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One of the hardly affected industries in this COVID-19 pandemic is the fashion industry. Its impact is pervasive throughout the world. Varies from market to market, many businesses have been forced to shut down, while some of these have witnessed numerous opportunities to avail themselves (Chakraborty and Biswas, 2020). So, in this report, the author will show the impact of the pandemic and how major forces have shaped the fashion industry. Analytical models like PESTLE, SWOT, and Porter's Five Forces will also be discussed. These models will be discussed in terms of the operation of Zara, one of the largest fashion retailers. Later, Zara's opportunities and challenges will be analysed and compared with its competitors like H&M, UNIQLO etc.
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Undoubtedly every industry in the market is more or less became victims of the recent COVID-19 pandemic. Some of these industries found ample opportunities and used their strength to boost up the organization's operation. Industries like communication, online retail, insurance have seen numerous opportunities in the market (Kumar, 2020). And some of these industries were adversely affected as their supply line, end customer, and operation where hit heard by the havoc of the pandemic. The industry like fashion was one of the victims of the pandemic. Many small and medium farms of this industry could not uphold the plunging situation and forced to shut down their operation. The reason behind these are the end customer became jobless, unemployment rate surged across the world, physical stores were shut down because of the country-wise lockdown, people have a little amount of disposable income etc (Soni, 2020). Customers expenditure on necessary items like food, grocery, medicine, health has been rising which forced them to spend a little on fashionable clothes. Also, the retail shops were completely closed during the lockdown and people were reluctant to go to the physical shop to avoid public gathering which deteriorated sales of this industry. So, numerous factors affected this industry and give it a new normal situation to cope with. These factors are broadly discussed below using the PESTLE analysis.
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[bookmark: _Hlk67342540]Figure 1: PESTEL Analysis
Source: (Gander, 2017)
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Political factors largely affected the fashion industry. Due to the pandemic, the government had to impose a country-wise lockdown to curve the spread of the deadly virus. Offices, factories, production plants were completely shut down which halt the production, physical retail stores were close down to avoid public gathering which reduced sales, the transportation system was also stopped. Starting from operational level workers and employees to the retail store owners, everyone stayed at home which deteriorated the overall condition (BBC, 2021). Production shut down, no mobility of products, closure of retail stores deadly affected this industry. Largely work from home could not be applied in this industry as the most operation is needed to be done by the employees directly at the factories or production plants. These limitations are the major reason for the poor performance of this industry during the pandemic.
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Various economic factors also shaped the fashion industry. After the production fall, the main obstacle came as plunging sales. As the income level of the people decreased at the minimum and disposable income reached a poor level, people could not afford to buy fashionable items. Rather they focus on keeping the flow of necessary items and staple foods. That's why the sales amount was hit hard. Exporting goods of this industry also witnessed a drawback as the export reach a dwindling volume due to the volatile exchange rate (Adalaya, 2021). One good opportunity came for the industry owner as a low cost of capital. Because of the idle money available at the minimum cost, plant owners could supply the capital for a minimum cost of capital. But they could not avail of this opportunity as there was no logic to invest capital in a completely shut down production process.
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Social factors have a very pervasive effect on the fashion industry. From the very beginning of the pandemic, people started to avoid any mass gathering as much as possible to reduce the chances of getting infected (Kumar, 2020). This led to not going to a retail shop to purchase fashionable products. As the people got pay cut and sometimes became jobless, they started to save money for rainy days like lockdown or pandemic situation. People also reduce their spending and budget for fashionable items as pandemic forced them to buy more health care products like medicine, antiseptic etc.
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Brands and production plants owners started to focus and invest more in technology in this pandemic. Brands, as well as retail owners, have started to strengthen their presence on the online platform to serve their customer well as in pandemic, people become online-dependent (Soni, 2020). There has also been a surge of equipping new technologies to provide employees with infrastructure to work from home. Investment in technological research also increased as brands had to focus on apps to contact the customers and properly deliver goods to them. For catalogue and marketing strategies, brands also shifted their procedures online to keep pace with the pandemic situation. This new investment and research increased cost for the brands largely.
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Some legal and environmental factors also pressurized the fashion industry in the pandemic. Different brands have to face various rolls and regulations to maintain the government-imposed standard (Kumar, 2020). Rules regarding consumer protection, employment laws had an impact on the business process. Brands and companies have to strengthen their data security to protect the data from potential attackers as the data from the online platform, retail services increased tremendously in the pandemic. Brands have to focus on environmental issues as the customers and stakeholders raised their concern (Soni, 2020). Environment-friendly production and supply line, carbon-neutral production policies were demanded by the stakeholders as the pandemic taught them to become more concerned about the environment.
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Porter's five forces model analyses the profitability and industry attractiveness of a particular industry. It also analyses the factors that could impact the business environment and profitability. These forces are supplier power, consumers power, the threat of substitutions, competitive rivalry, and the threat of new entrants (Osterwalder et al., 2017). Supplier power leads to the supplier's control over the supply line. Supplier's price control, product alternative, the scope of the changing supplier also included in the supplier power. Buyer power leads to buyers bargaining capability, their order size, buyers’ number, and cost to change the product and services. The threat of substitution covers available alternative to the particular product and services. Competitive rivalry encompasses the number of competitors, their size and the quality of the services. The intense and minimal rivalry has a different effect on the industry. Businesses set up their strategies by analysing the competitive rivalry. The last force of this model is the threat of new entrants. This force discusses the chances of new competition, the suitability of the newly competitive market.
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Figure 2: Porter's Five Forces
Source: (Gander, 2017)
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Pandemic has brought challenges as well as opportunities for many fashion industry players. Many brands have been suffered from this pandemic as they are normal operation was halted and forced to comply with the new normal situation of the world (BBC.com, 2021). But some of these brands became able to avail themselves of the opportunities from this stressful time. So, in this part, the opportunities and challenges of Zara, words popular fashion retailer, will be discussed. The author will show how Zara became able to grab the opportunities and face the challenges. These analyses will be done by doing a SWOT analysis.

Figure 3: Opportunities and Challenges of Zara
Source: (Sudhakaran, 2021)
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One of the main opportunities of Zara is its ability to deliver products very sweetly to the customers. As Zara has 202 markets with 2,249 outlets, which is the greatest number of stores in the world, it can very easily reach the customer as per their demand which it's a competitor like H&M, UNIQLO cannot avail (ZARA Official Website, 2021). Another opportunity for Zara is it can increase its customer base by strongly personalized customer data. These will let the brand too segment the market and choose the right products for particular customers. Zara can do this easily as they have a strong online presence. As the pandemic taught people to think more about the environment, the customer has now concern about their brand's production environment and eco-friendliness. Zara can avail of these opportunities by bringing a few changes in the production and delivery line. Customers income level and disposable income decrease to the minimum in this situation. People started to keep budget muchly for their necessary items rather than spending on fashionable products. Zara can create a resale market for its high-end products to make this available for marginal customers.
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One of the major challenges of Zara is intense market competition (Sudhakaran, 2021). Many brands increasing their online presence as now people are more dependent online. Shein, a Chinese online-based retailer, had 10 million downloads while Zara had 2 million in the same period. Another challenge of Zara is its fast-fashion niche. Imitators are quickly replicating the original products and providing them with a low price which becomes challenges for the major retailers. As people now have low-income labour and the least budget for fashionable products, a brand like Zara needs to cope up with this situation. Many low-end brands have witnessed progress and search in sales due to their low-price strategy in the pandemic. Also, different kinds of regulation have been imposed on brands across the world. Some of Zara's factories were closed down as these were in the COVID infected area. These halted the operation and production severely.
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Zara's major strength is its highest number of retail outlets, it's the fastest supply chain. It also has a big budget for the research and design which is carried out by a team of 700 trained designers. Zara's parent company Inditex investing 3 billion dollars to strengthen its online presence and increase online sales. Major weaknesses of Zara are fast fashion, low online presences, expansion to the number base customer market rather than volume etc (Sudhakaran, 2021).
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Finally, everything to see across the world have been adversely affected by this unprecedented pandemic. No matter what, industries have to move forward and pop up with the situation to continue their operation and provide services. Besides bringing numerous challenges, the pandemic has brought many opportunities that brands like Zara can every using their strength. By increasing online presence and investment in data integration, AI, market analysis, Zara can bring new aspects of progress to its operation and gain a competitive advantage in the intensely competitive market. Proper strategy, environment-friendly business operation, investment in research are the main factors of progress.
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Opportunities of Zara


Swift Delivery


Strong Personalization


Challenges of Zara


Intense Competition


Low Purchasing Power


Resale Option


Robust Online Presence


Regulations


Price Wars


Environment-friendly Production Process


Investment In Data Integration
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