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1. Introduction

The subject of this assignment is the environmental analysis of the fashion industry. It is well known that the global fashion industry is one of the biggest industries around the world, it employs more 75 million people, it is estimated worth is $2.4 trillion according to Solidarity Center (2019). In March 2020, the sales in the fashion industry dropped by 34% because of the COVID-19 lockdowns, people weren’t able to leave their homes of travel and more than 80% of the transactions in this industry was happening in actual physical stores. (McIntosh,2020) The fashion industry has been hit hard and even after a year since the first lockdown the sales did not grow back like it was before the pandemic. 
This assignment has been done in order to analyze the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the forces that affected the business environment of the fashion industry, as well as the opportunities, challenges that companies has faced during these challenging times. 

2. Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the fashion industry

The new Coronavirus has brought great inconvenience for people worldwide, regarding of employees or employers, the new virus hit hard and forced employers to take radical decisions and, many employees either had their working hours reduced or they lost their jobs. With many people on lower income their finances went to basic needs like food, water, and shelter, meaning that luxury desires like cosmetics, clothing and jewelry were put on pause making the fashion industry suffer along with other industries like finance and hospitality. Consumers are not buying much clothing right now as they are focusing on the essentials and, fashion brands like H&M and GAP are offering huge discounts just to get rid of the products they have right now on the stock. (McIntosh,2020) Also the fashion industry is responsible for a great part of the pollution producing about 1.2 billion tons of carbon emissions per year.
In Europe alone the clothing sale fell by 37.4% in the period April-June 2020 compared to last year the sales dropped by 15% for the same period, the reason for this was the Coronavirus cases which grew rapidly in Europe.
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Fig. 1 Impacts of Coronavirus on key structural indicators in the clothing sector in Europe in the 2nd and 3rd quarter in 2020. (Shahbandeh,2021)


3. The major forces that shaped the business environment in the fashion industry

PESTEL analysis is a tool used to identify the external forces that are facing an organization. The letters stand for P – Political, E – Environmental, S – Sociological, T – Technological, E – Economic and L – Legal. (OCOM,2020)
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Fig. 2 PESTEL analysis diagram. (Statius,2020)
The political factors determine how much the governments or their policies impacts a specific industry or organization this could include the political policy, tax, trade, VAT etc. Politicians and political figures also have a great impact on the fashion industry. Certain politicians like Melania Trump and Michelle Obama can wear specific items and send a message to the people. They can promote buying local fashion items or certain designers, this applies to celebrities, social media influencers and artists. (Shaw,2020) 
The environmental factors have a great influence on the environment and the influence on ecological aspects. Sustainability and transparency became more important to the consumers including recycling, carbon footprint and waste disposal as people are getting more aware of the environmental damages that the fashion industry causes. Shaw (2020) argues that the fashion industry impacts the environment in a very negatively way from the resources used to grow the raw materials to the vehicles used for transportation the final products to the fact that clothing and other fashion products are being disposed too much. Fast fashion has become a trend as people tend to buy a lot of products for cheap prices and low quality, even though brands started to recycle the full potential of recycling has not been achieved yet.
The sociological factors aim on the social environment and it can influence changes in lifestyle and identify trends. This factor helps brands and organizations to understand the customers’ needs and wants. (OCOM,2020) Musicians, influencers and artists promote certain fashion trends for example, the Kardashians, the well-known self-made millionaire family have popularized bodycon clothing, neon colors, bodysuits, biker shorts according to Vogue (2020) these trends have been accepted quickly by the mass, mostly youngsters. People tend to buy products that their idols promote as a sign of appreciation and the feeling to know they own the same product as their idol, increasing the fashion’s industry sales. 
The technological factors focus on technology, innovation and development, new methods of distribution must be added, manufacturing and logistics. The COVID-19 virus has changed the shopping forever, a survey shows that more than a half of the survey’s respondents shop now more frequently and rely on the internet more for news, information about health and wellbeing and digital entertainment. (UNCTAD,2020) Primark is a well-known fashion, lifestyle, home shop which has been severely hit hard by the pandemic, because of the restrictions and the lockdowns in UK Primark reported a lost by 40.5% in sales (Hughes,2021). The fact that Primark does not own an online shopping website made a great loss in revenue, in the technology era customers prefer comfort and prefer shopping online, many brands have understood this need and adapted to technology, where other brands who refuse to adapt will have to suffer. 
The economic factors can impact both the consumers decisions and the organization. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the economy worldwide, people lost their income and jobs, and companies have lost orders even if we’re talking about the fashion industry or hospitality. The fashion products are usually made in less developed countries where the labor is cheap and the raw materials are even cheaper, this way the company can make huge profits, furthermore, brands usually pay their suppliers weeks after delivery meaning that the suppliers pay upfront for the materials. (Fashion Revolution,2020) The COVID-19 pandemic has forced brands to cancel orders already made, making certain factories to have no orders, forced to reduce their staff’s working hours and lose lots of money, for example Bangladesh have had orders cancelled worth about $1.5 billion because of the virus and the companies that made the orders are not taking responsibility to pay its workers, this has been a horrible hit to the countries that rely on the fashion industry. 
The legal factor – it overlaps with the political one, companies should be aware of employment legislation, health and safety, consumer law, restrictions, and trade regulations. (OCOM,2020) There are around 260 million of children in employment around the world, a shocking number especially when child labor is forbidden by law in most countries, but this continues in some of the poorest parts of the world, especially where clothing, footwear and other fashion items are made. (Moulds,2020) In poor countries child labor, modern slavery, forced labor is common, health and safety are not priorities and the pay is really low for workers in factories in less developed countries, these matters should be taken into account by brands and things should change as human rights should be prioritized.
The fashion industry is one of the biggest most important industries nowadays, but it shouldn’t break the law by forcing people to work for such low wages, it shouldn’t destroy the environment by overproducing clothing and footwear, and it shouldn’t pollute as much as right now. Consumers should become aware of their choices and start recycling and reusing more, buying second hand is another great way to reduce the carbon footprint, try new trends without spending that much money and buy more high-quality products as nowadays the fast-fashion products are not made to last. (Stanton,2019)

4. Opportunities and challenges

During the COVID-19 outbreak there has been some opportunities and challenges for certain brands. Because people were forced to stay at home and reduce face to face contact certain fashion items were not needed anymore. Holidays were cancelled and people had to remain in their homes, shop online more and even work from home making elegant clothing and footwear not needed anymore, consumers bought more loungewear with an increase of 143% in pajama sales in March 2020 alone and a decline in 13% of bras. (Morgan,2020) Grey State an innovative fashion brand created by Saima Chowdhury creates luxury comfortable clothing, even though the brand is on the market years before the COVID-19, the brand understood the trends and the COVID-19 and found the opportunity to sell soft, eco-friendly clothing for women who need to stay at home but still want to feel beautiful and feminine.
Brands who have adapted to the consumers requests for comfortable loungewear, home scented candles and other products for home redecorating had a sales increase cotton face masks, hand sanitizers and other face covering became available as brands adapted to the PPE requests of consumers, also online shopping have seen a growth in online orders as people had to stay at home and the non-essential shops were closed for most of the year 2020. Many retailers understood that the future of shopping will be online, and they closed many of the physical stores and focused their attention on their websites, the online shopping brings more revenue to brands as the costs are much lower, furthermore, consumers find online shopping safer rather than going outside in actual shops. (The Business Research Company,2021)
The challenges that fashion brands faced were – the orders that have been cancelled, loss of income, loss of employees, fear of the unknown, fear of health and wellbeing. The most sold products in 2020 were security and protection, home appliances, home improvement products, sport and entertainment, light and lightning and tools according to Faherty(2020) Cancelling orders and loss of employees has brought uncertainty to employers and consumers are demanding fashion brands to pay their suppliers and supply chain workers and so far Primark announced that created a fund to pay its supply chain workers as well as H&M, Target, Marks & Spencer confirmed that they will pay for products that have already made and orders already placed. (Fashion Revolution,2020) Another challenge that has been affecting fashion brands is the responsible retail, furthermore, the transparency and sustainability should become top priorities nowadays when the consumers are looking more closely to what they are buying and how sustainable their products are.
The biggest fashion companies right now are Nike, TJX Companies, VF Corporation and L Brands. These companies have survived the Coronavirus pandemic because they adapted to trends, they focused on advertising and online retail. VF Corporation owns Timberland which is a fashion company that is known for recycling and reusing, this matter helped the brand to survive.
Some firms adapted better than others, comparing H&M and Primark both retail fashion stores which operates in UK, H&M has understood the customer need for online shopping and has developed a membership app where the customer can collect points and get offers (H&M,2020), it also bought to the customers attention the products they needed like loungewear, reusable PPE and scented candles while Primark does not have an online website, had their physical shops closed during lockdown and does not offer any benefits for returning customers.

5. Conclusion and recommendations

In conclusion the fashion industry has been hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic as consumers’ income fell because of unemployment, luxury things like clothing, footwear, makeup and are not in demand as before the pandemic. The fashion industry is recovering slowly, but it will be better. The recommendations for the fashion industry are: more sustainable clothing, more recycling and reusing as the earth itself has a finite source of water and energy, focus more on quality clothing and less on fast fashion, fast fashion is the killer in industry as it produces more damage to the environment and the products are low quality, focus on digitalization where possible develop better online websites where the experience of buying new things makes it more meaningful to the customer, adopt a healthy relationship with the suppliers and workers who deserve respect, equal pay, health and safety benefits and recognition.
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