 

This study was carried out over a 20-week period with the priority to cover socially relevant issues. For this 

reason, the clothing industry was chosen as a research subject since it is a sector where nexus 

problematizations are of clear relevance for the sustainable development of the industry. To set a proper 

frame, the thesis focuses on the Swedish initiative STWI, which aims to reduce the clothing and textile 
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industry’s impact on the environment and society. The scope of the study only includes Scandinavian 

clothing brands, which are members of the STWI. It focuses on the case study of STWI and its members 

and cannot include local stakeholders along the textile production chain because of the constraints of time 

and resources. However, it allows us to reflect on the Eurocentric perspectives of brands in their work to 

address the sustainability issues of the industry. Attempts to include perspectives of scientists who research 

the clothing industry failed. Despite contacting the scientists early in the project, the critical times under 

COVID-19 meant they later became entirely unavailable, failing to respond to repeated efforts at contact, 

or expressed reluctance to provide information that might be taken as unwarranted assertions because of 

the difficulty in following their institutional due process. The same goes for planned semi-structured 

interviews with brand members of the STWI and their uncertain economic future post-COVID19, which 

kept them from participating in this research. To compensate for the brands’ perspectives, brand 

sustainability reports were used as a subject of analysis.  

This paper focuses on critically evaluating nexus based problematizations in the clothing industry. The 

conclusions of this research are based on a qualitative approach and are not generalizable. Yet they offer 

an interesting insight into what is left problematic in representations of sustainability issues in the Swedish 

clothing industry. There is a literature gap on nexus approach implementations in the private business 

sector, which is why this study is relevant despite having limitations. Furthermore, the search process for 

literature and other sources of information was limited to Anglophone materials, which can be regarded as 

a study limitation because it excludes Swedish literature as well as literature from the countries that 

experience impacts. Yet, most reporting and international communications of brands are held in English, 

which will give insights into how sustainability issues in the Swedish clothing industry are problematized. 

This work, therefore, provides an informed discussion on the link between social and ecological aspects of 

clothing from a business supply chain perspective. 
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2. Background 

This section is divided into three subsections, which tell the story of how the clothing industry developed 

over the past decades and how resources and justice challenges are connected to it. A simplified clothing 

supply-chain is captured in Figure 1 to give the reader an understanding of the used wording throughout 

the paper. The glossary provides additional and detailed definitions for the terminology. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Clothing supply chain, based on (Allwood et al., 2008; Niinimäki et al., 2020; STWI, 2014) 

2.1. Clothes and Human Development 

Fiber, yarn, fabric, textiles, garment, apparel, clothing, fashion - are all relevant terms when addressing the 

daily routine of getting dressed in many countries of the world. In industrialized societies, textiles in the 

form of clothes have long become part of our daily routines when we get dressed in the morning, change 

outfits for different occasions and when we put on sleepwear when going to bed. Textiles are part of most 

people’s lives since birth. With a growing population and the consumption behavior of industrialized 

countries, global demand for clothes and fashion continues to grow. In Sweden, this can be seen with an 

overall consumption increase in women’s, men’s and children’s apparel from 584 million pieces consumed 

in 2012 to 644 million pieces consumed in 2019 (Statista, 2019) – in other words, in 2019 Swedish 

consumers purchased nearly 10% more than in 2012.  

Overall, China, Bangladesh, Turkey and India are the most prevalent suppliers for inexpensive apparel and 

textiles in the European Union (Figure 2). This can be traced back to free trade agreements and 

globalization, which strategically reallocated much of the textile industry in Europe and North America to 

other regions of the world for better profit. “This means that foreign investment is attracted to countries 

with weak regulatory environments and environmental regulation” (Anguelov, 2016: p. 95). In connection 

to that, the promotion, creation, and increased availability of ‘cheap’ and ‘unskilled’ labor provided 

attractive grounds for this development of the textile production sector (Moore and Ausley, 2004; 

Ruwanpura, 2011). Promising economic growth rates, as well as income and job opportunities along the 

value chain, constitute further incentives for developing and other emerging economies such as Cambodia, 

Vietnam and Ethiopia to get involved in the industry (Jonsson and Grönwall, 2017).  
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Fig. 2. Leading suppliers of clothing imported into the European Union (EU 28) from 2015 to 2018, ranked by value 

(in millions of Euros) (EURATEX and Eurostat, 2019) 

This can be seen as an explanation of why the textile and apparel production and its externalities for the 

European Market are currently mainly concentrated on one earth region, the Asian continent. However, 

most types of fast and mass fashion are profit-oriented, convenient and demand low-cost clothing 

production. This often results in harmful environmental and social externalities, which should not be 

underestimated in the long run (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). 

Past 

The 1990s constitute a good starting point for explaining the historical development of today’s clothing 

sector, which is increasingly working to address sustainability issues. This decade is characterized by child 

labor scandals at Nike supplier factories in Cambodia and Pakistan, amongst other labor issues in Indonesia, 

China and Vietnam (Locke et al., 2007). At first, these issues were argued to be outside of Nike's 

responsibility, as the workers were not Nike employees. A few years later, the brand changed that approach 

by introducing internal codes of conduct for their suppliers (Locke et al., 2007). This era is generally seen 

as big development stage of the clothing sector as the promotion of free global trade, flexible labor and 

strategic marketing helped the fast-fashion business model to emerge alongside increased and intensified 

production and consumption (Gardetti, 2019; Koszewska, 2018; Moore and Ausley, 2004; Ruwanpura, 

2011). Free trade agreements at the time were set in place for the least industrialized countries to participate 

in trade and provide leading industrialized countries with cheap production of garments. In return and as a 

structural advantage over more expensive and regulated production locations, they were not charged fees 

for exporting to the European market (Abernathy et al., 2006). The industry was hungry for labor force but 

required low investments, which led to an intensification of garment production in non-affluent countries 

where garment export was perceived as an advantageous approach to better economic development 

(Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016).  
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In this business environment, multinational brands and clothing retailers were a pushing factor for supplier 

companies to compete amongst each other for cutting delivery times and costs while staying flexible to 

meet market demands (Turcotte et al., 2014). This development had a great effect on apparel pricing and 

evolved into an aggressive and competitive time and cost-cutting race along the supply chain. Existing 

consumer demands were continuously stimulated this way for even more affordable, cheap, fast and ever-

changing clothes (Koszewska, 2018).  

During the same time period, greener production and industrial ecology became popular world action 

approaches to improve community and industry through environmental detoxification. This can be seen as 

a counter-movement to the fast and incautious development of the clothing industry (Moore and Ausley, 

2004). Natural fibers were seen as a solution to stop environmental harm, because of their origin from 

renewable resources and the possibility to recycle them in contrast to synthetic fibers made fossils (Gwilt 

and Rissanen, 2011). This is still a widely promoted perspective on good resource use for clothing 

production, which is slowly starting to be questioned. This is because of the high importance of water 

security, which can also be threatened by natural fiber production (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). 

The following decade was marked by social movements against clothing brands and retailers initiated by 

activists Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and other stakeholders. Demands for codes of conduct 

to eradicate negative social impacts as well as environmental impacts of the supply chain were the main 

foci of ‘naming and shaming’ campaigns (Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016; Turcotte et al., 2014). This allows 

for a change of perspective because corporate strategies were now influenced by civil society rather than 

customer purchase decisions or pure profit.  

The call by civil society for companies to commit to sustainability was first answered by corporations 

developing their own individual and industry-led corporate codes of conduct, which turned out to be 

insufficient. This was because brands and corporations preferred lower self-imposed requirements 

compared to the higher expectations of socially led demands for the codes of conduct. Later multi-

stakeholder initiatives such as the more stringent Fair Wear Foundation and more corporate-influenced 

initiatives such as the Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI) and Fair Labor Association (FLA) 

(Egels-Zandén and Lindholm, 2015) were also implemented. This was then followed by the development 

and research on sustainable supply chain management to help brands and fashion companies to address 

sustainability issues. As a result, a scattered and overlapping constellation of different codes of conduct and 

multi-stakeholder standards and sustainable supply chain management strategies emerged (Khurana and 

Ricchetti, 2016; Turcotte et al., 2014).  

The 1990s movement and demand for the fashion industry to engage in more transparency with the supply 

chain stands in contradiction to most corporate strategies trying to keep the supply chain secret for a 

strategic advantage over competitors (Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016). Yet the advocacy for an ‘ethical’ and 

‘fairer’ garment industry was strong in the 1990s, and organizations like the Fair Wear Foundation have 

their beginnings in that time period (Fair Wear Foundation, n.d.). In the 2000s, sustainability as a research 

field was on the rise, which included social, economic and environmental dimensions along with ideas on 

systems resilience (Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017). 

In summary, one can say that free trade, in combination with the reallocation and globalization of supply 

chains, allowed for the European garment sector amongst others to evolve to what is now known as the 
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fast-fashion industry. In parallel with this development, the understandings of sustainability were 

influenced by green and industrial ecology. These led to the popular research understanding of sustainability 

in the 2000s involving the environmental, economic and social dimensions. In relation to that, retailers were 

pushed by civil society organizations and research to take first steps for detoxifying the environment and 

developing voluntary codes of conduct. 

Present 

Population growth has tripled since 1950. Today there are approximately 7,71 billion people living on earth 

(Urmersbach, 2019). In connection to the growing population and its increased demand for food, energy 

and clothing, the need for irrigated farming land doubled, and water use for irrigation tripled (Gwilt and 

Rissanen, 2011). However, water use strongly varies depending on crop, soil and climate conditions. 

Coming back to cotton as an example, the Aral Sea constitutes a worldwide known example of 

‘environmental mismanagement’, where the long-term impact of intense cotton and fruit farming led to 

today’s desertification of big parts of the lake (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011).  

What we know as fashion today is considered to be a global enterprise system of new trends. Theorists 

suggest that fashion shifted in the 20th century in the industrialized world from being exclusive and class-

specific to become a more collective, open and an egalitarian system (Majima, 2008). 

“Fashion is something that always changes, while its meaning remains unaltered. Fashion - a deep 

cultural expression that aims directly at who we are and how we connect to other people - frequently 

suggests a passing trend, something transient and superficial.” (Gardetti and Torres, 2012: p. 7). 

The ever-changing characteristic of fashion is strategically manifested in the number of yearly collections 

clothing brands produce. A study on fashion retailers showed that H&M produces more than one new 

collection per month, although there are other brands that produce even more (Remy et al., 2016). Overall 

the average number of produced collections by European apparel companies has more than doubled since 

the year 2000, and consumers have become more sensitive to price and variety (Koszewska, 2018; Remy 

et al., 2016). Fashion further describes an easy, accessible and affordable way for consumers to not only 

protect their bodies from climate but also provides them with the emotional experience of ‘luxury’ and 

‘feelgood factors’ (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). This concept seems to work economically and is reflected 

in increasing brand revenues. 

However, this is a perfect example of consumerism marked with short-term use of garments and their 

disposal after wearing them only a few times (Koszewska, 2018). The increased number of garments worn 

with short life cycles in industrialized countries are filling up landfill sites in geographically distant 

environments. This is affecting the environment, communities and is developing into a textile waste 

problem. Consumer demand for cheaper and diverse fashion also creates incentives for brands to keep 

cutting costs, which is done by outsourcing garment production to countries with poor labor standards and 

environmental regulations (Köksal et al., 2017). 

Along with the Nike child labor scandal, the environmental hazards in Hazaribagh and the Aral Sea basin, 

the Rana Plaza Building brought worldwide attention to the production processes of the clothing industry 

(Fair Wear Foundation, 2015). In response to such industrial disasters, charities like ‘Fashion Revolution’ 
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were founded to advocate for a “global fashion industry that conserves and restores the environment and 

values people over growth and profit” (Fashion Revolution, n.d.). 

The issues of the fashion industry seem to be a co-creation of companies, politics and media but can also 

be traced back to the lack of consumer understanding and unsustainable consumption behavior (Morgan 

and Birtwistle, 2009). The current reporting and impact of sustainability regulations in global production 

systems are questionable, diverse and remain up for discussion (Egels-Zandén and Lindholm, 2015). In 

their study, Elg and Hultman (2011) show how a significant number of Swedish retailers did not follow 

best practices at the time. The main challenge was found to be the monitoring of their complex and 

geographically distant supply chains of suppliers, subcontractors, etc. Here, the visibility and distribution 

of responsibility regarding sustainability come into play. From a consumer perspective, brands are held 

responsible for sustainability issues along the production chain since they are their main contact point in 

purchasing clothes (Elg and Hultman, 2011). This gives the brand or retailer the role of a focal company in 

sustainability issues. The Nordic Fashion Association shares this view in its Code of Conduct and Manual 

for the Fashion and Textile Industry: 

“When consumers think of a brand, they rarely distinguish between the supplier, subcontractors and 

other business partners. In case of violations of ethical or environmental standards they will hold the 

brand responsible” (Nordic Fashion Association, 2012: p. 6).  

Resource inputs for production in the clothing sector are relatively low in cost. This is mostly the case in 

less industrialized countries. It is argued that clothing should be seen as more precious goods because of 

the long and complex production process, including “fiber generation, design and manufacture” (Gwilt and 

Rissanen, 2011: p. 126). 

In the previous sections, it was shown how the fashion industry up to today has continuously been growing. 

This was a clear trend until, in late 2019, the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) spread across 215 countries 

(areas, territories). The outbreak of COVID-19 has strong effects on the textile and clothing industry. The 

representative of the European textile and clothing sector EURATEX, (2020) published a survey on 

members where 80% of the companies are laying off workers and are expecting a 50 % decrease in sales 

and production. Requests for financial relief to save the industry were voiced, while also painting a picture 

of a new beginning for rethinking and developing a ‘new blueprint’ of the sector (EURATEX, 2020). As a 

reaction, buyers and retailers from Europe and the U.S.A. have canceled garment orders, e.g., from exporter 

country Bangladesh worth 1.5 billion US dollars. The industry is highly relevant in importing but also 

exporting countries and makes out 13% of the South Asian nation’s gross domestic product (Devnath, 

2020). The exact impacts of COVID-19 are not clear yet. However, the current status of human health and 

the economic situation and leaves a big question mark of how and in which way the sector will develop. 

Changemakers in the industry are demanding brands to protect not only their workers but also workers 

further down in their supply chain. Their vision for the time post-COVID-19 is for brands and the entire 

sector to commit to building “a new system that values the wellbeing of people and planet over profit” 

(Fashion Revolution Foundation, 2020). 

Summarizing, one can say that the present development of clothing production and society has been 

interrupted by the global pandemic COVID-19. Pre-COVID-19 retailers and brands had become more 

aware of sustainability issues due to research and activism, which affected competitive advantage. In light 
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of the SDGs, the interconnection of the clothing sector with energy, water and other systems has also 

become a stronger focus. COVID-19 has had a strong effect on the clothing industry, and the predictions 

for post-COVID-19 times suggest that the industry will not be able to simply continue with business as 

usual. To this day, it is unclear if the clothing and textile industry will try to work towards the old status 

quo. If this is not the case, it still remains unknown what this other future might look like – but there are 

visions. 

Future 

In the previous sections, it was shown that there are several aspects of the clothing industry that seem to 

impede sustainability. However, there are visions of what sustainable futures could look like. 

“Change itself is inherently neither positive nor negative; it is the nature of the change that matters. 

Sustainability, by contrast, has to do with long-term perspective” (Gardetti and Torres, 2012: p. 7). 

There are several ideas rotating in academic and popular literature that paint pictures of sustainable futures 

and suggest models with a long-term perspective. Slater (2003b) suggests that clothing and textile 

production can be limited by making fewer product choices available and cutting out the ones which are 

especially environmentally harmful. Consequently, one should reflect on what this could have as 

implications on the societal level (Slater, 2003a). For the post-growth scenario, this means that quantitative 

production would be kept at a stable level in harmony with ecosystem boundaries. However, the qualitative 

generation of experiences, creativity and knowledge would be unlimited. 

” A post-growth economy is an economic system that develops qualitatively but not in quantitative ways” 

(Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011: p. 174) 

In relation to the aforementioned quote, Gardetti and Torres (2012) define sustainability within the fashion 

industry as a challenge for product design. The goal would be to eliminate environmental harm to people 

and the planet by smart process and product design. The ultimate outcome would be a positive enhancement 

of socio-environmental relationships (Gardetti and Torres, 2012). Generally, the shift from the conventional 

European clothing industry to a sustainable one requires a mindset change not only on retailer and factory 

level but also on the designer, manufacturer and consumer level (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). 

Researchers and practitioners see the potential for this in a new business model called circular economy 

(Gardetti, 2019; Koszewska, 2018; Mistra Future Fashion, n.d.). The circular economy envisions for the 

clothing and textile sector, to keep fibers at their highest value through use and reuse and re-introduce them 

to the economy afterward, so they do not become waste (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). Proponents 

of the circular economy argue that the current linear economic model is limited in its learning capacity 

(Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011; Koszewska, 2018). The importance of rethinking the current clothing system 

becomes evident as educational programs are developed to disseminate and generate knowledge for change. 

One exemplary institution is the Mistra Future Fashion Academy, where a focus is placed on sustainable 

fashion, circular economy as well as interdisciplinary approaches to find ways to transform the industry 

(Mistra Future Fashion, n.d.). 

From a grassroots perspective, slow fashion can help to phase out the current fashion system and detach 

from growth-based values and goals (Clark, 2019). In addition to that, increasing numbers of clothing 
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consumers are also demanding ‘ecologically sound and sustainable’ garments, which contributes to the 

development of innovative fibers (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). One example is Lyocell, also known as 

Tencel. This relatively new fiber has a lower ecological footprint compared to classical fibers while having 

similar desirable properties (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). Entrepreneurism seems to be a major element for 

the transition of the clothing industry. Especially environmental sustainability and social sustainability 

seem to be the main focus when addressing problem areas in the clothing sector (Nayak, 2020). With the 

duo of environmental and social sustainability, stakeholders are strongly encouraged to address the 

reduction of environmental impacts of clothing manufacturing as well as to fully embrace corporate social 

responsibility (Nayak, 2020). For this change to happen Niinimäki et al., (2020) urge actors in the clothing 

industry to invest in clean technology, retailers to develop new fair and less competitive business models, 

policymakers to change and implement fair policy frameworks and finally for consumers to change 

consumption habits (see Figure 3). However, these changes will confront complex structures of cultural, 

psychological and social construct the industrialized part of humanity has been living in (Niinimäki et al., 

2020). 

 

 

Fig. 3. Stakeholders and actions for a more sustainable fashion industry (Niinimäki et al., 2020: p. 196) 

To which degree recent economic developments (in connection to COVID-19) will drive or inhibit a 

sustainable transition of the sector is unclear. What does become clear is that the two main forms of 

challenges of the clothing industry are resource and justice challenges, which are addressed in more detail 

in the following sections. 
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2.2 Resource Challenges 

As touched upon earlier, there is a concern that resources will become scarce if business continues as usual 

in trying to outperform previous growth rates. In terms of the clothing sector, water shortage could pose a 

great risk as natural and man-made fibers, as well as garment manufacturing, depend on this resource (Gwilt 

and Rissanen, 2011). When referring to water as a resource for the clothing sector, one is only a step away 

from defining it as an economic good. However, Savenije, (2002) argues it is insufficient to simply apply 

classical economic thinking to water management and see it as simple economic good because of the 

interconnected and complex character of the water system. Water represents a downstream system where 

it is not advisable to focus on small subsystems without considering the larger impact. In other words, 

upstream activities will most likely have downstream implications, externalities as well as third party 

effects. This is true for the discharge of waste into water bodies and the withdrawal of water upstream. 

Common consequences are the impediment of reliant water use as well as environmental and social damage 

(Savenije, 2002). 

It is widely acknowledged that the clothing industry has a high water-footprint. This is shown by needing 

approximately 2,700 liters of water for one average cotton t-shirt (Drennan, 2015). This example leads to 

the understanding that water is traded in the form of products such as clothes that require water for 

production. “This is called the trade of ‘virtual water’” which is politically and economically easier than 

trading the actual water (Savenije, 2002). One reason why cotton-garments have such large water footprints 

is the high demand for irrigation when growing the crop. This is especially important since the quality of 

cotton is sensitive to sufficient water supply. If the geographic conditions don’t allow for irrigation, 

mechanical pumps need to be installed and powered (Slater, 2003b). The water flow needed for the 

irrigation of cotton in combination with added herbicides and pesticides can have negative effects on land 

and environment through chemical leaching and erosion (Slater, 2003b). Studies have shown that water and 

soil damage in local river basins can be traced back to effluents and wastewater from wet processing units 

for garments. The problem with wet processing is the need for freshwater, which is also available for lower 

prices than recycled water in less regulated countries (Venkatachalam, 2015). 

Cotton production is not only high in water demand but also demanding energy, pesticides, chemicals and 

noble metals (Sandin et al., 2019). High water demand and resulting socio-environmental issues are relevant 

for fiber production but also for processing garments. When the previous garment industry of the USA 

moved to less regulated regions of the world, local environmental problems in the USA connected to dyeing, 

finishing and wet processing declined fast (Claudio, 2007). Public wastewater treatment facilities observed 

betterment while the problems were only moved to a different location. By moving the industry abroad, the 

problems were perceived as solved, and research in the environmental toxicity of textile wastewater 

decreased quickly (Moore and Ausley, 2004). 

While cotton is used as an example for fibers used in clothing production, it is worth mentioning that man-

made synthetic fibers are also used. Cotton is one of the most water demanding crops, while synthetic fibers 

require significantly less water. However, synthetics are based on fossils that are finite and can have other 

environmental and social effects such as being non-biodegradable and ending up as large amounts of waste 

on landfills (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011; Nayak, 2020). This shows how many opportunities for trade-offs 

exist in the clothing production. Also most garments are made from fiber blends (Niinimäki et al., 2020). 
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Depending on the priorities set for production, the trade-offs look different, and it can be challenging to 

predict the ‘right’ approach where zero harm is done to society or the environment. New research supports 

the understanding that textiles for garment production should focus on renewable natural fibers and 

recyclable synthetic fibers to reduce and ideally eliminate waste (Nayak, 2020). 

Generally, it becomes clear that the clothing industry amongst other industries creates a depletion of 

resources and generates pollution air, water, land and visual environment (Slater, 2003a). Resource scarcity 

and pollution are contributors to welfare loss in garment-producing regions of the world, causing increasing 

conflict potential amongst stakeholders (Venkatachalam, 2015). Economic and environmental solutions 

appear to exist by raising prices for resources and pollution. Yet this is only an approach if there is money 

to pay for it. From a social perspective, access to certain resources such as water is considered to be a right 

for humans, which needs to be guaranteed by governments for all people (Savenije, 2002). 

2.3 Justice Challenges 

Over the last decades, resource challenges such as water issues in the clothing industry have predominantly 

been researched with a quantitative approach focused on physical resources. However, there is a growing 

field of research on global justice challenges in the industry, with linked social, economic, gender and 

policy-related dimensions. The different strands of research show a need to combine and practice inter- and 

transdisciplinary research to find converging perspectives and missing gaps that need to be addressed by 

the respective stakeholders (Daher et al., 2020). To transform the clothing sector into a sustainable industry, 

Gwilt and Rissanen (2011) highlight the need for manufacturers, retailers and consumers to change their 

mindset. With the Agenda 2030 being the global vision for a future world order, it is not enough to only 

steer economic activities towards growth anymore. More research, awareness and action for issues beyond 

the economy need to be taken when the Sustainable Development Goals want to be met (United Nations, 

2015). Therefore, stakeholders and companies along the clothing supply chain should think beyond their 

individual economic aims to find out what more is needed to work towards long-term sustainability, so the 

industry won’t be threatened by partially self-induced climate change or other risk-hazards. This is even 

the case when the company’s primary goal is economic resource allocation because businesses aim to 

increase their revenue, which depends on the social but also environmental sphere as well as gendered 

relations (Ruwanpura, 2011). 

Water challenges in the production of textiles and garments do not only have economic or environmental 

effects but reach wider areas of concern, which can be seen in the social dimension. In Bangladesh, water 

pollution and availability are issues of concern, as the use of pesticides and large amounts of water for 

ready-made garment production affect local rivers and streams (Haque and Azmat, 2015). Water scarcity 

is a common trait of textile and garment production sites. Water use for textile production can compete in 

several ways with water supply for nearby municipalities. On the one hand, municipal water is being 

polluted by the industry, but also working hours can affect local textile workers and local communities’ 

access to water. This also has gendered dimensions. This is the case if it is culturally and historically 

required for women to collect municipal water for household use at unpredictable times due to water 

scarcity. Often regulations at work do not allow for workers to leave the workspace to do this necessary 

task. In addition, studies have shown that textile workers, in general, were often not provided good quality 

drinking water and washing facilities, which increases the risk for diseases (Afsar, 2003; De Neve, 2014; 
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Haque and Azmat, 2015). Women workers' issues in the garment production are often mentioned, which 

does not imply that sustainability issues do not affect men in the industry. In this context, industrial 

capitalism is thought of as male-dominated, but in fact, women’s labor has created the cotton and fashion 

industry since the late 1700s (Beckert, 2014). Because of this and previously mentioned factors, women 

workers are more commonly subject to research (Afsar, 2003). 

The full understanding of how the clothing industry works in production countries appears to be ‘beneath 

the surface’. What is widely disseminated, is that the industry provides employment opportunities and 

promotion of the economy while on the other hand textile and garment production factories hold high 

potential to destabilize communities by competing with preexisting local water and infrastructure needs 

(e.g., farming, highly concentrated migration) and the factories contribution to pollution through the release 

of wastewater (Sluiter, 2009). This also goes for post-production and consumption scenarios where 

landfilling and incineration of trashed clothing is a common practice of waste management, which pollutes 

local groundwater sources (Sandin et al., 2019). In a review of health vulnerabilities of ready-made garment 

workers and in research on sweatshops, it was found that problems with unsafe drinking water were 

significantly responsible for up to 16 % of the physical health issues (Kabir et al., 2018; Sluiter, 2009). This 

shows how the work itself, work equipment and working environments in relation to water issues affects 

workers' health. 

Addressing sustainability issues is often portrayed as being a strategic and profit-driven initiative by focal 

companies (Li et al., 2014). Focal companies might not have a personal ethical reason to engage with 

sustainability. However, Lernborg (2019) argues that the widely recognized notion of the self-organizing 

market still leads to the conclusion that markets have a responsibility in sustainability matters as they 

themselves are the organizing factor. Thus far, multinational corporations are the elite contributors 

regarding the organization of sustainability and responsibility as it requires the provision of financial 

resources in which small and medium enterprises have difficulties in allocating (Lernborg, 2019). Economic 

players such as focal companies (not suppliers) can influence which water issues are to be addressed while 

other civil society actors from production countries such as NGOs are often excluded from decision-making 

processes (Lernborg, 2019). At the same time, the role of focal companies also triggers asymmetries in the 

supplier and brand relationship. This can be seen in the way reputational benefits are mostly only accredited 

to the brand or retailer, while they usually do not cover or contribute to occurring costs in the supply chain 

to address sustainability issues (Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016). 

When approaching sustainable development and putting it into practice, it is necessary to involve gender 

as a justice variable because distribution, access and control of resources are strongly entwined with it. 

Gender equality is seen as a crucial condition to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals put forward 

by The United Nations (2015). They further argue that natural and cultural diversity can provide answers 

to sustainable development issues. Therefore, it is important to look at power inequalities between affluent 

and non-affluent countries (Ramamurthy, 2004). Usually, focal companies (from affluent countries) such 

as brands, retailers and buyer companies hold high power positions (Seuring and Müller, 2008). From a 

feminist but also sustainable development perspective it is insufficient to only analyze commodity value 

chains by its economic relations for resource allocation and production processes as it misses the concerns 

of neoliberalist impacts on livelihoods of different gender groups, race and equality issues (Ramamurthy, 

2004; United Nations, 2015). 
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Feminist literature suggests that colonial racism and colonial patriarchies continue to shape particular 

regimes of culture, which in turn shape human-environmental relationships (Ramamurthy, 2004). Viewing 

gender issues as technical problems hinders the recognition of oppression through the development and its 

effect on socio-environmental relationships, which are not only about the accessibility of natural resources 

(Ramamurthy, 2004). 

Companies have used their difficulties in technically defining, measuring and monitoring social issues as 

an excuse to not address those challenges in the industry (Sluiter, 2009). This is supported by the review of 

sustainability reporting literature by Hahn and Kühnen (2013), which shows that little attention is given to 

social performance. The argument of why more reporting in environmental issues exists is because of better 

measurability in comparison to social performance (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013). This is an indication of how 

the textile industry is accepting the trade-off between cheap labor and competitive advantage in the market. 

Focal companies have a tendency to please external audits for sustainability by implementing and 

measuring visible codes of conduct, which are low hanging fruits that can be achieved with limited effort 

(Ruwanpura, 2011). From a garment workers union perspective, low wages are debatable in a scenario 

where the virtual wage paid by the company is increased by other social security measures (e.g., better 

filters for water). Active and collective bargaining from the side of garment workers is seen as the most 

realistic way to address this justice issue in globalized supply chains (Ramesh Kurpad, 2014). As a response 

to the exclusive approach of focal companies to organize water challenges, local society organizations are 

working to organize and emancipate garment workers and local residents to be able to bargain on water 

management issues with high-power actors and brokers (Sluiter, 2009). In this debate economy and civil 

society also have to consider domestic and international law systems that have the possibility to 

systematically ensure environmental protection and labor rights (Ramesh Kurpad, 2014). 

Summarizing, one can say that socio-ecological justice challenges in the clothing industry include 

environmental, economic as well as social sustainability problems. The clothing industry is full of trade-

offs that bear justice issues. This seems to be a result of conscious decision-making by actors in the clothing 

industry or became part of the historically emerged market and policy order. To grasp and critically review 

the sustainability issues of the Swedish clothing sector, it appears that a holistic and inclusive framework 

is needed.  
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3 Theoretical Framework 

This research uses a combined framework using the integrated nexus approach with a critical feminist 

perspective to analyze the problematization of water sustainability issues of Swedish textile brands. 

Concerning complex socio-ecological problems, Hoff et al. (2019) developed an integrated nexus approach 

for their research, which is set out to help improve environmental, climate, human and political security. 

This framework will be used to determine to which extent Swedish textile producers approach water issues 

from a cross-sectoral nexus approach and which benefits and challenges they see and face in that regard. 

The feminist ‘What is the problem represented to be’ (WPR) approach will be used to identify and 

understand invisible and unexamined assumptions (Bletsas and Beasley, 2012). 

3.1 Nexus Approach 

The nexus approach is widely known in the water science community where it is seen as a replacement or 

continuation of the Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) paradigm. This is also one factor 

why nexus approaches are driven by that community and often still have a central focus on the water sector 

(Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017). Criticism and need for reinterpretation of the IWRM were needed because of 

a too-heavy focus on water, and not integrating other solution approaches where the focus was energy or 

food (Allouche et al., 2015). This was to be changed with the nexus approach. The most prominent nexus 

approach is the water, energy, food nexus which was extensively issued and discussed at the conference 

on ‘The Water, Energy and Food-Security Nexus in Bonn, Germany in 2011 (Bonn 2011 Nexus 

Conference, 2011). By writing the background paper for the conference titled ‘Understanding the Nexus’, 

Hoff, (2011) became a widely acknowledged reference for nexus discourses (Leese and Meisch, 2015). 

Nexus approaches have become relevant for sustainable development because they use a sustainability lens 

to frame resource securities to protect society of future risks (Biggs et al., 2015). Nexus approaches 

specifically define multidimensional interdependencies and relations of sector components such as water, 

energy and food, but can include other variables such as chemicals and livelihoods (Rasul and Sharma, 

2016). The synergies between water, food and energy are often presented as nexus framework (see Figure 

4) which can help to address issues that arise in the interfaces (Mohtar and Daher, 2012). 

To coordinate these complex system challenges, researchers point out that transdisciplinary cooperation is 

needed, which nexus approaches intend to promote (Hoolohan et al., 2018; Kurian, 2017). Research also 

suggests that it is a lengthy process to apply the nexus approach in practice for public, private and civil 

society sectors (Green et al., 2017). Furthermore, nexus approaches have yet to be a bigger part of national 

policies and be implemented in practices (e.g. business) (Middleton et al., 2015). This is one of the 

motivations for this research to see in which way nexus approaches have reached the sustainability 

understanding of businesses.  

The growing human population and its dependence on these ‘resources’ become increasingly subject of 

critical analysis in the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene describes a new geological era where 

environmental change is induced by human behavior which affects the survival of human and other life 

forms existence (Cudworth and Hobden, 2013). Taking the water, energy, food nexus as an example, the 

three sectors are of great importance for sustaining basic human life and affect the environment.  
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Fig. 4. Schematic showing the water–energy–food nexus with effecting parameters (Mohtar and Daher, 2012: p. 1). 

Human needs and wants are increasingly crossing planetary boundaries, which include nine biophysical 

processes (Rasul and Sharma, 2016; Rockström et al., 2009). The interactions of nexus issues pose a risk 

threatening human, social and political security, which can be worsened and amplified by trying to resolve 

only one aspect of the nexus (Mohtar and Daher, 2012). This is of particular relevance when considering 

the Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations (Stephan et al., 2018). 

With the introduction of the SDGs as a globally accepted agenda, a common plan of action was set to 

balance economic, social and environmental challenges which are said to be inseparable (United Nations, 

2015). In other words, tackling Earth’s wicked problems is not achieved by one perspective, but by 

systemically taking into account economy, society and environment within a justice system that leaves no 

one behind. From many aspects, nexus approaches are holistic, however, there are criticalities that are 

addressed by researchers. These suggest that most nexus framings ask for “demand-led technological and 
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market solutions that ignore the supply-side limits and political and justice dimensions in terms of control 

over and access to resources” (Allouche et al., 2015: p. 611). This raises the questions to which degree this 

framing of nexus approaches is fit to be used as a tool to reach sustainable development? And why the 

economic sector has higher relevance to find solutions in comparison with social or environmental ones? 

This shows the relevance for using the nexus approach in this research to see to which degree it is applied 

in practice (e.g., in the Swedish Clothing Sector). 

Sustainable Development 

The nexus approach has become part of the language used to define sustainable development (Allouche et 

al., 2014). With that, sustainable development is a guiding vision for the nexus approach, and the three core 

dimensions of sustainability (society, environment and economy) remain nexus entry points to sustainable 

development along with Human Rights. (Stephan et al., 2018). Yet the SDGs go beyond the classical three 

dimensions thinking in separate silos and claim to address justice issues by seeing society, environment 

and economy as indivisible and integrated variables (Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference, 2011; United Nations, 

2015). This is where consensus exists in the literature. The is a general need for nexus approaches to 

managing different sectoral silos in an integrated way. This framing of nexus approaches corresponds with 

the ideas put forward for sustainable development to manage sectoral silos focusing on their 

interconnections (Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017; Leese and Meisch, 2015). 

From this perspective, nexus approaches are praised by scientific researchers (Hoff, 2011; Hoff et al., 2019; 

Mohtar and Daher, 2012; Smajgl et al., 2016) as a concept for reaching sustainable development. A 

conducted literature review of nexus frameworks suggests that all nexus approaches share the aim to 

promote the transition to sustainability by assessing trade-offs, which is one of the most common 

characteristics (Bizikova et al., 2013). However, it is criticized that nexus approaches fail to adequately 

include social aspects such as livelihood perspectives, amongst other things (Biggs et al., 2015). In terms 

of prioritization in the nexus, the securitization of resources for the fulfillment of basic human rights is 

most important. Second comes sustainable development going beyond the basic needs of humanity through 

better ecosystem management (Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference, 2011). This last aspect is connected to SDG 

12 on sustainable resource management, where conflict is likely to occur because of a clashing variety of 

stakeholders and their needs (Bleischwitz et al., 2018). In other words, a nexus approach is a complex 

approach to systems where important interconnections on different scales and between different 

stakeholders are considered in the analysis. 

Systems Analysis 

The nexus is a more recent concept to sustainable development with a foundation in a variety of older 

approaches. It serves to understand systems while there is no overall consensus on what exactly is meant 

by it (Allouche et al., 2015). The nexus as a concept has its foundation in the analysis of systems and 

highlights interconnections, synergies and trade-offs (Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017; Liu et al., 2018). To 

acknowledge the ‘relationship between structure and behavior’ of a system is an important aspect of 

systems thinking theory. A system is essentially a set of organisms and interconnected things that can be 

influenced by external factors but has its own behavioral pattern. This understanding of systems should 

then be used to understand how system patterns produce harmful results and how to address root problems 

to generate better system outcomes (Meadows, 2008). From this understanding, Daher et al. (2018) 
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describe the nexus as a resource system that includes interrelated and interdependent entities, e.g., water, 

energy and food. Other nexus researchers also suggest that systems thinking is required for nexus 

approaches, e.g., for solving toxicity issues where the holistic approach makes interconnections of 

problems visible. However, it is also difficult to express this way of thinking in policy and business, which 

is needed to transform reality (Bazilian et al., 2011; Moore and Ausley, 2004). Critics argue that nexus 

approaches serve to identify interconnections but do not illustrate nor incorporate institutional realities or 

private-sector supply chains. This would be an important step as social, economic and environmental risks 

result, e.g., from high water and energy consumption in little regulated supply chains (Allouche et al., 

2015). 

Supply Chains 

To address sustainability issues, supply chain management increasingly incorporates ideas of sustainable 

development. This is broadening the field by integrating external factors and a wider range of supply-chain 

stakeholders (Köksal et al., 2017). There are eight main categories of stakeholders that are to be included 

in nexus frameworks (Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference, 2011) which are: 

1. International and development organizations that play an important role in setting the climate for 

multilateral policies and investment agendas.  

2. Influential business and private sector actors whose environmental and ethical externalities affect 

local communities and the environment. Stakeholders from this category could show interest in 

nexus approaches due to an existent business case that promises increased cost and resource 

efficiency and better risk management.  

3. Local authorities and utilities which provide regions with services to address citizen necessities and 

help to overcome local issues (e.g., poverty).  

4. Research organizations improving nexus approaches in theory. 

5. Regional bodies fostering regional cooperation for nexus thinking. 

6. The financial sector, although to a less extent. However, it is needed for providing investment for 

the implementation of the nexus approach.  

7. The civil society. 

8. The farming community.  

Although civil society and the farming community are needed to promote awareness for sustainability 

issues and adapt through capacity building, they get the least attention in leading nexus literature (Bonn 

2011 Nexus Conference, 2011). Sustainability in supply chains is often referred to as a triple bottom line, 

which prescribes minimum requirements for the environmental, economic and social dimensions. In regard 

to the clothing sector, studies have shown that the environmental, social and economic dimensions of the 

triple bottom line are insufficiently considered, especially during the production and supply of garments 

(Nayak, 2020). Sustainable supply chain management is based on the triple bottom line concept (Köksal et 

al., 2017). In agreement with nexus observations from the Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference, (2011), Green et 

al., (2017) also suggest the private sector to have a critical role in bringing forward sustainable nexus 

management. This is of importance because thus far, the private sector was too little involved in nexus 

research. In connection to that, sustainable supply chain management is defined as: 
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“…management of material, information and capital flows as well as cooperation among companies 

along the supply chain while takin goals from all three dimensions… of sustainable development into 

account which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements.” 

(Seuring and Müller, 2008: p. 1700). 

These requirements have to be fulfilled by supply chain members. However, a vast majority of studies on 

sustainability in supply chains show that especially requirements for the social dimension are lacking and 

existing issues were left unattended. This is still the case in the clothing industry, where social issues remain 

in the shadow despite them being connected to the labor-intensive work as part of the supply chain (Köksal 

et al., 2017). From section 2, one can derive that the clothing industry's main issues are connected to water, 

chemicals and labor issues. How the Swedish clothing industry (in the case of the STWI) frames their 

sustainability problems is done with a nexus perspective to identify if one can find patterns of a nexus 

approach. It is of interest to this research to see which variables the STWI includes in their nexus and what 

is neglected. 

Generally, nexus approaches are often limited to approximately three sectors (e.g., water, energy, food). 

This has the benefit of keeping analysis simpler and more pragmatic but can result in oversimplifying 

issues. Integrating more variables, on the other hand, can overcomplicate the analysis. This is a trade-off 

one should be aware of when using this approach. What is included and not included in nexus approaches 

shows which sectors and issues are given the most importance (Mohtar and Daher, 2017). Therefore, it is 

interesting to analyze in which way nexus framings are used in the Swedish Clothing Industry, where their 

focus lies and what lays outside of their range of vision. What appears to be a silver bullet for reaching 

sustainable development is still missing the governance and conceptualization aspect of justice when 

looking at trade-offs in the energy, water, food nexus (Middleton et al., 2015). Therefore Middleton et al. 

(2015) argue that the introduction and inclusion of the field of justice to nexus approaches is necessary. 

This is done to examine in what way nexus framings produce winners and losers in resource decision-

making and later to be able to act on possible injustices. To critically screen the potential nexus approaches 

used in the Swedish Clothing Industry, this research uses the WPR approach to give the analysis a feminist 

lens. 

3.2 The WPR Approach – A Feminist Perspective 

This research draws its understanding from the feminist lens from the argumentation of Mallory (2018), 

who proposes a more nuanced theoretical understanding of injustices, including gender and environmental 

problems in the face of climate change. In her work, she widens the environmental justice perspective by 

connecting the material and conceptual degradation of natural places and gender oppression. Her argument 

draws from previous ecofeminist research, which suggests that current orders of places, where 

industrialized societies live, are based on anthropocentrism and capitalism. Coming from this ground, she 

suggests that hierarchies and structural oppression of human and non-human entities are constructed. These 

are to be seen as conceptualized and materialized exclusions of justice issues by the industrialized society. 

The overall goal and result from her research are that exclusions such as gender and environmental 

oppression are to be seen interconnected, should be confronted and corrected as part of addressing justice 

issues for sustainable development (Mallory, 2018). The motivation to use a feminist perspective lies in 
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taking down barriers in sustainability problematizations, so unheard human entities (e.g., local 

communities) and the environment gain voice as stakeholders of negative industrial impacts. The latter is 

part of a new non-anthropocentric paradigm endorsed by the United Nations, (2019) where parts of the 

environment (e.g., rivers) are granted legal person status. 

During the last two decades, nexus approaches began to emerge in the science community. During the same 

time period, feminist philosophers put more focus on natural sciences reinventing their field by moving 

from social constructionism of gender roles to the interrelation of nature concerns and limits to the human 

society (Huffer, 2017). This is the take on feminism that is used in the adapted feminist WPR approach for 

this research. It is rather about using a feminist lens as an interdisciplinary initiative “to link humanistic 

inquiry with the natural sciences” (Huffer, 2017: p. 65) than to deconstruct the effects of the male patriarchy 

in the form of the female submissiveness of women and feminized nature. While one can argue that the 

clothing industry is a labor-intensive work field designed for predominantly poor, rural, female workers 

(Khan and Milne, 2019), the feminist approach used for this research does not primarily focus on women. 

Yet gender is not excluded from the analysis as “the systematic mainstreaming of a gender perspective in 

the implementation of the Agenda is crucial” for sustainable development (United Nations, 2015: p. 6). 

Sustainable development is also the reason to change perspective and look from a different angle at 

problems (Gardetti and Torres, 2012). This also needs to be done when using a feminist lens for analyzing 

nexus problematizations by going beyond male and female gender inequalities in terms of a wider range of 

justice issues. 

The original theoretical base for the WPR approach is constituted by social construction theory, 

poststructuralism, feminist body theory and governmentality. These mainly provide a base for gendering or 

gender mainstreaming issues (Bacchi et al., 2010). Here “Feminist body theory (Beasley and Bacchi 2007; 

Gatens 1995) ensures that we keep an eye to the ways in which problem representations have real and 

meaningful effects for lived/living bodies” (Bacchi et al., 2010).  

The way problems are represented by different actors, institutions or groups affects what is seen as 

problematic and what is left unconsidered. In other words, problem representations have the power to 

influence and manifest how people perceive world issues (Bacchi et al., 2010). Therefore, it can be argued 

that problematizations offer a limited and framed selection of how a phenomenon is portrayed. Originally 

the ‘what is the problem represented to be’ approach (WPR) is used as a 6-question guide to facilitate 

critical analysis of public policies (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). For this research, however, the guiding 

questions were separated into two sections to map out brand problematizations of water sustainability 

issues. Question 1 (Q1) helped to guide the presentation of the results of the case study and literature review. 

Question 2 to 6 (Q2-6) are of a critical and reflective character, which is why they were used to structure 

the analysis and discussion (see Table 1). 
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  WPR Questions 

5. Results Section 5.1. What’s the problem represented to be? (Q1) 

6. Analysis & 

Discussion 

Section 6.1 What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of 

the problem? (Q2) 

Section 6.2 How has this representation of the problem come about? (Q3) 

Section 6.3 What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? (Q4) 

Section 6.4 What effects are produced by this representation of the problem? (Q5) 

Section 6.5 How has this representation of the problem been disseminated,  

and can it be replaced? (Q6) 

Table 1. Description of how the WPR framework is applied throughout results, analysis and discussion. 

A goal when applying the WPR approach can be to identify, if and in which way problematizations can 

negatively consolidate, social relations such as gender inequality as well as racialization and classification 

of people (Bacchi et al., 2010). The nexus approach intends to look at resource issues but also to connect 

and view them within a socio-environmental system. The gained insights from the nexus approach are then 

to be used for policymaking to reach sustainable development (Al-Saidi and Elagib, 2017). It, therefore, 

follows that nexus analyses build a base for later policymaking. While the WPR approach starts by 

analyzing policies or policy proposals and works its way backward to find out how the problem 

representation came to be, it can be interesting to step in before policies are proposed. Here the use of the 

WPR approach as an analytical tool comes in handy to help identify how nexus problematizations shape 

the perception of sustainability issues in the Swedish clothing sector and can later on influence 

policymaking on that matter. The WPR approach is not a tool to shame problematizations, but rather a tool 

of analysis which helps to understand the underlying implications of problem framings and practice critical 

thinking by questioning them (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi et al., 2010). For this research, the WPR approach a 

policy analysis tool is applied differently and used for industry analysis to see how sustainability problems 
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are problematized by members of the STWI. This research is based on a case study of the multiscale STWI 

initiative, which mainly works with Scandinavian clothing brands but also abroad with actors in the garment 

supply chain in producing countries. Nexus problematization imply and frame solutions for sustainable 

development (Hoolohan et al., 2018). This thesis applies the WPR approach to the STWI case study, which 

can help to reflect and understand problematizations. It offers a feminist lens to take a critical look at how 

representative actors of the Swedish clothing industry frame water sustainability issues and what solutions 

they suggest for an economically, environmentally and socially balanced industry sector. 

  



 

24 

4. Methods and Study Design 

This chapter describes the research design and the methods used in the study. 

4.1 Study Design and Data Sources 

For this project, the embedded single-case design (Yin, 2009) was chosen to frame the research. This 

method allows for a holistic analysis of organizational as well as managerial processes, which are relevant 

to answer the earlier presented research questions. This form of case study implies that the research is 

placed within a context. Here the context is the problematization of water sustainability issues of the 

clothing industry.  

The case study is aligned with the research questions i) to identify problematizations of Swedish clothing 

brands ii) investigate to which degree nexus approaches were considered and lastly ii) which issues were 

left unquestioned.  

STWI was chosen to be the case, and three representative member brands were the unit of analysis. The 

STWI “is a collaboration between the Stockholm International Water Institute, Sida and thirty textile 

companies that promote more sustainable production in the textile industry” and was active in “India, China, 

Bangladesh, Turkey and Ethiopia and includes about 120 factories” (Sida, 2016). One aim of this research 

is to understand how nexus approaches define sustainability challenges in the case of STWI. For those three 

very engaged brands (KappAhl, Filippa K. and Dressmann) were selected as units of analysis with the help 

of a contact person from STWI who recommended them for best results and information.  

 

Fig. 5. Embedded single case study on STWI brand member problematizations of water sustainability issues (based 

on Yin, 2009) 
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Triangulation is a necessary procedure to address a variety of interests with a diverse collection of sources 

of evidence and data points (Yin, 2009). This is to test the validness and accordance of research evidence 

(Carter et al., 2014). For this study, data was collected three ways and analyzed with the WPR approach, as 

described in section 3.2. The qualitative study design incorporated the review of sustainability reports as 

part of a wider literature review. In addition, semi-structured interviews with industry contributors close to 

STWI were conducted. Figure 4 shows where the three different data collection methods apply. To add 

range and depth as well as to cater to the requirements of this works case study, the literature review will 

be combined with a meta-analysis of semi-structured interviews to gain data on the potential utility of the 

combined framework. Furthermore, documents from brand websites, sustainability reports and other 

relevant non-academic sources were combined with the insights from the literature review for triangulation. 

Although research is designed to be a linear process, it is simultaneously an iterative process since new 

discovering along the research process can lead to a reconsideration of the research design which then can 

be adapted and optimized. This is the case for this research and visualized in Figure 4. Here the original 

design anticipated semi-structured interviews on nexus approaches with brand representatives. Previously 

guiding questions on nexus approaches were developed. However, a conversation with an STWI member 

revealed that brands were not aware of what a nexus concept specifically implied as they were only aware 

of general ‘holistic concepts’ to sustainability. Therefore, the guiding questions had to be reformulated and 

adapted to the knowledge and vocabulary of brand representatives. Later the semi-structured interviews 

with brands got cancelled due to several reasons (see section 1.3) and had to be replaced by a document 

analysis. This shows how this research is subject to a linear but integrative research process. 

 

Fig. 6. Linear and iterative research (based on Yin, 2009) 
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4.1 Literature Review 

Literature reviews are an important research method for fast advancing and interdisciplinary fields of 

research. However, to establish a credible ground for argumentation, a specific methodology is needed for 

a good level of quality. Snyder (2019) suggest using the flexibility of an integrated literature review 

approach when one aims to join and collect different research perspectives to develop a new framework. 

By combining the WPR method with a nexus analysis, the results of this research were used to set stone for 

a new transdisciplinary perspective on how to address complex sustainability issues of the fashion industry. 

A further argument for using the integrative literature review approach is its usefulness in outlining and 

evaluating different research areas (Snyder, 2019).  

This research used literature review methods in three distinct stages. First, an initial exploratory literature 

review was used to provide the research with its theoretical framework and to develop the contextual 

background for the research question. An integrative literature review was then conducted to see how water 

issues in connection to the textile industry can be framed from a nexus perspective and served to later screen 

and illuminate it with a feminist perspective. The third stage was the analysis of brand sustainability reports, 

discussed in more detail in section 4.2. 

In terms of replicability, there is no specific standardized guideline for implementing an integrative review. 

However, Torraco (2016) provides an overview of how to structure and implement an integrative literature 

review, which will be used as a guideline for this research. Generally, it can be said that the integrative 

literature review is used to “to critically analyze and examine the literature and the main ideas and 

relationships of an issue." (Snyder, 2019: p. 336). In his research Torraco (2016) specifies how integrative 

literature reviews are useful for holistically conceptualizing and synthesizing contemporary and new 

literature and likely contribute to the conceptualization of a new framework or perspective, which is one of 

the aims of this research. 

The idea of the water, energy and food-security nexus evolved in the late 2000s and early 2010s. This is 

why the literature used for this thesis dates from 2000 until 2020, although in some cases earlier papers 

were also included if they were relevant to the review. Literature was gathered from various reviews and 

research articles available on different databases, such as Google Scholar, J-store, Uppsala University 

Library and Elsevier. The database search was based on the keywords used in the context of nexus 

approaches and sustainability issues of garment production. Major keywords that were used included: 

“Nexus analysis”, “sustainable nexus”, “sustainable clothes”, “social justice”, “environmental assessment”, 

“sustainable supply chain”, “water management”, “clothing industry”, “ready-made garments”. Firstly, all 

articles were collected using the above-mentioned keywords. Subsequently, the articles’ abstracts and 

research outcomes were examined regarding their relevance for the research questions. In some instances, 

literature sources found as references in relevant articles were also included. 

Document analysis 

Due to the precarious situation under COVID-19, there was a low receptivity and willingness of brand 

representatives, experts and researchers to talk about the research topic. It was perceived as highly 

unattractive to critically reflect the water sustainability work of Swedish clothing brands in times of 

uncertainty of what will happen to the sector post-COVID19 as it was said to struggle financially pre-
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COVID19. The Swedish clothing industry is ‘walking on thin ice’, and the fear of ‘being misinterpreted’ 

and ‘offending brands’ that potential interviewees work with were named as reasons to decline interviews. 

As it was previously established, the units of analysis of this research are STWI member brands. They 

constitute a suitable unit of analysis, as literature has repeatedly tagged them as business-to-consumer focal 

companies when referring to sustainability reporting (Li et al., 2014; Seuring and Müller, 2008). In other 

words, brands are the main contact and communication point between consumer and the textile value chain 

and face high public pressure for sustainability interventions (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013). To compensate for 

missing brand interviews, three STWI brands were identified with the help of an STWI contact person, and 

their respective sustainability reports were analyzed. After identifying relevant documents, they were 

scanned through with the purpose of finding how water sustainability issues were represented. A keyword 

search for ‘water’ helped to identify relevant sections fast, but was supported by skim reading the entire 

document to not miss out on relevant information. The previous review of academic articles identified four 

reoccurring areas related to water issues; 5.2.1 environmental issues; 5.2.2 economic issues; 5.2.3 technical 

issues and 5.2.4 socio-political issues. These areas were used to categorize the findings from the document 

analysis in the results section. 

The specific brands and source documents under study are described in table 2. 

Brand name Short information Documents used 

KappAhl KappAhl was founded in 1953 in Gothenburg 

and today is one of the leading Nordic fashion 

chains, with around 380 KappAhl and Newbie 

Stores in Sweden, Norway, Finland, Poland 

and the United Kingdom, as well as Shop 

Online. It is a STWI member Since 2010 

(KappAhl, 2019; STWI, 2019) 

  

Annual Report 2018/ 2019 - 

Operations Sustainability 

Earnings 

Annual Report 2017/ 2018 

Part 1 

Annual Report 2017/ 2018 

Part 2 

  

Filippa K. Filippa K is a Swedish clothing brand 

established in 1993 with 55 stores and over 600 

retailers. They are members if STWI since 

2010 (STWI, 2019). 

Brand Performance Check 

2017 

Sustainability Report 2017 

Sustainability Report 2018 
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Dressman (Varner 

Group) 

Dressman was founded in 1962 in Oslo, 

Norway and is currently the largest men's 

clothing brand in the Nordic region. They are 

part of the Varner Group, which is a member 

of STWI since 2016 (STWI, 2019). 

Sustainable Cotton 

Communication (n.d) 

Ethical trading initiative 

reporting for Varner 2015 

Responsible Manufacturing 

Report 2018 

Varner AS Statutory 

Sustainability Report 2019 

Table 2. STWI brand selection for document analysis 

4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

The decision to conduct semi-structured interviews was made to ensure cross-case comparability. The 

interviews were meant to show to which degree brands use an integrated nexus approach (Hoff et al., 2019), 

what is problematized and what is kept ‘beneath the surface’. Semi-structured interviewing is widely 

applied in feminist research because of its less invasive nature. This approach creates "higher rapport 

between interviewee and interviewer" and a "non-hierarchical relationship"(Bryman, 2016: p. 488) which 

more likely allows the discussion of sensitive and different topics in comparison to other interview forms 

(Carter et al., 2014). This form of interviewing was found useful for this research because of the chosen 

feminist approach presented by Bacchi and Godwin (2016) and the delicate topic of sustainability in the 

clothing industry. The discrepancies of interview participants 'worldviews' and the interviewer’s positions 

intrinsic challenge of the method (Bryman, 2016). They were handled with care when analyzing and 

presenting the research material. 

4.2.1 Selection of Interviewees 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two industry contributors, who asked to remain 

anonymous to keep their integrity in the business. They were selected because of their expertise in the 

clothing business and close proximity to the work of STWI. They were contacted through an STWI contact 

person. 

The main focus of the interviews laid on the phenomenon of how Swedish clothing brands and members of 

the STWI problematize water sustainability challenges. A second focus was put on the extend a nexus 

approach is applied addressing water sustainability issues in the clothing industry. This made the 

perspective of industry contributors very valuable as they can provide a different observation on the brands' 

actions and work. Originally member brands of the STWI and selected researchers were supposed to be 

interviewed as well. However, it appeared to be a very delicate situation because of COVID-19 and resulting 

economic pressure during the time of March 2020 until the finalization of the study in June 2020. This was 
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put forward as the reason why the brands and other potential interview partners unwillingness to give out 

statements or participate in interviews. 

4.2.2 Development of Interview Questions 

Originally two sets of interview questions were developed for data collection for the semi-structured 

interviews. One question set was intended for the brand members of STWI. A second one was developed 

for experts working with STWI brands on sustainability issues. The interview guide for brand interviews 

could not be used as they were cancelled. To compensate for the missing perspective, sustainability reports 

from three member brands were analyzed. The procedure is further explained in section 4.3. 

Similar to the interview question set for the brands, one set of questions was developed for industry experts. 

This set of questions was derived from Hoff et al., (2019), who developed a six element "practice oriented 

analytical framework" for cases studies. Six questions  

specific integrated nexus approach to improve environmental, climate, human and political security. In 

relation to research question (II), these interview questions served to mainly find out to what degree a nexus 

approach is considered in the case of Swedish textile brands in the STWI. 

4.2.3 Performing the Interviews 

The two interview respondents were free to choose whether they wanted to meet up in person (pre-COVID 

19) or do a distance interview. The interviews during COVID-19 restrictions were held over Skype and 

lasted from 30 minutes up to 1 hour, depending on the interview flow. All interviews were recorded after 

getting consent from the respondents. The gender-neutral code names Mika and Neo were selected to give 

the anonymous interview results more character, while the interviewees' integrity was guaranteed. 

4.4.4 Processing of Interview Material 

First and foremost, the participants were asked before each interview if an audio recording could be done 

and their statements be used in this thesis. Although approval from both informants was given before the 

interview their opinion changed after receiving a selection of quotes for review. This is why the author 

anonymized the interviewees identity in consultation with them. The statements use from the materials were 

approved via email by the interviewees. However, the transcription of the interviews cannot be displayed 

in the annex without revealing the interviewees identity, which is why they will be kept confidential under 

a non-disclosure agreement between the author and the interview participants.  

After conducting the interviews, all audio materials were listened to with the intent to capture the essence 

of the dialogue. During the interviews, voice recordings were done, and notes were taken. Later these 

materials were carefully listened to and read through to identify key issues and patterns. Transliteration was 

done for all interviews individually after completion. The findings were then sorted according to relevance 

for the research. This was done through colour coding the transcribed texts. The different topic used for 

color coding emerged from reoccurring themes in the literature review, which were used to structure quotes 

and findings. These are 5.2.1 environmental issues; 5.2.2 economic issues; 5.2.3 technical issues and 5.2.4 

socio-political issues. Highlighted results were selected and are presented in the analyses. To ensure validity 
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and rigor of the interview results, anonymized materials documenting the procedural steps in organizing 

and conducting the interviews are published in the Annex. 
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5. Results 

In this section the results from the brand document analysis, literature review and interviews are presented. 

This is done by answering the first question of the WPR approach (see Table 1) – what is the problem 

represented to be? Here it is important to highlight that the literature findings include a wider scope of water 

sustainability issues than what is captured in the brand documents and interviews with industry contributors. 

In this section the word ‘brand’ only refers to the studied STWI members.  

5.1 What Is the Problem Represented to Be? 

This subsection serves to show in which ways water sustainability issues can be problematized from a 

nexus perspective. This means that This section closes off with a map of the potential nexus 

problematization by STWI member brands supported by interview insights and academic literature (5.2.5). 

Based on recurring themes in the literature review and interviews, the following section will present the 

results in four subsections. These are inevitably interconnected but are addressed separately for more 

clarity. The four aspects are: 5.1.1 environmental issues, 5.1.2 economic issues, 5.1.3 technological issues 

and 5.1.4 socio-political issues. 

5.1.1 Environmental Issues 

In terms of environmental issues from the clothing industry Allwood et al. (2008) identify climate change, 

chemical pollution, waste and water consumption as the main negative environmental impacts of the 

industry. These findings are congruent with results from more recent research done on clothing value chains 

(Koszewska, 2018; Niinimäki et al., 2020a) which identify water consumption, chemical pollution, CO2 

emissions and textile waste as the critical environmental impacts in clothing production and consumption. 

The problematization of water sustainability however is only connected to environmental issues concerning 

water, energy and chemicals. Waste will therefore not be included in the results section. 

Brands working with STWI problematize environmental problems coming from water sustainability issues 

as negative impacts of the production and processing phase of clothing (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). 

Sustainability reports show that brands have an understanding of environmental impacts caused by the 

general industry. However, they position themselves in a more distant manner towards them: 

The biggest environmental risks are found outside our own company. Those are impact on climate 

change, water scarcity, negative impact on biodiversity, the use of hazardous chemicals and the release 

of micro plastics into rivers and oceans. 

(Filippa K., 2018; Filippa K., 2017: p. 11/12) 

Brands engage with environmental through memberships with initiatives such as the STWI and but also by 

having supplier codes of conduct, internal codes of conduct and working with restricted substance lists 

(Varner as Dressmann, 2019). This is complemented by the acquisition of certifications and labels such as 
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Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS) and Nordic Ecolabel Swan (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). This 

form of effort was acknowledged in the interview with an industry contributor. 

“Brands, especially established brands have started owning environmental responsibility of their product 

and supply chains in a big way in the last decade.” (Mika, 2020). 

 

Table 3. Summary of environmental issues 

Water 

The literature review shows that water consumption is a main environmental issue in the clothing industry. 

Water use accounts for 79 trillion liters of water per year (Niinimäki et al., 2020a), most of which is 

allocated in fiber cultivation (e.g., cotton) and for wet processing. 

The two main adverse impacts of the industry’s water use are water scarcity as a result of water 

consumption, and the negative impact on water supplies caused by wastewater production. The latter will 

be discussed in more detail in the next paragraph. Cotton cultivation, but also manufacturing, is seen as the 

main contributor to local groundwater and drinking water losses in arid production regions making up 7% 

(Niinimäki et al., 2020; Sandin et al., 2019). From a nexus perspective, these water losses can jeopardize 

water availability and water accessibility for humans and ecosystems. For the human world, healthy 

ecosystems are especially relevant for livelihoods living in poverty because healthy ecosystems provide 

better water quality (Hoff, 2011). The interaction of industries with freshwater cycles affects the 

environment. In turn, changes in water systems can affect biodiversity and ecological functioning leading 

to loss of resilient ecosystems (Rockström et al., 2009). Derived from a study done on the Swedish clothing 

consumption by Sandin et al., (2019), cotton fiber cultivation and production on the agricultural level has 

a much higher impact (87%) on water scarcity than manufacturing and wet processing (3%). 
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Cotton fiber production has previously led to desertification, as can be seen in the case of the Mackenzie 

River in Australia and the Aral Sea in Uzbekistan (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). However, this framing does 

not encounter polluted water as consumption because of its focus on only fresh water use. This leads to the 

other negative impact of water use in the clothing industry - water pollution. In this category, manufacturing 

and wet processing of garments have a higher impact compared to fiber production (Sandin et al., 2019). 

Wet processing is seen as the most environmentally harmful process along the clothing production chain 

(Moore and Ausley, 2004). This is because of the addition of chemicals to heated water during wet 

processing, which leads to the release of toxic wastewater into water bodies. This is more likely to occur in 

less industrialized regions of the world with inadequate water treatment sites, where most of today’s 

clothing production occurs (Moore and Ausley, 2004). If heated wastewater is released into nearby water 

bodies, only the increased temperature can already “change the balance of nature in the region downstream” 

(p. 20) and make aquatic systems inhabitable for aquatic life (Slater, 2003c). The discharge of untreated 

wastewater into freshwater systems also greatly affects water scarcity because water sources will become 

polluted. Yet one cannot leave out water pollution or toxification through pesticides and fertilizers used for 

cotton cultivation, which can deteriorate land and water systems (Nayak, 2020). Cotton cultivation does not 

have the same pollution impact as wet processing but should be considered when looking at water 

sustainability issues (Nayak, 2020). 

From a brand perspective, the clothing industry creates “emissions to air and water, waste and impacts the 

community and biodiversity” (KappAhl, 2018a: p. 35). Part of the problematization is that large parts of 

the industry’s environmental impact occur during fiber production jeopardizing animal life and biodiversity. 

This is why organic fiber selection (e.g., certified organic cotton) is stated as the brands’ contribution to 

this issue (Dressmann, n.d.; KappAhl, 2019). Other brands specifically mention water scarcity as the 

negative impact of excessive water use in the supply chain (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). Suppliers and 

their compliance with brand codes of conduct are seen as the main measurable contribution to resource-

efficiency, especially concerning water. This appears to constitute a very difficult encounter for brands, 

which can be seen by not achieving their set goals in supplier compliance with these issues (ETI, 2015). 

Supplier compliance is very complex because of the diverse spectrum of suppliers the brand work with. To 

address varying and individual types of processes from factories (e.g., correct water purification in wet 

processing) KappAhl, (2018a) requires corresponding codes of conduct from their suppliers. This shows 

how brands can take account of complex differences between supplier production practices. 

“Water is life and a precious, scarce resource which is being consumed to excess within the textile industry. 

The collaboration with STWI for the past two years has empowered our supply chain with tools and 

awareness, leading to enormous savings” (Filippa K., 2017: p. 46). Water issues are high on the priority list 

of brands because of its elevated role in the SDGs and the high water usage throughout the lifecycle of 

clothes but especially in the garment production process (Dressmann, n.d.). (Filippa K., 2017) describe the 

excess use of water and chemicals as the main problem in production. This is especially the case for Asian 

countries, “which account for the greatest part of the world’s textile industry” and “are the fourth largest 

water user” (KappAhl, 2018a: p. 35). 

What could be taken away from the interviews with industry contributors is the picture that “The textile 

sector is one of the highest water consuming and water-polluting industrial sectors” (Mika, 2020). Both 

interviewees shared the opinion that addressing most environmental impacts (especially concerning water) 
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is increasingly relevant for the sector on the factory level but also on the brand level. This idea was captured 

in the following. 

“There is a negative environmental impact caused by the textile industry and it mainly happens around 

the factories; here is where we need to focus our support. It doesn’t happen in some head offices in 

Europe. In the future, the textile and brands business model will get insecure, as natural resources 

become scarcer. Water is one of the main resources and these will become either less available or 

contaminated. This is one of the reasons why brands should be interested in sustainability issues. Their 

production depends on fresh water.” 

(Neo, 2020)  

This framing of the problem can be extended with a statement by Mika, (2020): “The STWI work is focused 

on Environmental issues both at supply chain level and policy level.”, highlighting the need for action on 

all levels in the supply chain, including the brands, but also in the form of policy frameworks. Furthermore, 

the link of water issues to energy and chemicals can be broadened to include climate change as an 

interlinked variable when looking at a potential nexus approach in the clothing industry. 

“So, if I step back at the 30000 feet level I think, especially in the industrial sector, climate change and 

the water issues somehow get linked. The Paris agreement and all of the climate initiatives were focused 

on GHG and recently they have started to recognize key strong linkages of water with climate change. If 

you start looking at the environmental pollution from a nexus perspective as we are, then climate change 

also becomes part of the water story.” 

(Mika, 2020)  

These results present the strong interlinkages of water with other resources but also the wider impacts of 

industrial water use in the clothing sector. 

Chemicals 

From scientific perspective, water and chemical use in the clothing industry go hand in hand and constitute 

a great sustainability problem. The application and use of chemicals begin in the fiber cultivation phase and 

are continued throughout the different manufacturing processes, especially for wet processing. There is an 

awareness of chemical contents used along the supply chain and their long-term environmental and health 

effects. Yet, there are cases where 466g of chemicals are used for 1 kg of textile production (Niinimäki et 

al., 2020a). Although natural fibers such as cotton are biodegradable, they are treated with chemicals which 

remain in the clothes and affect soil and groundwater when disposed of onto landfills (Koszewska, 2018). 

In 2009 Rockström et al. (2009) defined nine planetary boundaries, although chemical pollution was not 

one of them due to a lack of quantitative boundary levels. However, they provide strong arguments about 

why chemical pollution should be one because chemicals affect human and ecosystem health, mostly on 

local but also on a global scale. Chemical pollution affects other planetary boundaries, such as the 

biodiversity boundary and climate-change boundary. This is because chemical pollution can deteriorate 

species and micro-organisms, which negatively affects biodiversity and therefore, can make ecosystems 

more vulnerable. Negative impacts of chemical pollution on climate change can be found when looking at 
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chemical production, which releases CO2 emissions as most of them are based on fossil resources 

(Rockström et al., 2009). 

In terms of negative environmental impacts by chemicals used in the clothing industry, one brand 

specifically problematizes that the focus was for a long time on animal welfare but needs to be extended to 

biodiversity. This is highlighted by KappAhl, (2019) as important step to take in the clothing production 

process. Other brands connect chemical issues in a general way to environmental issues. During the 

interviews, chemical, environmental impacts were discussed in connection to water issues covered in the 

previous section (Mika, 2020; Neo, 2020). 

Energy 

Other than chemical issues, sustainability issues from energy use and emissions are mainly found on factory 

level for processing and manufacturing of clothing as well as in the use phase for washing and drying 

(Nayak, 2020; Niinimäki et al., 2020). Due to increased online shopping, means of transport changed from 

container shipping to air cargo which increases emissions (Nayak, 2020).The form of transport of apparel 

items to sales destinations plays a bigger role in the amount of CO2 generation.  

The biggest impact comes from energy use from heating water for wet processing and for weaving and 

confection of garments (Sandin et al., 2019). This is because textile processing and clothing manufacturing 

typically run on fossil fuels, which create a bigger carbon footprint. In fiber production and apparel care 

(e.g., washing, laundry) in the use phase, the use of renewable energies is more common, which is why the 

impact on emissions is less (Nayak, 2020). Besides that, the type of fiber production matters for the global 

production of CO2 emissions, as synthetic materials account for two-thirds of the emissions produced by 

the clothing industry. It becomes clear that the biggest energy and emission problem defined by research 

lies within processing, manufacturing, but also garment care in the use phase. Overall, water emissions are 

higher than air emissions because chemicals are emitted mainly to water and not to air, which constitutes a 

more severe degree of emissions (Sandin et al., 2019). However, Niinimäki et al. (2020a) point out that “the 

bigger concern is the environmental impact of energy, material, water and chemicals that have gone into 

the manufacturing of unsold garments which represents a substantial waste of resources” (p.195). 

Incinerating unsold garments and garment waste have low levels of emissions in comparison with that 

(Niinimäki et al., 2020a). 

As previously mentioned, brands position environmental issues along the supply chain connected to 

production and manufacturing processes. 

“There are both environmental and social risks within our value chain and those are mainly found 

beyond our direct control and our own business, up streams of our value chain. 

For our own direct impact on the environment we make conscious decisions when it comes transports and 

we try to reduce our use of energy and make sure to use renewable energy in our facilities.” 

(Filippa K., 2017) 

Environmental issues that are directly associated with the brands with their business are CO2 emissions 

from transport of apparel and energy use in their facilities. Energy sources, however, also play an important 



 

36 

role along the supply chain, which require close monitoring by suppliers (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). 

This is part of brands tracking their climate footprint in production in the form of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) 

emissions (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). Looking back at the previously mentioned quote by Mika (2020), 

a link was drawn from water issues to climate change, which in the case of GHG emissions is very clear. 

“The Paris agreement and all of the climate initiatives were focused on GHG and recently they have 

started to recognize key strong linkages of water with climate change. If you start looking at the 

environmental pollution from a nexus perspective as we are, then climate change also becomes part of the 

water story.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

 

5.1.2 Technological Issues 

Literature suggests that small and medium enterprises in the clothing industry lack funding for new 

technologies to replace conventional but unsustainable production practices, as they struggle with 

consumers not willing to pay higher prices for better production (Nayak, 2020). From a nexus perspective, 

new technology is seen as a solution to many of the sustainability challenges affecting resource scarcity 

(Leese and Meisch, 2015). Nexus literature suggests that the implementation and identification of new 

innovative technology is part of a nexus perspective, which responsible businesses should focus on (Bonn 

2011 Nexus Conference, 2011). When talking about technology, is it important to recall the major industrial 

production steps of clothing. 

“After cotton production (agricultural produce) comes spinning, weaving, wet processing and garment 

manufacturing. These are the four major industrial production steps.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

The brand perspective on technical issues, especially regarding STWI; is that their sustainability work to 

reach Agenda 2030 goals (6, 12 and 17) are strongly linked to “capacity-building, performance tracking 

and hands-on technical support” (Filippa K, 2018; Filippa K., 2017: p. 45).  

During the interviews with Mika (2020), a picture was drawn where technical solutions highly contribute 

to addressing environmental sustainability issues connected to water: 

“To help identify operational interventions, through the introduction of global best practices, systems and 

policies is important. This can be done by identifying the latest technologies at the factory level to improve 

the factory’s environmental and operational performance while contributing to the reduction of the supply 

chain footprint”.  

“On the ground, resource efficiency in manufacturing supply chain deals with energy, water and 

chemical management practices which require technical expertise to identify opportunities and 

solutions.”  
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“The areas of training or capacity building would be technical because at the end of the day, if you want 

to conserve resources (like energy, water, chemicals, etc.), you need to get into the physics or the 

chemistry of it.” 

However, Mika (2020) did not see technological solutions as a single silver bullet to sustainability issues 

but rather as part of a mix of efforts such as policy interventions. 

 

Table 4. Summary of technological issues 

Water 

Energy, in the form of electricity, is used to pump fresh water, heat water and to treat wastewater (Heldman 

and Moraru, 2010), and electricity is the most used form of energy on factory level. In an attempt to make 

clothing production more sustainable, hydroelectric energy generation technology has been used, which 

often requires artificially moving water flows by building dams and manipulating rivers. Not only is this 

technology expensive but it is also causing ecological damage (Slater, 2003c). Large amounts of freshwater 

are used in textile processing for garment manufacturing. To promote water efficiency, research suggests 

implementing closed water system technology, which has the benefit of closing the water loop, which will 

enclose all particles released during production (Hoff et al., 2019). On the downside, this is considered 

expensive and potentially environmentally harmful because more severe chemical cleaning is needed for 

this operation (Slater, 2003c). However, better water systems for clothing production are seen as a major 

contribution to mitigating sustainability impacts (Sandin et al., 2019). 

Brands problematize the large use of water in the production of clothing. A strong focus is laid on “proper 

treatment of discharged water”, especially when using wet processing where wastewater can cause water 

pollution (Varner as Dressmann, 2018: p. 15). Technologies for water treatment and manufacturing with 

pollution control are needed in order to release wastewater according to relevant legislation. For this, water 
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meters need to be installed to measure and systematically track and correct pH value and water temperature 

(Varner as Dressmann, 2018). The brands also put a high focus on technology by stating that they “strive 

to find solutions and processes to limit the use of water in fabric and garment manufacturing” (Filippa K., 

2018: p. 17). KappAhl argues that this can be done by “changing to materials and production processes 

with documented water savings, as well as by only working with suppliers that have the required water 

purification and environmental management systems in place” (KappAhl, 2019: p. 26). Innovative 

approaches reach from new coloring technologies for synthetic fibers, less abrasive washing to new 

technologies for non-woven fiber production (Dressmann, n.d.; Filippa K., 2018). Filippa K, (2018) state 

that new fibers such as Tencel have favorable characteristics such as being up to 99,5% recyclable, 

biodegradable and using only 1,4% of the water needed for an equivalent amount of cotton. Brands define 

useful technologies as having “a more sustainable production process” (KappAhl, 2019: p. 22). These 

technologies are required to show “documented reduction in the use of water, energy and/or chemicals 

compared with a conventional method”, however “the list of methods that are proved to lead to reduced 

environmental impact is at present short” (KappAhl, 2019: p. 22). This opinion is not shared by all brands 

equally. The brand Filippa K. (2017) states in the sustainability report from 2017 that “much is taking place 

in the area” (p 30) and they “continually evaluate new processes for printing, dyeing and washing” (p. 30). 

From an industry contributor perspective, brands need to focus on processing technologies which do not 

depend as much on water and can impact water issues by selecting the type of garment they want to produce, 

which essentially influences the production processes: 

“If I look at the production supply chain, wet processing is the elephant in the room, with the maximum 

amount of water consumption. Garment manufacturing (cut-sew operations) also needs small quantity 

water in comparison and depending on the nature of operations and the product. There can be a big 

difference in the water demand for a T-shirt vs. denim jean because of different processes and product 

requirements during garment manufacturing operations.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

Chemicals 

The importance of technology becomes clear when looking at chemical sustainability issues in the clothing 

industry. As previously discussed, the chemical treatment of textiles in processing and manufacturing of 

garments can partially be addressed by implementing new technologies. In the chemical field, technologies 

with less environmental harm include enzymatic processing to plasma application and natural dying. These 

technologies are less environmentally harmful due to reduced amounts of wastewater discharge. They also 

do not require as high temperatures as classical technologies. However, these practices are not commonly 

used as small to medium enterprises working in the clothing industry have limited access to funding and 

struggle to survive in the competitive environment of cheap clothing production (Nayak, 2020). 

Nanotechnology is a great example of innovative technologies for textile processing and finishing with 

great results. The main hurdles of implementing them are scale and cost of production, which make these 

technologies inaccessible for many actors in the clothing production (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). Coming 

back to the example of cotton fibers, research shows that waterless and energy technologies for chemical 

dyeing do not work for natural fibers (Sandin et al., 2019). These technologies can only be applied to 

synthetic fibers, which does not agree with the goal of eliminating synthetic fibers (this goes for fibers made 
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from newly extracted fossil resources, not recycled synthetic fibers) (Sandin et al., 2019). This creates a 

trade-off between reducing climate impacts and water impacts of dyeing technology in the clothing 

industry. 

From one brand's perspective, it is an essential goal to prevent “chemicals from leaking to air, ground and 

water” (Varner as Dressmann, 2018: p. 12). By using the best available technology, harmful chemical use 

can be reduced, which could also result in cost efficiency (Varner as Dressmann, 2018). The lack of 

technology to produce certain types of garments in a sustainable way under conventional production 

circumstances is known to have negative environmental effects (e.g., jeans). Therefore, restrictions on 

products and product features are put in place to “reduce the chemical impact on workers and environment 

in production and also chemical impact in the use and disposal of the products.” (ETI, 2015). In that sense, 

chemical waste storage and disposal also need adequate technological equipment to comply with local 

regulations (Varner as Dressmann, 2018). 

Energy 

Nexus literature mentions technology for energy generation mostly for agricultural use as it is very energy-

intensive, which is why renewable energy sources and technologies are being promoted (Hoff, 2011). With 

a perspective on the clothing industry, energy-efficient technologies are propagated for tools used in textile 

and later garment manufacturing (e.g., cutting, sewing, pressing, weaving). Here, technology can be used 

to reduce the required energy in processing and manufacturing for more sustainable clothing production, 

which is seen as problematic in current clothing production processes (Nayak, 2020). 

Very little information about technological issues regarding energy was found in the brand documents. 

There were only limited connections made from energy use to water heating (Varner as Dressmann, 2018). 

However, one brand showed how innovative technology helps them to address energy, water and chemical 

consumption as well as lowering their carbon footprint for coloring (Filippa K, 2018). The main focus of 

energy issues that the clothing industry faces can be reduced to spinning and weaving processes. 

  

“Spinning and weaving production processes are primarily dependent on electrical consumption with 

very minimal water requirement. These are primarily technology-based operations at large scale.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

5.1.3 Economic Issues 

The competitive environment of the clothing industry with small margins and inadequate pricing of 

resources and production processes make investments for sustainability often only seen as eligible if they 

can prove a strong business case. 2018/2019 was a particularly difficult year for one STWI member: 

“2018/2019 was characterized by very tough competition in all markets with increased price reductions as 

a consequence, which together with increasing purchasing prices squeezed profitability” (KappAhl, 2019. 

p 2). This section will summarize the identified economic issues from the literature review, document 

analysis and brand interviews. 
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Table 5. Summary of economic issues 

Competition and pricing 

Overall, global economic development is taking resource security issues more and more into consideration. 

This can have a variety of effects, increasing collaboration and co-management of resources on one hand 

or competition and conflict for resources on the other (Hoff, 2011). For big parts of the clothing industry, 

high levels of competition and the race for the lowest price are part of the sustainability problematization 

in the sector. Economic aspects of sustainable production (e.g., increased investments for environmentally 

friendly processing technology) are commonly associated with losses in margins or decline of the clothing 

industry itself from a business perspective (Niinimäki et al., 2020a). Despite that, there are studies that 

argue from a policy perspective that industrial pollution can reduce other economic opportunities of sectors 

in the region, which are affected by the pollution and externalities of the clothing industry. This 

phenomenon is labeled as ‘reverse causality’ that negatively affects regional sustainable development 

despite providing employment in the clothing sector (Venkatachalam, 2015). Brands and retailers have the 

highest margins of actors along the supply chain, although they are located at the end. Yet, they struggle 

and try to cut production costs to be able to keep up with other competitors (Allwood et al., 2008). The 

hypothesis that competition in the private sector is, to a large extend, jeopardizing change for environmental 

health and socio-ecological justice is not a new observation. In this context, Slater (2003a) argues that 

change for sustainability will need investments and reorganization of production processes, which brands 

won’t undertake unless their competitors do as well. This is because shifting production to sustainable 

practices is considered a pathway towards bankruptcy if done by one player alone. In his argumentation, it 

seems an unlikely scenario that all brands take the step of radically changing production chains. This is why 

he implies that legislations need to be put in place to deal with the issue of market competition in the 

clothing sector (Slater, 2003a). This argumentation is supported by later research by (Green et al., 2017) 

arguing that: 
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“A single business operating alone is unlikely to be motivated or able, under competitive market forces, to 

achieve sustainable management of nexus interactions. Effective governance and collaboration are 

therefore imperative” (p. 329). 

It is, therefore, important to include a variety of actors who are actually able to judge the sustainability of 

proposed interventions, which are often excluded from the problem and solution definition (Liu et al., 

2018). Competition does not only exist in cutting production costs but also in competing for resources such 

as water. Water especially, is seen as a crucial resource for growth and development from a nexus 

perspective. Water security is at risk due to pollution through classical production practices and water 

stresses because of growing economies increasing water demands (Mohtar and Daher, 2017). Consequently, 

high water demands or general resource dependencies in the industry can lead to increased competition for 

them. In this competitive context, research suggests that the prioritization of economic growth inevitably 

excludes questions of justice (Khan and Milne, 2019). From a business perspective, it is categorically 

problematized that the value of resources such as water are inappropriately priced and lack clear ownership 

(Allouche et al., 2015). 

Money allocation 

In a study on T-shirt production in Bangladesh, it was found that retail mark-up and brand profit together 

make up 55% of the sales price of a T-shirt, while wages in the production account for only 1 % (Khan and 

Milne, 2019). For adequate evaluation of money allocation, transparent supply chains are part of a more 

sustainable business model, which is currently not a common practice (Sandin et al., 2019). Literature 

suggests that small and medium-sized enterprises have an advantage when it comes to transparent supply 

chains. They usually source from fewer suppliers and build long-term partnerships. This, in return, 

stimulates brand investment (e.g., more orders or financial support) into those relationships, which can lead 

to better compliance with social and environmental codes of conduct (Köksal et al., 2017). There is a 

tendency of management to acknowledge investment for sustainability interventions as a measure for long-

term cost-saving, but this remains hard to put into numbers (Slater, 2003a). The overall problem is that 

brands are not fully dedicated to sustainability practices, but instead focus on profit maximization (Köksal 

et al., 2017). 

Similar to the findings in the literature review, money allocation within a brand to sustainability issues only 

occur if the entire brand stands behind these incentives. From a brand perspective, it is argued that “ethical 

trade and sustainability implementation is done in a common way across all business units. Certain projects 

or focus areas may be initiated at the company brand level” (ETI, 2015: p. 5). There are brand efforts that 

show how they are working on building a strong relationship with suppliers. “Dressmann, as a part of 

Varner, has established regional offices in our four major sourcing and production countries: China, 

Bangladesh, India and Turkey. Our local presence in these markets enables us to cooperate on 

improvements with our suppliers and their factories on the ground and on-site.” (Dressmann, n.d.). To 

which degree or if more money allocation is connected to better relationships with suppliers is unclear. 

During the interviews, the topic of strong partnerships was also thematized. 
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“Brands need to have an equal partnership approach with their suppliers built on 

several years of co-working and trust. If brands change their suppliers too frequently, 

then it becomes difficult to work with suppliers.” 

“The brand headquarters are actively engaged in nominating their suppliers to the 

program based on global and regional goals. The brand's local team is more closely 

engaged and participates actively in the factory engagement and visits. The training 

offered to suppliers act as capacity building for the brand local teams also.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

Developing good relationships with suppliers is also seen as a prerequisite for compliance with brand codes 

of conduct. In which way this leads to more money allocation to sustainability is unclear. 

“Brands who have environmental goals should have a formal onboarding process, 

which I think a lot of established bands already do.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

“Brands who are setting up their short- and long-term environmental goals have 

started following up with factories on their performances. They started checking with 

the factories what are doing. There are international systems like the Higgs Index, for 

example, for evaluating the system's performance and environmental Systems 

performance of a factory or there is a ZDHC (Zero Discharge of Hazardous 

Chemicals) which is primarily working on reducing their environmental chemical 

pollution from the factory. So, the brands who have set goals are becoming part of 

these initiatives to evaluate and improve their supplier performances.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

On general terms, one industry contributor mentioned a lack of money allocation within the brand to address 

sustainability issues internally but also along the supply chain. 

“Usually, brands don't allocate enough resources to their sustainability department. Therefore, it doesn’t 

matter how committed sustainability managers are if they are not under a committed brand. This should 

be a company effort, not just a sustainability department agenda…” 

(Neo, 2020) 

Business case 

General difficulties exist in quantifying the economic viability and financial benefits of nexus approaches. 

The overall estimates in the scientific literature are that nexus approaches are associated with higher costs 

than traditional silo approaches where societal, environmental and economic variables are evaluated 

separately (Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016; Liu et al., 2018). This is because for successful nexus 

implementation, transdisciplinary expertise and coordination of different sectors are needed (Liu et al., 

2018). In other words, the more tiers that are considered in a nexus approach of the clothing industry, the 
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more complex and costly the endeavor. Therefore, keeping nexus approaches simple and mostly limited to 

two or three sectors is the most common practice (Liu et al., 2018). Overall the is no consensus in the 

scientific community researching sustainability practices within businesses does not have a concurring 

opinion to which degree sustainability practices impact corporate profits (Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016). 

Resource efficiency and increased productivity are seen as sustainability interventions that form a strong 

business case from a nexus perspective. Missing standardized reporting practices and stricter policy 

regulations were identified as obstacles to selling sustainability practices as economically viable (Bonn 

2011 Nexus Conference, 2011). The nexus approach for sustainable development of an industry sounds 

convincing in theory. The applicability of a nexus approach for businesses was questioned in a study Green 

et al., (2017) conducted. They found that businesses were unsure of the business case, a nexus approach for 

increased sustainability offered. It appeared difficult to measure the financial loss due to negative brand 

reputation linked to their negative production impacts. Similar difficulties were observed when trying to 

quantify the connection between nexus management of the supply chain with secure and economical 

production (Green et al., 2017).  

From the brands perspective, the interconnected approach to water, energy and chemicals by STWI has 

helped to produce savings. Yet “during 2018, STWI projects underwent a break to set up the optimal 

business model going forward. Therefore, no projects were executed during 2018.” (Filippa K, 2018) which 

shows that the business case for STWI projects after in 2018 was not good enough. Previously in 2017 

Filippa K participated one research project run by STWI and one by Mistra Future Fashion (Filippa K, 

2017). 

This is supported and emphasized by the fact that when external financing of STWI expired, work within 

other STWI brands on water sustainability issues was also put on hold. 

During the year the STWI has undergone a transition towards reduced external financing and KappAhl 

has participated in the Institutes steering group to shape the future organisation. Due to this transition we 

have not carried out any projects at the suppliers together with the STWI during the financial year. 

(KappAhl, 2018a: p. 39) 

Industry contributors close to STWI have similar results of the brand perspective and problematization of 

the business case. 

“At the end of the day, brands and factories are businesses. So, business cases have to be created. This is 

usually done in form of customized recommendations as well as case studies, which are presented to 

partner factories to fill the information gap on available opportunities for improvement. Some factory 

management might not be aware of these opportunities or its benefits but see a compelling case when they 

are made aware of benefits availed by their Industry peers.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

The importance of sustainability issues beyond business cases was also highlighted during the interview. 

“Water is a global issue, but also, a hyper-local issue as local communities are mainly dependent on the 

region’s water resources. You need policy interventions, which could help mandate some of the standard 
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practices which are beneficial for the sector and the geography at large however it may not have a 

business case.” (Mika, 2020) 

What was previously mentioned in the results of the literature review is confirmed by the second 

interviewee, who argues that it is difficult to quantify the benefits of sustainability interventions to create a 

viable business case for brands. 

“Here's where the picture gets tricky. If you look at the factory, the business case is very simple and 

concrete. Maybe, they need to make an investment in production efficiency improvements, which will pay 

off in time. For the brand, the business case is also clear, in theory. Brands need to work with 

sustainability because it affects the brand value, brand reputation, customer’s loyalty and eventually its 

sales. But those variables are very difficult to measure. Because of this, some brands do not want to invest 

in these factories to make their business case and we don't have the quantified arguments to convince 

them. So that's where the discussion gets fluffy, and therefore, slippery for the retail sector to act.” 

(Neo, 2020) 

5.1.4 Socio-political issues 

As previously established, impacts of the clothing industry are connected to environmental and social 

issues. In this context, one of the industry contributors made clear that “STWI doesn’t focus on the labor 

or social issues, but rather looks at the holistic environmental performance of the factories in terms of their 

water footprint, energy footprint, chemical footprint, resource and wastewater management practices and 

infrastructure” (Mika, 2020). Yet there are results which show the connection to social issues. 

 

Table 6. Summary of socio-political issues 
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Behavior and learning 

A way of looking at behavior within the companies along the supply chain is that individual learning is not 

enough because the learning effect needs to be collective and part of organizational change (Mamic, 2005). 

From a nexus perspective, individual engagement of different stakeholders is essential to understand the 

social dimensions of a nexus, yet this is rarely the case except for the inclusion of end-user perspectives 

(Hoolohan et al., 2018). 

In relation to brand engagement and learning aspect of brands, “Filippa K is proud to be a part of STWI 

and its journey together with suppliers, competitors, scientists, experts, authorities and organizations from 

all parts of the world.” (Filippa K., 2018: p. 73). This might not show how exactly social issues benefit 

from this multi-stakeholder engagement, yet literature suggested it to be a prerequisite for understanding 

the social dimensions of a nexus. 

Responsibility and capacity 

When talking about responsibility for sustainability, the question if appropriate capabilities exist arises. 

Despite the fact that some sort of skill is needed to tackle social sustainability issues, Egels-Zandén and 

Lindholm, (2015) argue for a universal advice for managers to critically question status quo production 

practices and codes of conduct to improve the supply chain for sustainability (Egels-Zandén and Lindholm, 

2015). In terms of responsibility, nexus literature suggests that the private sector plays a big role in 

addressing sustainability issues, especially due to the connection of resource management to inequalities 

concerning wellbeing, nutrition, health, sanitation and security. A problem lies in the complexity, plurality 

and uncertainty of these interconnections, which are common for sustainability issues. They make a clear 

assignment of responsibilities difficult (Green et al., 2017). This raises the potential for conflict over 

responsibility and agency with increasing variables or sectors that are integrated into the approach (Hoff, 

2011). The problem with responsibility and capability can be found within the example of codes of conduct 

for better labor standards in production. Although brands and, consequently, suppliers can address non-

compliance, it does not imply that they have the capacity to enforce and sustain compliance. Addressing 

sustainability issues such as non-compliance has a marginal effect, but there is potential for improvement 

(Egels-Zandén and Lindholm, 2015). Most responsibility for sustainability in nexus approaches is 

associated with business leaders finding new and innovative technologies. The driving motivation is often 

cost-effectiveness and business risk management, which is what the nexus approach promotes to provide. 

Yet nexus literature calls upon businesses to increasingly consider risk management for affected 

communities and the environment through voluntary measures (Bonn 2011 Nexus Conference, 2011). This 

is not giving specific responsibility to brands but yet encourages high ranking actors in the supply chain to 

act on behalf of sustainability. To fulfill this expectation, nexus literature argues that capacities and 

capabilities need to be put in place to address the sustainability challenges (Kurian, 2017). 

Social and environmental impacts are acknowledged, but not direct responsibility is communicated. 

“Research says that the textile industry is the second most polluting industry after oil. There are both 

environmental and social risks within our value chain and those are mainly found beyond our direct 

control and our own business, up streams of our value chain.” 

(Filippa K., 2017) 
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As solution approach for reducing the negative impact, brands apply “careful consideration of materials, 

production practices and choosing the right partners in the value chain” (Filippa K., 2017: p. 8). These 

measures include internal and international standards of codes of conduct for suppliers (KappAhl, 2018a). 

In relation to the introduction statement on STWI's work focus, interesting dialogue with one industry 

contributor emerged during the interview. 

“There are connections with environmental improvements and the wellbeing of 

surrounding communities. STWI is an environmental program allocated in the 

Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI). SIWI uses competencies they have in-

house to actually add a governance component to the environmental variables. 

Regarding the social issues e.g., minimum wages, working conditions and safety, ways 

of equality, gender, collaborations and partnering with others is needed to be most 

effective. A consolidated team approach is needed. Sounds beautiful, but in reality, it's 

challenging.” 

(Neo, 2020)  

This shows how the initiative STWI is an environmental program with expertise on environmental issues. 

To add a socio-political component, other expertise is necessary which can partly be provided by SIWI the 

umbrella organization where STWI is allocated. To simultaneously address social and environmental 

issues, as suggested by nexus and sustainable development research, further collaboration is needed. 

Regulations and justice 

While businesses play a vital role in addressing sustainability issues in the clothing industry, policies are as 

relevant to regulate and price resource use. This becomes evident when looking at three different users and 

their willingness or ability to pay for water, which is a vital resource for human survival and sustainable 

development. The first category of resource users would be industries and well-situated households which 

have financial means to cover costs for water. Second come farmers with a low disposition to pay for the 

resource as they use extremely large quantities of it and third come environment and people living in 

poverty who cannot pay for it. This shows how regulations are needed to ensure safe access to water for all 

stakeholders, especially since it became a human right. This can produce justice issues when prices are 

raised to stimulate more resourceful use of water. Higher pricing of resources is a common solution from a 

self-regulating market perspective (Savenije, 2002). However, nexus literature points out that the self-

regulating mechanism of markets is not sufficient enough when rating social and environmental values, 

which is why more policy regulations are needed (Hoff, 2011). Research further problematizes that negative 

consequences from little regulated industries impact justice issues on the local community and 

environmental level. This has left affected communities disadvantaged in access development 

opportunities, good quality ecosystem services and access to resources (Bazilian et al., 2011). What is 

criticized within nexus research is the underdeveloped link of socio-ecological resilience where local 

communities and social issues are integrated into the resource dominated nexus approach. This is a further 

nexus argumentation of why policymaking also needs to consider the interconnections of socio-

environmental issues in connection to industries (Biggs et al., 2015; Hoff, 2011). From a nexus perspective 

policymaker need to design policies to promote cleaner production and transparency in the clothing industry 
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and go beyond water resource management and to include ecosystem services and public services (Kurian, 

2017; Sandin et al., 2019) 

Brands problematize political issues in the clothing industry in relation to water sustainability issues by 

arguing that more action from brands is needed to demand policies on “paying the true cost for resources 

like water and energy (Filippa K., 2017: p. 20). Internal policies are different types of codes of conduct that 

mostly apply to their suppliers (Filippa K, 2018). 

This problematization resonates with the view of industry contributors who argue: 

“Some examples of Policy interventions could be ‘groundwater management’, ‘the cost of groundwater’, 

‘wastewater treatment and discharge’, ‘air pollution’ and ‘environmental compliances’.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

“I think from a policy lens, of course, the regional and the central governments play a key role in both 

bringing the right policies, but also implementing those policies.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

This latter problem representation leaves out the role of the brand but shows how political action, in 

combination with other efforts for sustainability are needed and are inevitably connected. 

Gender 

Systemic issues concerning gender in the clothing industry are that the majority of workers in the clothing 

manufacturing sector are women by design. This is argued to be because of the few employment 

possibilities for young, rural women living in poverty, offering “non‐wage advantages, such as ‘social 

docility’ making them the subject of systematic exploitation (Khan and Milne, 2019). The exploitation of 

mainly female workers is visible in harassment and poor access to resources such as water (Anisul Huq et 

al., 2014). From a development perspective, it is argued that cultural and historical reasons set the 

preconditions for easier exploitation of women in the clothing sector. Negative environmental impacts (e.g., 

water pollution, water scarcity) from production also have heavy implications on gender issues. This can 

be seen in production countries where women have the responsibility for health, childcare and water 

management on a household level, which are jeopardized by negative environmental impacts (Sida, 2017). 

This shows how “there is too little recognition of the ways in which governance systems are adapted at 

local levels to produce winner and losers” in resource questions and is gender blind (Cleaver and Hamada, 

2010: p. 28). While top-down approaches are criticized in nexus approaches for the policy aspects, they are 

welcome when protecting people living in poverty from exploitation and injustice. This is because bottom-

up approaches “do not fully recognize the constraints” and “entrenched patterns of inequality which shape 

the ways in which people behave” (Cleaver and Hamada, 2010: p. 28). It becomes clear that the clothing 

industry impacts local communities and gender issues inside as well as outside of the factory and supply 

chain (Sida, 2016). 

Gender issues in relation to water sustainability issues in the clothing industry are defined as lacking access 

to clean toilet facilities and safe drinking water during working time and breaks without being monitored 



 

48 

(Varner as Dressmann, 2018). A major concern for social risks overall is “that workers do not have fair 

working conditions in factories we are buying from, for instance working hours that are too long, not getting 

paid a living wage, or not having the right to freedom of association (Filippa K, 2018: p. 9). Others 

problematize more gender-specific issues and address the industry's impact on marginalized groups (which 

are not further defined or specified). 

“Production and the use of natural resources shall not contribute to the destruction and/or degradation 

of the resources and income base for marginalized populations, such as in claiming large land areas, use 

of water or other natural resources on which these populations are dependent.” 

(Varner as Dressmann, 2018: p. 10) 

One of the interviewees mentioned civil society as a stakeholder that needs to be involved in solution 

provision, which needs to be aligned with industry expectations. 

“NGOs play an important role. Bringing all the stakeholders, for example, industry, policy-makers, 

brands and solution providers on the table to be able to come up with effective policy recommendations, 

which are also in line with the industry expectations as also meeting the environmental goals for the 

government. Civil society is needed to set up context and background to enabling stakeholder 

conversations.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

In the previously presented quote from an interview, a connection between environmental and social 

sustainability issues in the clothing industry was made clear. However, it shows that environmental 

initiatives such as the STWI are not seen as fit to address these issues. 

“There are connections with environmental improvements and the wellbeing of surrounding communities. 

STWI is an environmental program allocated in the Stockholm International Water Institute. They use the 

in-house competencies to actually add a governance component to the environmental variables. 

Regarding the social issues e.g., minimum wages, working conditions and safety, ways of equality, 

gender? They seek collaboration and partnering with others, to be most effective. A consolidated team 

approach is needed. Sounds beautiful, but in reality, it's challenging.” 

(Neo, 2020) 
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6. Analysis and Discussion 

The previous section gave insights into how nexus approaches can be used to address the presented issues 

by Swedish clothing brands. In this chapter, the insights from how the problem of water issues are 

represented will be discussed and analyzed. The following figure is an attempt to present the results in a 

nexus visualization. Although there is no evidence that brands deliberately work with a nexus approach 

when addressing water sustainability issues, there are several traits in their problem representation that 

overlap. This is also supported by the observation of Mika, (2020): 

“STWI is one of the first programs promoting a concept similar to an energy-water-chemical nexus in the 

textile supply chain along with its Scandinavian brand network.” 

“When you start working on the ground, you have to work on energy, water and chemical issues together 

since they go hand-in-hand and you can't focus on only one without impacting others.” 

“STWI does not work on the agricultural side of the supply chain at the moment. Also, 

a lot of water and resources are getting used in the post-consumer part, which STWI 

doesn't cover. They look at the wet processing and the garment operations primarily 

since they have the highest water impact in the supply chain.” 

The figure below shows the Water Energy Chemical (WEC) nexus from a brand perspective. The issues 

connected to the use of WEC in the supply chain are first of environmental, technical and economic nature, 

which in turn affect social issues. External risk and push factors are policies, market behavior, consumer 

behavior, as well as media and civil society. 
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Fig. 7. STWI Brand problematization Nexus of water sustainability issues (based on Biggs et al., 2015; Bleischwitz 

et al., 2018; Heldman and Moraru, 2010) 
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6.1 What Assumptions Underpin the Problem Representation? 

This section presents the main assumptions that underpin the way brands problematize sustainability issues. 

It is possible that one can find more underlying assumptions that are not covered in this research. However, 

due to the limited scope of this report, only the following assumptions will be considered as they were 

found to be most relevant. 

Environment 

Assumption 1: The first assumption one can derive from the problematization is that negative 

environmental impacts mainly occur in the production chain, which is a problem of factory management in 

producing countries. However, this issue can be addressed by brand participation in environmental 

initiatives and the development of codes of conduct. 

This assumption is based on brands defining environmental issues as negative impacts of the production 

and processing phase of clothing (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). They positioned their company impact 

distant to those issues: “The biggest environmental risks are found outside our own company” (Filippa K, 

2018; Filippa K., 2017: p. 11/12). 

Assumption 2: The second assumption identified is that resource efficiency plays a major role in addressing 

the negative environmental impacts of the clothing industry. 

High resource use in production countries is declared as a negative environmental impact: Asian countries 

“account for the greatest part of the world’s textile industry” and “are the fourth largest water user” 

(KappAhl, 2018a: p. 35). This assumption is shared by an interviewee: 

“There is a negative environmental impact caused by the textile industry and it mainly 

happens around the factories; here is where we need to focus our support. It doesn’t 

happen in some head offices in Europe. In the future, the textile and brands business 

model will get insecure, as natural resources become scarcer. Water is one of the 

main resources and these will become either less available or contaminated. This is 

one of the reasons why brands should be interested in sustainability issues. Their 

production depends on fresh water.” 

(Neo, 2020) 

This shows how brands' businesses highly depend on resource use. Access to resources can be jeopardized 

by overuse and negative environmental impacts from the industry, as presented in section 5.2.1. This is why 

resource inefficiency can pose a risk to the future success of brands. 

Technology 

In the technical context, only one main assumption was identified: technical solutions facilitate resource 

efficiency and therefore reduce negative environmental impact. 
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During the interviews with industry contributors, it was emphasized that chemical use is strongly connected 

to water issues, which requires technical solutions (Mika, 2020; Neo, 2020). The interview with Mika 

(2020) specifically showcased that technical solutions highly contribute to addressing environmental 

sustainability issues connected to water: 

“To help identify operational interventions, through the introduction of global best 

practices, systems and policies is important. This can be done by identifying the latest 

technologies at the factory level to improve the factory’s environmental and 

operational performance while contributing to the reduction of the supply chain 

footprint.” 

“On the ground, resource efficiency in manufacturing supply chain deals with energy, 

water and chemical management practices which require technical expertise to 

identify opportunities and solutions.” 

“The areas of training or capacity building would be technical because at the end of 

the day if you want to conserve resources (like energy, water, chemicals, etc), you 

need to get into the physics or the chemistry of it.” 

Also, inefficient technology is seen as a reason for high resource consumption: 

“If I look at the production supply chain, wet processing is the elephant in the room. 

with the maximum amount of water consumption” 

(Mika, 2020) 

Economy 

Regarding economic issues, two main underlying assumptions were identified that brands used in their 

problematization. 

Assumption 1: Good relationships between brands and suppliers stimulate brand investment to 

sustainability issues, which can lead to better compliance with social and environmental codes of conduct 

(Köksal et al., 2017). 

This assumption describes how money allocation and investment in sustainability interventions can be 

positively influenced by a long-term and trustworthy relationship between brands and suppliers.  These 

good relationships are formed through suppliers’ compliance with codes of conduct and brand commitment 

to their suppliers and vice versa. Mika, (2020) captured this phenomenon in an interview the following 

way: 

“Brands need to have an equal partnership approach with their suppliers built on 

several years of co-working and trust. If brands change their suppliers too frequently, 

then it becomes difficult to work with suppliers.” 

(Mika, 2020) 
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Assumption 2: There has to be a business case and financial benefit from sustainability interventions. 

How this assumption can be derived from the presented results becomes clearer when looking at situations 

where STWI received less external funding to finance the initiatives work, which led to brands pausing 

their engagement in this matter. “During the year, the STWI has undergone a transition towards reduced 

external financing and KappAhl has participated in the Institute's steering group to shape the future 

organisation. Due to this transition we have not carried out any projects at the suppliers together with the 

STWI during the financial year.” (KappAhl, 2018a: p. 39). This assumption is also supported by Mika 

(2020) “At the end of the day, brands and factories are businesses. So, business cases have to be created…” 

(Mika, 2020). 

Socio-political issues 

Two main assumptions were identified that consider socio-political aspects. 

Assumption 1: Addressing resource issues helps to solve social issues. 

This can be derived from a solution approach to sustainability issues by a brand. They state that they impact 

those general sustainability issues (which includes social issues) through “careful consideration of 

materials, production practices and choosing the right partners in the value chain” (Filippa K., 2017: p. 

8). First mentioned are materials that one can interpret as resources and technology. In relation to that Neo, 

(2020) stated: 

“There are connections with environmental improvements and the well-being of 

surrounding communities. STWI is an environmental program allocated in the 

Stockholm International Water Institute. They use competencies they have in-house to 

actually add a governance component to the environmental variables. Regarding the 

social issues (e.g. minimum wages, working conditions and safety, ways of equality, 

gender, collaborations and partnering with others is needed to be most effective. A 

consolidated team approach is needed. Sounds beautiful, but in reality, it's 

challenging.” 

(Neo, 2020)  

In this statement, one can read that environmental improvements can help to solve connected social issues. 

Although brands and industry contributors highlight that other experts are needed to address social issues 

directly. 

Assumption 2: Policies are needed to regulate and prevent environmental and social harm 

Brands problematize their own lack of action in demanding policies on “paying the true cost for resources 

like water and energy” (Filippa K., 2017: p. 20). This shows their assumption that policies will resolve 

environmental misconduct in the form of resource abuse of brands business which is supported by 

interviewee Mika (2020): 
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“Some examples of Policy interventions could be ‘groundwater management’, ‘the 

cost of groundwater’, ‘wastewater treatment and discharge’, ‘air pollution’ and 

‘environmental compliances’.” 

(Mika, 2020) 

“I think from a policy lens, of course, the regional and the central governments play a 

key role in both bringing the right policies, but also implementing those policies.” 

(Mika, 2020)  

Although social issues were not specifically mentioned in the second quote, one can assume the general 

policies should address both problems. All identified assumptions can be found in Figure 7, where they 

were assigned to the respective section in the clothing supply chain. 

 

 

Fig. 8. Assigned brand assumptions in the clothing supply chain, based on (Allwood et al., 2008; Niinimäki et al., 

2020; STWI, 2014) 

6.2 How Has This Representation of the Problem Come About? 

This section serves to identify key points that led to the problem representation. The WPR approach foresees 

this step of the analysis to tell the story of “how a specific problem representation has come to be.” (Bacchi 

and Goodwin, 2016: p. 22). This is done to understand that “problem representations have a history 
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(genealogy) and that hence they could be otherwise” (Bacchi, 2009). This is described in section 2, where 

the past, present and future development of humans and the clothing industry were outlined. The following 

paragraph will give a short summary of section 2 and highlight essential key points that led to the problem 

representation. 

Due to environmental and social regulations in industrialized countries, production costs were high. 

Therefore, manufacturing processes were outsourced from highly industrialized counties (e.g., US and 

European countries) to less industrialized countries at the time (mainly south-eastern Asian countries) 

where lax environmental regulations existed and cheap labor could be arranged (Abernathy et al., 2006; 

Claudio, 2007; Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016). In addition to that, free global trade arrangements for less 

industrialized countries were implemented as a development incentive for them to participate in global trade 

(Abernathy et al., 2006). One initiative was the ‘Multi Fibre Agreement’, under which producing countries 

would not have to pay taxes for exporting goods as they were described as “weak, vulnerable developing 

countries” (European Commission, 2004). Derived from that, buying countries seemed to have a power 

authority over the producing countries. This development, in combination with continuous stimulation of 

consumer demand for cheap clothes, boosted the industry and created an aggressive and competitive climate 

along the supply chain (Köksal et al., 2017; Koszewska, 2018). This could explain why there needs to be a 

strong business case when brands plan to allocate money to environmental and social sustainability 

interventions, as there is fierce competition. Therefore, investment needs to be made strategically to remain 

competitive on the market. Profitable investment in the clothing industry are related to financially 

measurable benefits e.g. in water, material resources, energy and time, which one could label resource 

efficiency (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). This, in return, deals with management practices that require 

technical expertise (Mika, 2020), which explains the strong focus on technological solutions. 

In the previous section, most underlying assumptions are connected to the supplier side of the production 

chain. Later development of the clothing industry could explain why brands distance themselves from 

environmental and social impacts in their production chain. 

“When consumers think of a brand they rarely distinguish between the supplier, subcontractors and other 

business partners. In case of violations of ethical or environmental standards they will hold the brand 

responsible” (Nordic Fashion Association, 2012: p. 6). 

From a supply chain management perspective, focal companies like Swedish Textile brands are associated 

with taking responsibility for environmental and social burden which emerge in the different stages of the 

production process of clothes for modern society. This is although brands usually do not own their supplier 

factories and rather have a buyer to seller relationship. Big textile brands have been blamed in recent years 

for social and environmental problems because they are attributed to high power levels when looking at 

product design and the governance of their supply chain (Seuring and Müller, 2008). The increased criticism 

relates back to the coordinating role of the focal brand in the supply chain (Li et al., 2014). From a corporate 

social responsibility perspective, literature suggest that especially big multinational enterprises engage with 

sustainability approaches because of legitimacy purposes to positively affect their corporate visibility (Hahn 

and Kühnen, 2013; Lernborg, 2019). To protect their visibility, it is self-evident that brands highlight that 

harming production practices do not occur in their own corporations but in their partner factories, which 

they factually don’t have full control over. Yet their brand name is associated with those negative impacts, 

which is why industry-led corporate codes of conduct and work with NGOs and other initiatives are often 
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implemented to address those issues. As a result, a scattered and overlapping constellation of different codes 

of conduct and multi-stakeholder standards and sustainable supply chain management strategies emerged 

(Khurana and Ricchetti, 2016; Turcotte et al., 2014). 

The issues of the fashion industry seem to be a co-creation of companies, politics and media but can also 

be traced back to the lack of consumer understanding and unsustainable consumption behavior (Morgan 

and Birtwistle, 2009). However, it is widely acknowledged that Europe, as a big fashion consumer, is paying 

more attention to sustainability reporting. Nonetheless, the quality of reporting and the impact of 

sustainability regulations in global production systems is questionable, divers and remains up to discussion 

(Egels-Zandén and Lindholm, 2015). In their study, Elg and Hultman (2011) show how a significant amount 

of Swedish retailers did not follow best practices at the time. The main challenge was found to be the 

monitoring of their complex and geographically distant supply chains of suppliers, subcontractors, etc. 

Here, the visibility and distribution of responsibility regarding sustainability come into play. From a 

consumer perspective, brands are held responsible for sustainability issues along the production chain since 

they are their main contact point in purchasing clothes (Elg and Hultman, 2011). This gives the brand or 

retailer the role of a focal company in sustainability issues while their role of managing and coordinating 

supply-chains gets complicated by being geographically distant. This could explain why good relationships 

between retailers and suppliers play an important role in addressing sustainability issues as this allows 

building trust, stimulates investment and brand commitment to their suppliers, which can reduce complexity 

in management issues Mika, (2020). 

The idea that fixing negative environmental impacts results in part-solving social issues that affect local 

stakeholders can be derived from the following development. In the nineties, large parts of the US textile 

industry were transitioned to less industrialized countries with limited regulations for labor and 

environmental protection because prices in the USA were too high because of regulations. On the one hand 

this led to closing down 414 textile plants in the USA, which resulted in a large economic loss for the 

region. On the other hand, observations were made that externalizing dying, finishing and wet processing 

of the textile industry also reduced local pressure from industrial wastewater. The learning from this was 

that the impact of pollution benefits industrial activity to the community (Moore and Ausley, 2004). 

Therefore, a connection to industrial well-being as a social matter could be directly connected to pollution 

reduction. 

6.3 What is Left Problematic in This Problem Representation? 

This step of Bacchi’s WPR approach serves to “draw attention to silences, or unproblematized elements” 

with the representation of the problem (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: p. 22). The nexus in figure 2 shows the 

proposed water energy chemical nexus of brands addressing water issues. Comparing the problem 

representation of the brands with the interview results, one can observe how their views overlap. However, 

the industry contributors also point out additional problematic aspects of the interviews. These 

discrepancies partially serve as a point of departure for the following section in addition to nexus critiques 

in the literature that are applied to this case study. 
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6.3.1 Environment, Resources & Anthropocentrism 

The problematization of environmental issues highlights mainly water security issues (e.g., water scarcity), 

caused by a variety of factors (e.g., water consumption, pollution), as the negative impact of the supply 

chain (Varner as Dressmann, 2019). As previously discussed, water issues negatively affect human life and 

ecosystems. The crucial importance of healthy ecosystems for livelihoods was also made clear (Hoff, 2011). 

This is also valid from a business perspective as fresh water is a crucial resource for clothing production 

(Neo, 2020). 

The central subject of concern for environmental issues is assumed to be the environment. In the 

problematization, it becomes clear how addressing them is beneficial for society and the economy. This 

can be considered as anthropocentric indirect argument which defends “actions or policies that benefit the 

environment, but they justify the policies based on beneficial effects on humans (e.g., new jobs, cost 

savings, stronger communities)” (Elliott, 2014: p. 257). In the case of STWI brands, beneficial effects are 

cost-efficient resource use resulting from sustainability interventions which creates a business case (Mika, 

2020). What is left problematic is the intrinsic value of the environment that is not considered. There might 

be environmental benefits from saving resources for economic reasons. However, this is not acknowledging 

the environment as a stakeholder because its intrinsic value does not exist outside a rational anthropocentric 

argument. 

6.3.2 Technical Solutions & Resource Management 

Looking at sustainability issues connected to technology, one can observe that water scarcity, as an example 

of environmental limits to local community well-being and business, “can be overcome through investment, 

innovation and ingenuity, driven by ever-more-sophisticated technologies” (Scoones et al., 2014: 5). 

Resource productivity, together with technological innovation, creates a common solution approach to 

sustainability issues in nexus discourses. “These solutions rely heavily on a simplistic availability-

assumption,” where e.g., increased water supply or less water pollution will consequently improve general 

access to water (Allouche et al., 2015: p. 616). What is left problematic here is who benefits primarily from 

this efficiency. Who are the winners and losers in this? Applying the argument by Allouche et al. (2015) to 

the case of Swedish clothing brands, the main result is that profits from resource efficiency accumulate in 

private business. Re-distributive interventions are needed to address the problem of resource-justice for 

marginalized groups and environmental justice. As Liu et al., (2018) describe the issue, “Sustainability is a 

coupled human and natural systems issue, not just a technical issue, although techniques such as quantitative 

methods and computer models can help address drivers and dynamics of sustainability challenges”. In other 

words, technologies are a great tool, and there needs to be a systematic rethinking of the processes in place 

(e.g., demand, supply, financial profit maximization) rather than just addressing an efficiency issue (Liu et 

al., 2018). 

6.3.3 Business 

The most striking issue that is left unproblematic regarding business is the need for a financially viable 

business case when addressing sustainability deficits in the clothing industry. Nexus problematizations are 

resource-oriented and often connected to security issues (e.g., water security). This securitization of 
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resources is turned into business cases for the industry in the problematization by brands. As a result, 

sustainability issues have to be a triple-win situation for environment, society but mostly for the economy 

(Leese and Meisch, 2015). This implies that sustainability interventions that have no quantifiable benefits 

for businesses will most likely not be considered by brands even if wider qualitative benefits might exist. 

This not only devaluates sustainability issues without a business case but also dismisses potential brand 

responsibility in those cases. However, the importance of sustainability issues beyond business cases is 

important but is then only associated with governance interventions. 

“Water is a global issue, but also, a hyper-local issue as local communities are mainly dependent on the 

region’s water resources. You need policy interventions, which could help mandate some of the standard 

practices which are beneficial for the sector and the geography at large. However, it may not have a 

business case.” (Mika, 2020)  

What this problematization leaves open to discussion is, if resource-oriented nexus approaches for 

sustainability are for the sake of socio-environmental survival or “the preservation of current economic 

setups?” (Leese and Meisch, 2015: p. 706). 

6.3.4 Politics, Society and Justice 

What is often left problematic in nexus approaches is the missing variable of justice, which makes this 

system approach under-politicized. It is common to overlook the historical background and formations of 

stakeholder-relationships in nexus approaches (Allouche et al., 2015; Middleton et al., 2015). In this 

context, Allouche et al. (2015) propose to include justice issues such as resource inequality. The biggest 

resource focus in the Swedish clothing industry is water, in producing countries, it is a locally used resource 

that is “often accessed through the labor of others; children and junior wives sent to fetch water…” (Cleaver 

and Hamada, 2010: p. 37). These groups of stakeholders are subject to the way natural resources are 

managed and used while being potentially excluded from resource-decision making. This is why there is a 

need to look behind the status quo of the industry accessing resources. Further analysis can help “understand 

how gender inequality is embedded and reinforced. This includes understanding how resources, actors, 

mechanisms and outcomes shape how women and other marginalized groups are able to gain access to 

water sources.”(Cleaver and Hamada, 2010: p. 37). Brand supply chains are strategically located in regions 

where production costs are low and indirectly affect and participate in local life. Political activity by 

business, civil society and governments can shape the way local stakeholders’ “voices are heard, and how 

their rights of access are shaped and asserted at the local level.” (Cleaver and Hamada, 2010: p. 30). 

Discussions and decision-making on resource accessibility typically occur in contexts of unequal power 

relations and aim for better development. However, marginalized groups are often socio-economically and 

politically excluded from those processes, as it is the case in parts of Southeast Asia (Middleton et al., 

2015). 

Remembering the top-down approach in supply chains and hierarchy in the clothing industry, it remains 

problematic if this form of supply chain organization is facilitating the inclusion of social and environmental 

justice in the best way. To increase successful nexus approaches Allouche et al., (2015) and Middleton et 

al., (2015) argue that top-down but also decentralized, bottom-up approaches are valuable. Most important 

of all, technocratic and resource-based solutions are insufficient in addressing sustainability issues in a 

systemic, environmentally and socially just manner. 
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6.4 What Effects Are Produced by This Problem Representation? 

There are three categories of effects that are produced by the problematization. These effects do not 

represent outcomes or results in any way. Yet, they describe in which way problematizations affect three 

categories, namely a) discourse, b) subjectification and c) peoples embodied existence (Bacchi, 2009). The 

main focus of this research is to show how Swedish clothing brands problematize water sustainability issues 

in the clothing industry. Since the perspective of affected stakeholders and other contributors along the 

supply chain could not be integrated, the following section will only present the discursive effects of the 

problematization. This does not imply that the effects of the remaining categories do not exist. 

Discursive effects 

There are imposed limits by the problem representation of water sustainability issues. For one, the 

securitization of resources (e.g., water) in the form of resource efficiency as the brands describe it can close 

down the discourse on justice issues. This is because of a managerial focus on technical improvement of 

resource efficiency rather than looking at existing inequalities (Hoolohan et al., 2018). Looking at the 

identified nexus in section 5.2.5, one can find similarities with the prioritization of SDGs in other classical 

nexus approaches (see Figure 3). Here resource security issues are a central point of nexus approaches 

which are solved using techno-economic solutions. This may cause the perception of justice issues to be a 

secondary side effect rather than being an issue that requires direct attention and likely other forms of 

solutions (Leese and Meisch, 2015) 

A second effect is that this form of problematization confirms potential structured inequalities in the 

economy. This is because business secures resources through technological innovations, which makes it 

difficult to question the economic model and sustainable business cases (Allouche et al., 2015; Leese and 

Meisch, 2015). A result could be that justice issues are not explicitly targeted in business decisions. In other 

words, there is no talk about decreasing production, as the only discourse is on extending product life 

(Filippa K, 2018). Justice issues are left to corporate codes of conduct and international production 

standards (Leese and Meisch, 2015). 

Thirdly, the anthropocentric view of resources lowers the opportunity to talk about the environment as 

stakeholders in sustainability issues and its general intrinsic value. This effect shows how the feminist 

approach is motivated to give voice to entities that are commonly silent and left unconsidered. One can 

argue that the discourse of nature acting as a stakeholder is promoted by the Agenda 2030 as part of the 

prosperity principle which predestinates “that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives 

and that economic, social and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature” (United Nations, 

2015: p. 2). In addition, the General Assembly of the United Nations, (2019) works on creating a non-

anthropocentric paradigm in which the fundamental basis for right and wrong action concerning the 

environment is not only grounded in human concerns. In the infamous clothing production country 

Bangladesh, first measures were already taken, and the River Turag was granted legal person status in 2019. 

The simplification of sustainability issues in the form of resource-based nexus approaches can be criticized. 

Yet, one should acknowledge that the integration of more variables (e.g., justice) and extra stakeholders 

increases the complexity and costs of addressing such issues. Furthermore, there is a lack of guidelines that 

show how to practically implement integrated nexus approaches and who should coordinate them (Al-Saidi 
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and Elagib, 2017). In addition to that, it is likely that nexus approaches are defined and problematized 

differently by stakeholders (e.g., Swedish brands, governments, civil society). This bears the potential effect 

of creating a ‘buzzword’ for a plethora of diverging solution approaches (Liu et al., 2018). 

Future outlook 

With this representation of the problem, it is likely that contemporary business models continue, and social 

as well as environmental justice issues remain desirable side effects. Brands are the main beneficiary of 

their problematization as the attribution of responsibility is mostly located further down the supply chain 

on the factory level, but also externally on a policy level and consumer behavior. The majority of the blame 

is perceived to be on missing interventions on factory levels, while brands only play a supportive and 

nudging role in addressing the issue (e.g., through codes of conduct). The analysis shows that no direct 

harm is suggested with the problematization by brands. However, to put justice issues secondary to resource 

issues poses a risk to neglect and underestimate the interconnectedness of socio-economic-environmental 

problems as it is the case for water issues. New models exist that present a more inclusive vision of 

sustainability - An example of that is the ‘doughnut’ model by Raworth (2017), which suggests that 

sustainable development should lead humanity into a ‘sweet spot’, that lies between the protection of 

society and ecology (see Figure 8).  
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Fig. 9. The Doughnut: a twenty-first-century compass showing the social foundation of human well-being and 

ecological ceiling of planetary pressure (Raworth, 2017: p. 74) 

Here the social foundation lies within the ecological ceiling, which can be regarded as an everted and 

extended version of the STWI brand nexus (see Figure 6). Yet the ‘Doughnut’ includes a multitude of 

variables, which could make it difficult to implement for the industry. However, the integration of justice 

issues to the center of nexus approaches could benefit future sustainable development. Otherwise, it would 

be necessary to continuously evert nexus approaches so that resource and societal issues alternate in being 

center of attention. 
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6.5 How Has This Representation of the Problem Been Produced, 

Disseminated and Defended? 

Problematizations produce a particular meaning that affects how issues are addressed. The goal of the last 

sections was not to manipulate or ‘shame’ the strategic framing of water sustainability issues by STWI 

clothing brands. The sections rather served to understand the ‘conceptual logics’ (Bletsas and Beasley, 

2012) found in the studied case.  

The problem representation of water sustainability issues produced and disseminated through STWI 

guidelines and STWI brand sustainability reports run under headlines such as “long-term sustainable and 

fair business within the planetary boundaries where human rights are respected.” (Filipa K., 2018: p. 20). 

This representation is defended through techno-economic solution approaches on factory level, and 

managerial solution approaches on the brand level. This does not reflect the general problematization of 

water sustainability issues by Swedish clothing brands. However, one could say that there is a similar 

narrative to how classical nexus problematizations frame and disseminate water issues, that have asimilar 

focus on technical and managerial solutions (Hoff, 2011).  

A change of this problematization is theoretically possible if socio-ecological sustainability issues and 

integration of justice issues receive more attention and resources in businesses. However, it remains 

difficult to predict if this can be done in praxis if the goal remains to aim for infinite growth and increasing 

margins. 
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7. Conclusions 

In this section, the research questions will be answered, along with some final remarks and ideas for future 

research. 

Research Question I) How are water sustainability issues problematized by Swedish textile 

brands? 

Water, one of the main resources used in the clothing industry, is connected to environmental, technical, 

economic and socio-political issues. These cannot be addressed sustainably in a separate manner as they 

are interrelated (e.g., technical-environmental, environmental-social issues, techno-economical, and so on). 

There is consensus in literature and industry that water sustainability problems mainly occur on the factory 

level. It can, therefore, be concluded that this is the reason why brand sustainability interventions are also 

focused on that particular part of the supply chain. However, brands neglect to confirm or act on their 

responsibility if there is not a business case. 

Overall, the problematization of water sustainability issues by STWI brands is strongly focused on resource-

efficiency and technological solutions in production. They are not presented as a silver bullet for 

sustainability issues but represent the main focus of brand interventions. However, the problematization 

creates a discourse on water sustainability where technical solutions to resource-efficiency solve 

environmental problems, which in turn positively affect social issues. Brands put corporate codes of 

conduct in place to separately address environmental and social injustice produced by factories. Despite 

that, they lack in providing a strong long-term change in production practices. Yet, their implementation is 

needed and crucial to set a standard. The brands’ role in this problematization is to support factories in 

reaching sustainable production by imposing codes of conduct, selecting representable suppliers and 

designing products that can be made from more sustainable resources with new technologies. 

Research Question II) To what degree is a nexus approach considered in the case of STWI 

clothing brands? 

STWI’s member brands problematize water sustainability issues with a nexus approach to some extent. 

Similarities exist in the focus on resources which are placed in the center of the nexus. An attempt to map 

the potential nexus was made, which is presented in Figure 6. A further common characteristic of classical 

nexus approaches and the STWI brand nexus is the interconnection of the three center variables which are 

water, energy and chemicals in the case of STWI brands. In this nexus, water is inherently interlinked with 

chemicals, energy and vice versa. One can derive this from section 5.1.1 on environmental issues. Similar 

to what is commonly criticized about nexus approaches, social injustices are secondary effects of resource 

mismanagement in the STWI brand nexus. These common characteristics show that a nexus approach is 

considered to a fair amount in the case of STWI brands. This might be unintentional, since the brands and 

STWI do not claim to use this specific approach. However, they still apply nexus thinking where water, 

energy and chemicals are part of an interconnected resource system. 

Research Question III) What issues are kept ‘beneath the surface’ when a nexus approach is 

used? 
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The research suggests that social issues could be kept ‘beneath the surface’ when a nexus approach is used. 

Although the proposed STWI brand nexus (see Figure 6) does not deny the connection of production 

processes and justice issues, it does not target social injustices directly at the root cause. Rather, it addresses 

social issues indirectly, on a superficial level by improving resource efficiency. Brands do address social 

justice issues in corporate codes of conduct. What is criticized is that they are not systemically addressed 

on the intersections with environmental and economic problems. 

Final remarks 

Regarding the chosen framework, I would like to voice some reflections. Using a social science approach 

to analyze problematizations of an industry in combination with the application of a natural science 

approach turned out to be challenging in many ways. There was no literature found where this exact 

combination was used previously, which led to the creation of a transdisciplinary approach. On the other 

hand, it was incredibly insightful to use the WPR approach (a policy-analysis tool) to guide the critical 

analysis of the problematization of water sustainability issues in the Swedish clothing industry. It provided 

a guideline to critically reflect the uncontested realities of nexus approaches with a focus on resources. 

The scientific community suggests that more tools need to be developed to make the nexus approach more 

applicable in practice. This is despite the fact that a diverse landscape of nexus approaches and tools already 

exist but are not applied in practice. Consensus and standardization are missing in order to make them 

operational. The nexus approach can rather serve as an analytical tool to map out how a sector or company 

works. In addition, it could help to create a vision of how context-specific and local solutions are globally 

connected. This understanding can be relevant to support the development of interventions and measures 

towards a more sustainable industry. However, the findings suggest that the nexus approach is not a solution 

to sustainable development if resources are the center of analysis and connected social implications are 

secondary effects. 

Concluding, it can be said that water issues are interconnected with environmental degradation and 

pollution as well as socio-cultural injustice towards the labor force and communities in producing countries. 

Mechanisms are in place that work to change the clothing industry. How successful they are and if they are 

sufficient to achieve sustainable development is questionable and is an area of future research. There isn’t 

a lack of research on nexus approaches and tools. However, there is a gap when it comes to applying them 

in practice, especially in the private sector. The global economy is undergoing a transformation during 

COVID-19 times, and current social movements on climate activism and anti-racism are also influential 

factors. There are several seeds planted for change to emerge, and different stakeholders are painting a 

landscape of future visions for the clothing sector. If this will be enough to strip off, the competitive and 

profit-driven climate in fashion production remains material for further research, activism and practice 

implementation. Yet, it remains unclear if these times of uncertainty will change the industry long-term or 

if it will eventually return to the status quo. This can only be answered over the course of time. Until then, 

transdisciplinary research has great potential to contribute to finding solutions as long as it is integrative, 

self-critical and practice-oriented.  
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Appendix 

Interview questions( developed and adapted from Hoff et al., 2019 ) 

1. Nexus framing: What are the water and sustainability challenges Swedish brands are trying to 

solve with the help of the STWI and how are they linked to other sectors and resources 

(synergies, trade-offs, differences)? 

 

2. Nexus opportunities: Which opportunities do you see in addressing water challenges from a 

Nexus (more holistic approach)? 

 

3. Technical and economic nexus solutions: Which category would you give to your solution 

approaches (economic, technical, political, social)? Do you see any wider benefits from this 

solution approach? 

 

4. Stakeholders involved: From your perspective which stakeholders need to be involved to solve 

water and sustainability challenges from a nexus/ “holistic” approach and why? (public and 

private sector and civil society) 

 

5. Framework conditions: Which (pre-)conditions (policy, technology, mixed methods) do you 

consider necessary at different levels (farm, community, national, international). How can a 

holistic approach be institutionalized? 

 

6. Monitoring, evaluation and next steps: How do brands monitor and evaluate their work and future 

steps. Which learning mechanisms exist in factories, suppliers and brands along the production 

chain (indicators, data)? 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


