From Strategic Opportunity to Existential Imperative:

Sustainability discourses in fashion retail

“Corporations must take into consideration legitimacy to be able to exist and prosper in a society” (Rendtorff, 2019, p.45).
Introduction: Organisations that deviate from ethical expectations risk damaging their image and threatening their very survival. Individual fashion retailers have been implicated in scandals for years but recently, the whole fashion retail industry has been linked with the climate crisis in a more general way (Malik Chua, 2019; McFall-Johnsen, 2019). Fashion retail has become a symbol of the over consumption and waste seen as key contributors to the climate crisis, and fashion’s production and delivery processes are frequently connected with unnecessary fossil fuel exploitation (Wood, 2021). Following parliamentary investigations (Environmental Audit Committee, 2019), inflammatory documentaries (Morgan, 2016; Onono, 2020), mass demonstrations (Cartner-Morley, 2019), and symbolic acts of resistance—e.g., actress Jane Fonda’s refusal to wear a new dress to the Oscars (Whitehead, 2020) and Crown Princess Victoria of Sweden’s choice to rewear her mother’s gown to the Nobel prize awards (Petit, 2018)—fashion retail is an industry in the grip of an legitimacy crisis.
Method: Inspired by Svensson’s (2009) discursive exploration of a tobacco company’s crisis communications, in this paper, I examine corporate communications from the fashion industry on the subject of sustainability and the climate crisis. While research into retail communications has traditionally been dominated by an efficiency-based perspective (Grewal & Dharwadkar, 2002), I adopt an institutional perspective (Humphreys, 2010; e.g., Svensson, 2009), which reminds us that organisations are embedded in social contexts and corporate communications are tools for negotiating legitimacy within those contexts. Global Fashion Agenda (GFA) organises the leading business event on sustainability in fashion, Copenhagen Fashion Summit, and partners with leading fashion retailers to set industry goals for sustainability (GFA, 2021). GFA’s annual reports (2017-2021) were analysed alongside corporate communications from Inditec (Zara’s parent company) and H&M to reveal both what was said and what was not said, in line with Svensson’s call for research into “the various discursive closures and exclusions involved in […] postcrisis debate and image repair” (Svensson, 2009, p.574). The findings illustrate how fashion retailers use the language of climate activism to re-legitimise the industry in the face of a climate crisis that threatens its very existence.
Findings: 2019 represents a turning point in the language used in GFA’s communications. Profit and growth are discursively excluded. This change in corporate discourse follows a change in the societal discourse around climate change associated with Greta Thunberg, the Fridays for Future movement, and the Extinction Rebellion organisation. For example, when Thunberg told delegates at the UN Climate Conference in December 2018, “Our civilisation is being sacrificed for the opportunity of a very small number of people to continue making enormous amounts of money,” (Thunberg, 2018) she rhetorically decoupled money and growth from sustainability discourses. Previously, GFA’s communications encouraged fashion retailers to make sustainable choices in order to manage costs, beat the competition, and continue growing (2017). The reward for sustainability? EUR 160 billion in “potential cost savings derived from more efficient and respectful use of natural and human resources” (2018, p.4). The risks of not doing so are also constructed as financial: resource shortages, increased prices and lower profits (2018; 2017). 
From 2019 onwards, as profits are discursively excluded from GFA’s communications, sustainability begins to be framed as an “imperative” rather than a choice (2019). Words like “bold” and “urgent” enter the discourse, mirroring the urgency that entered the social discourse on climate change at that time. Activist groups such as Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for Future gained prominence in late 2018 when they called for the declaration (by local and national governments) of a climate emergency and emphasised the existential nature of the threat posed by climate crisis—i.e., as a threat to the existence of human civilisation (Taylor & Gayle, 2018). In a much-publicised speech in January 2019, Thunberg told delegates at the World Economic Forum in Davos, “Either we choose to on as a civilisation or we don’t,” and scolded, “I want you to act as if our house is on fire. Because it is” (Thunberg, 2019). The industry responded with promises to “work within planetary boundaries” (2021) towards “a world beyond next season” (2020, 2021), acknowledging that their sustainability work was moving too slowly (2019). 
Discussion: In GFA’s communications prior to 2019, the consequences of failing to act on sustainability were never discursively constructed as an existential threat to humanity. They were not even social. Rather the risk was to growth and profitability. From 2019, sustainability began to be constructed as “critical” and “vital” echoing the social discourses that centred on the life-threatening risk of not taking sustainability seriously. While talk of existential threats could be interpreted as an indication that the fashion industry is recognising its contributory role in the climate crisis, it could also be understood as an expression of the threat that the industry sees to its own existence. Along with the discourse of existential threat to human existence, come calls for reform of the capitalist system to which the fashion industry belongs.
Contributions: These findings highlight the tension between exploiting resources for profit and doing good for the planet and its people, which forms the backdrop for communications regarding sustainability in the fashion retail industry. In line with Svensson’s (2009) conclusions from the tobacco industry, these findings show how the fashion industry rhetorically embraces activist critique in order to use it as a discursive resource. The language of activism, hence, becomes corporate language, used to re-establish an industry’s legitimacy. These findings extend Benoit’s (1997) theoretical findings on image restoration to a whole industry rather than individual organisations or brands. 
In practical terms this study could prove useful to two opposing groups. First, it could provide retail managers in other industries (which might also face legitimacy crises in connection with overconsumption) with a kind of template for how to craft their corporate responses. Second, it could provide policy makers with tools to critically evaluate organisations’ attempts to legitmise their actions in crisis situations, thus helping to highlight how they “get away with it.” 
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