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[bookmark: _Toc68729760]Introduction
Humankind did know severe breakouts of pandemics in different centuries throughout the last few millennia, but no knowledge could have prepared them for the situation they face today in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. Economies have been pushed to the verge of collapse, and the death toll stands well over 2.5 million, while humanity struggles to find the sweet spot between saving lives and saving the economy (Hossain, 2020). Meanwhile, some curious incidents took place in the global apparel industry, where some companies failed to survive and others thrived for some reason. The following essay dives into the key elements required of those companies for coping with the pandemic blow and tries to provide valuable insight on how to factor in a pandemic in the business model for apparel companies.


[bookmark: _Toc68729761]Impacts of COVID-19 and Major Forces That Have Shaped the Business Environment of Fashion Industry
The whole world has been facing the fast spread and severe impacts of COVID-19 since the end of 2019 (Chakraborty and Biswas, 2020). This pandemic has disturbed the growth of business in almost every country making the business environment unfavorable for business. The fashion industry of the UK and almost every other country of the world are facing the impacts of COVID-19.
[bookmark: _Toc68729762]A Brief Overview UK Fashion Industry
The fashion industry in the UK plays a vital role in the economy of the country. The industry was valued at more than £26 billion in 2020 (Alves, 2020). This industry is considered to be the largest creative industry in the country. There was a time when 80% of the export revenue of the UK used to come from this industry (Rio, 2020). Next Group Plc, Primark Stores Limited, Clarks, Adidas, Nike, Levi’s, etc. are some of the popular companies that hold a substantial share of this industry.
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Figure 1: Most popular clothing brands in the UK as of December 2020 (Sabanoglu, 2021)
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The UK fashion industry has been impacted “twice as hard” compared to others in the COVID-19 pandemic (Abdulla, 2020). The government of the country has been called upon to support the industry by providing financial and other help. According to BFC (British Fashion Council), the pandemic may wipe out the average growth that had been achieved by the industry in the last 10 years. According to the data presented by BFC, an entire generation of young and creative fashion designers may disappear due to this pandemic along with economic hampers.
The industry created jobs for more than 890,000 people but the pandemic has caused job losses for 240,000 people approximately. Analysts have forecasted that this number may rise to 350,000 if the pandemic remains in 2021. The level of contribution of this industry to GDP has dropped from GBP35 billion in 2019 to GBP26.2 billion in 2020 (Hayat, 2020).
Many small businesses have faced the impacts of pandemic more severely. For example- many small shops couldn’t bear the loss of being closed for a long time and forced to shut down their businesses. In short, the pandemic has caused great loss and change to this industry.
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The PESTEL framework is widely used to understand the environment in which a business is operating. PESTEL stands for Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal factors (Guy, 2018). These factors work actively to shape an industry. The contributions of these forces in shaping the UK fashion industry are described below-
Political: almost every industry in the country has been going through a tough time and counting financial losses. The government is trying to reduce their losses by offering supportive measures such as reduction in tariff and duties to support the international supply chain, direct financial aids to small businesses, etc. BFC and the UK Government are trying together to save this industry from losses. They are trying to increase the export of the products of this industry to keep it growing.
Economic: Some positive economic changes have made to support this industry. For example- grants and interest-free loans have been provided to some SMEs, loans have been given to many organizations at a reduced interest rate, many organizations have been given loans without any mortgages to ensure continuous liquidity to the industry. Besides, the government is trying to keep the capital market and money market untouched from the impact of COVID-19 to reduce the risks of investors (D’Adamo and Lupi, 2021).
Social: This factor is not so favorable for the fashion industry right now. As many people are staying at home most of the time, the demand for fashion products (clothes, shoes, etc.) has been reduced. The overall impact is a reduction in national demand for clothing, shoes, and all other items of this industry.
Technological: This factor has made the fashion industry more dependent on technological supports. Before COVID-19, people used to do shopping physically, the percentage of online shopping was very little. But the pandemic has forced people to do online shopping and made the organizations offer home delivery for their survival. This large amount of online shopping and home delivery has required more technological support,
Environmental: This factor has changed little due to the COVID-19. The whole industry was trying to develop an environment-friendly green production system which is still in progress (Chakraborty and Biswas, 2020).
Legal: some new rules and regulations have been imposed on organizations to keep the employees safe from COVID-19. For example- each employee has to wear a mask and organizations have to keep sanitizers in the organizations, social distancing (6 feet) has to be maintained in workplaces, etc. All these new rules have increased the costs of organizations (Hayat, 2020).
The above discussion shows that the fashion industry has faced a lot of changes due to the pandemic. The cost of operations has increased, demand has decreased, organizations are going through financial distress and depending on government support, etc. Still, some of the large organizations have managed to reduce the impact of COVID in their organizations.
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It’s beyond saying that the pandemic has caused a lot of troubles for organizations in the fashion industry but some major players in the industry have found new opportunities and used these perfectly. For example-
1) The renowned brand “Nike” has invested more in digital marketing and came out successful as its digital sales increased almost 82% (Safdar, 2020).
2) “Adidas” has hired new employees and its employee pool grew over 160% during COVID and it invested a lot in e-commerce. As a result, it got enormous success (Huan, 2020).
3) “Next Group Plc” enjoyed its all-time highest share price as the COVID crisis has accelerated online sales (Wood and Jolly, 2021).
4) “Levi’s” online sale has become triple that it is planning for expanding its business (Fionna, 2020).
All these companies along with some other companies have become successful and faced less loss than others. Obviously, all the companies faced the same challenges but only a few came out successful. A SWOT analysis of these companies will be helpful to understand their strategies-
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SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threat analysis (Guy, 2018). SWOT analysis of major players that came out successful during COVID is given below-
Strengths
1) These companies had enough financial and intellectual resources to invest in. They had invested these resources to find out the best possible business model for their organizations during COVID-19.
2) Strong brand values of these companies facilitate them to charge a little high. As a result, if cost increases then they can increase the price to keep their profit margin untouched.

Weakness
1) As changing the business model involves reorganizing, reorienting, and repurposing all the available resources an organization has, it stands to reason that doing so is incredibly tough for larger organizations such as those discussed above.
2) The cost of changing business models, maintaining government instructions, etc. is high for these organizations.
Opportunities
1) COVID-19 has increased the opportunity of doing e-commerce and the above-mentioned companies- Nike, Adidas, Next Group Plc, Levi’s, etc. have grabbed the opportunity at the very beginning of the pandemic which resulted in a great success for them (Abdulla, 2020).
2) Online shopping has reduced the cost of maintaining physical outlets. Some of these successful organizations have cut costs of maintaining physical outlets and invested in online business.
Threats
1) There is always a possibility of a recession in the global economy due to the pandemic, and despite all the efforts if that comes to pass, the sales will definitely decline even with companies having an online presence (Hossain, 2020). People will reduce buying of apparel in both online and brick-and-mortar shops, which will impact the profit margin severely for the apparel companies.
2) Following in the footsteps of the few successful companies, all the remaining players in the apparel market could be coming to venture into the unexplored online frontier of the business, which would make it a lot harder for all the companies to make a substantial profit from their online business (D’Adamo and Lupi, 2021).
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Michael E. Porter, a professor of Harvard University has developed this model in 1979 (Morrison, 2018). This model is used to analyze competition in an industry. Following is the application of this model for the major players in the fashion industry-
Bargaining Power of Buyers: Nike, Adidas, Next Group, Levi’s, etc. are famous brand names and buyers have LOW or no bargaining power over these companies. These companies are famous for charging reasonable prices and customers believe in their pricing strategies. As a result, they enjoy the power of charging a little extra.
Bargaining Power of suppliers: These large companies are important customers to their suppliers as they purchase a lot of materials. Suppliers have very LOW bargain power over these companies (Chakraborty and Biswas, 2020).
Industry Rivalry: The fashion industry has very intense competition among its major players as customers prefer to switch brands and try products of famous brands. So, industry rivalry is HIGH here. Nike and Adidas are famous for sport dresses and shoes and they are intensely competing with each other to capture market share (Safdar, 2020). On the other hand, Levi’s is famous for Jeans. These brands belong in the same industry but they are specialized in different market segments.
The Threat of Substitutes: The threat of substitute products is LOW as existing companies are very creative and they come with new designs and styles continuously. Besides, the substitute of clothing and shoes are rare.
The Threat of New Entrants: The number of famous brands as well as less famous brands are huge in the UK fashion industry. Small companies are fighting just to survive the COVID-19 pandemic and it’s not the right time for new companies to enter the market. So, the threats of new entrants are LOW.
[bookmark: _Toc68729768]Unique Strategies of Key Players in The Fashion Industry
The key players in this industry are impacted very little because of their fast response towards this pandemic (Rio, 2020). All of these companies have a strong advisor team consists of experts and they forecasted the scenario at the very beginning of this pandemic. As a result, they started to invest more in online business and captured market share when there were a few players in the online market. They offered discounts at the beginning to increase sales. They also reduced the cost of offline business and all these methods helped them to increase their profits during the pandemic.

[bookmark: _Toc68729769]Conclusion
COVID-19 has come as a challenge for almost every industry. Very few industries have benefitted from the pandemic like- Pharmaceutical and chemical industry, medical equipment industry, etc. However, the fashion industry has been hurt badly by this pandemic but the organizations in this industry are fighting hard to survive. The few companies that have come out successful despite having negative circumstances did that by responding fast and perfectly. However, they should develop more unique strategies to keep their success uninterrupted.
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