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H&M encourages  shoppers  to recycle apparel pas t its  useful lifecycle. Image credit: H&M

 
By ELLEN KELLEHER

Sustainability is primed to play a key role in retail's  COVID-19 recovery efforts, and mass-market brands can offer
lessons for luxury labels going in a greener direction.

Speaking at the National Retail Federation's Big Show on Jan. 19, sustainability experts from Swedish brands H&M
and IKEA detailed their experiences in navigating through the pandemic. Rather than slow down sustainability
efforts, the ongoing crisis has encouraged retailers to develop smarter and better environmental strategies.

"We really believe that sustainability is a key to recovering from COVID-19 and the pandemic," said Abigail
Kammerzell, U.S. sustainability manager for H&M, New York. "Both H&M and IKEA really believe in the green
recovery."

Sustainability of mass retailers offers lessons
It has not been business as usual for the last nine months at either IKEA or H&M, as both have adapted to the new
needs of their customers and communities. However, the drive to achieve sustainability ambitions and goals has not
crawled to a halt.

"We're working just as hard as we always have been to achieve our ambitions and goals," said Jennifer Keesson,
U.S. sustainability manager at IKEA, Philadelphia.

As retailers of all stripes have discovered, more consumers want to know that businesses are concerned with planet
protection and the wider social good.
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The home furnishings  sector is  growing, but IKEA continues  to prioritize sus tainability. Image credit: IKEA

H&M's motto is that it wants to be "truly sustainable, genuinely inclusive and entirely fair" and so, amid the
pandemic, more attention is being paid to the ethics of its  supply chain.

Transparency is also becoming critical for the clothing retailer as younger Gen Z consumers are really demanding
and want to know where and how clothes are made.

"They really want to see everything that's happening down to the factory layer of the operation," Ms. Kammerzell
said. "What's the implication on the society that made the clothes and what's the responsibility of the producer."

The consensus among younger consumers is that a business exists to improve the society and community in which
it operates.

The conversation about consumption patterns in Western countries has also grown louder as the COVID-19 crisis
rages and consumers become more aware of social causes around them.

Executives at IKEA, influenced by the socially-minded Swedish mindset, have been grappling with how to address
overconsumption as home furnishing sales grow.

"We're actively trying to find solutions and services where we can enable our customers to be more sustainable at
home," Ms. Keesson said.

Sustainability efforts at both H&M and IKEA involve discussions on the circular economy and upcycling.

Upcycling is  core to both H&M and Alexander McQueen's  operating philosophy. Image courtesy of Alexander McQueen

IKEA chose not to promote Black Friday over last year's Thanksgiving break, turning it green instead by promoting
sustainable actions that can be done at home.

H&M, meanwhile, introduced garment recycling in 2013, allowing in-store shoppers to drop off textiles in from any
brand in any condition to be recycled. After being paused due to COVID-19, the program is set to resume this year.

The clothing retailer also recently launched a circular build strategy, so all of future stores will be built according to
circular guidelines, with fixtures made from recycled materials and other green improvements. The brand has more
than 500 stores in the U.S. alone.

In another commitment to corporate social responsibility, H&M also has philanthropic partnerships with the ACLU
and the Trevor Project.
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"The strength of the communities we're in allows our business to be strong," Ms. Kammerzell said.

As large retailers with superior brand awareness, H&M and IKEA have more money for sustainable investments and
hold more control over supply chains.

According to Ms. Kammerzell, H&M is making significant headway in empowering its contracted garment workers,
who are primarily women, with valuable skill sets and safer working conditions.

The brand now aims to democratize sustainable fashion so everyone can dress in an ethical manner, no matter the
size of their wallet, per Ms. Kammerzell.

Similarly, IKEA is also looking to impose its high standards for sustainability on its entire value chain as well as its
suppliers.

"We believe that being a good business is good business," Ms. Keesson said.

Luxury and sustainability
While retailers and brands such as IKEA and H&M are not direct competition for luxury brands, their strategies can
help set the standards for the shopping experience (see story).

When it comes to green efforts, the tactics of mid-market retailers are widely shared by upscale fashion labels like
Stella McCartney and Gabriela Hearst which have made sustainability a core tenant.

Gucci, for instance, is setting itself apart from the biggest luxury brands by consistently placing sustainability at the
forefront of its  marketing efforts (see story).

According to a recent report from Deloitte, millennials and Generation Z, who are expected to account for
approximately half of all global personal luxury goods sales by 2025, have already adopted social and
environmental issues as fundamental and essential principles in their purchasing behavior. They are outlining new
rules of the luxury market and brands are recognizing that sustainability is the ultimate goal (see story).

In most cases, sustainability remains a path brands and retailers of all kinds have embarked on and will continue to
pursue with enthusiasm.

"It's  still definitely a journey that we're on to make sure that inclusion is part of every aspect of our business," Ms.
Kammerzell said. "You have to enable the trust with customers and that means really showing the progress that
you're making."
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