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The purpose of this report is to critically analyse business operations and sustainable practices within Shein, an ultra-fast fashion e-commerce business. The report aims to determine the current level of sustainability and challenges in a changing business environment. 
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Shein has risen to a dominant market position in the fast fashion sector in a relatively short space of time. Fast fashion, considered as a resource depleting model is often mass produced, cheaply sold and made from poor quality materials. Based in China the ultra-fast fashion brand was founded by Chris Xu in 2008. The company that rebranded to Shein in 2014 has ten thousand employees and ships to overseas markets in one hundred and fifty countries. In 2021, Shein became the most popular brand with a 28% market share in the fast fashion sector. The organisation managed to surpass their competitors, due to the Covid 19 pandemic which increased the demand for e-commerce and the popularity of imported goods from China, which became a growing market (Shen , 2022).
Solely trading as a cross border e-commerce site Shein has capitalised on the rise of social media and the influencers who market their products. The organisation has benefited from the popularity and rise of online shopping and the developments in marketing and technology. “Shein was an early adopter of the social media platform TIKTOK. “The digital transformation, including the relevant position held by social media, is increasingly affecting the popularity of fast fashion brands, especially e-commerce stores” (Vittoria , 2022). 
The existing business framework strongly supports a linear model, with increased consumption creating planned obsolescence in the garments produced. Ultra-fast fashion has been widely criticised for the negative impacts on the environment. According to Greenpeace this unsustainable business model produces vast amounts of disposal cheap clothing that end up in landfill, which are then found in riverbeds, washed out to sea, or burnt on open fires. There is little consideration for exploitation of precious environmental resources or indeed people (Greenpeace, 2022). However Fast fashion is continuing to grow and accounts for 92 million tons of waste with 79 trillion tons of water utilised in production per year  (Niinimaki et al, 2020). With items retailing from as little as £2, it raises the question of how they can be manufactured considering the pressing global issues and Sustainable Development Goals. The organisation will continue to face social, economic, and environmental challenges as targets are set and expectations of consumers increase.
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Shein faces many challenges as part of the global marketplace. Negative publicity from poor working conditions, accusations of design theft, offensive items and negative environmental impacts have been reported extensively in the media. Ultra-fast fashion presents a linear model and encourages planned obsolescence, which is in direct conflict with sustainable practices. Indeed,  (Bick et al, 2018) state that “Ensuring environmental justice at each stage in the global supply chain remains a challenge. Global environmental justice will be dependent upon innovations in textile development, corporate sustainability, trade policy, and consumer habits”. However, ethical considerations from the public do not seem to have had an impact on sales. The organisation has a dominant position in the United States, but this does not extend globally at present. Estimated to be valued at 100 billion dollars in 2022, the organisation experienced a spike in April 2020, when in the U.S lockdown measures had been put in place one month before (Fu, 2021). Displayed in image 1.
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Image 1.  (Fu, 2021)

The current economic climate will potentially benefit Shein as it appears to meet the needs of those on low incomes and will likely grow in popularity in the United Kingdom, due to the current economic recession. However, it is interesting to note  that currently it is not those on low incomes that are driving sales but those with large disposable incomes (Williams, 2022). Other challenges exist by means of replication. There is nothing preventing another company from replicating Shein’s business model and challenging their market share and dominant position. Furthermore, issues such as water stewardship, finite resources, and lifecycle of materials, will be of further consideration as government legislation and policies develop. The Ultra-fast fashion business model is likely to prove unsustainable in the long term as it relies heavily on consumption. 
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It is difficult to assess current sustainability practices for the following reasons.:
Where evidence is provided by Shein on their sustainability credentials their appears to be a vast amount of contradictory evidence. It is equally important to question the validity of such sources. Information from the organisation’s sustainability report and reports in the media, coupled with peer reviewed articles appear to show disparities in claims made by Shein. Although, the organisation has set out in its approach and governance, three pillars of sustainability and social impact strategy:
1. Protecting our planet
2. Encouraging entrepreneurs 
3. Support communities 
The organisation states that it has reduced water usage by developing innovative thermal digital transfer techniques. However, (Milward-Pena, 2022) suggests that “This claim not only ignores water waste from specific materials but water waste from anything outside of printing. These claims at protecting the environment are not enough”. The organisation states they are moving towards sustainable materials, including recycled polyester and finally garment recycling programmes. (SHEIN, Sustainability and Social Impact Report, 2021). Shein’s SSIR  is not immediately apparent on the site, it is located at the very bottom of the page in small letters under social responsibility.  Shein state that they are actively working to support all 17 SDG’s which will provide a framework for their operations, displayed in image 2.  Further evidence of sustainable practice will be analysed throughout this report. 
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Image 2 (SHEIN, 2021 Sustainability and Social Impact Report, 2021)
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The organisation claims that an agile, fully digital supply chain is at the centre of their business model.  Enabling communication with their factories in real time to order small batches, reducing the need for a large inventory and eliminating the creation of excessive waste (About us, 2022). What sets Shein apart from other manufacturers is their accelerated test and repeat model, used previously by organisations such as H&M and Zara. With only 6% of stock remaining in inventory for no more than 90 days, the organisation relies on third party suppliers to produce batches of each design, if the designs do not prove successful, they are discontinued. (Williams, 2022)
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Image 3  displays the current supply chain (SHEIN, Sustainability and Social Impact Report, 2021)

Shein’s SSRI states that the organisation is committed to creating a business ecosystem of sustainability that encourages suppliers to thrive within their partnership with Shein (SHEIN, 2021).To meet demand third party suppliers produce up to 10,000 garments per day. Shein have been criticised for the impact of working conditions for its employees. Reports claimed to have found poor working conditions in some of the factories in the supply chain. A Channel Four documentary found some employees working 18 hrs per day, with one day off per month, under Chinese labour law the limit is 40 hours per week. Workers were producing 500 items per day and paid approximately £492 per month, if workers make a mistake, they are fined two thirds of their daily wages. Shein responded stating they were concerned by the  alleged claims and said that this violates their code of conduct with third party suppliers (Waheed , 2022).  
Although regulation exist to protect workers, they are often ignored. According to an article in the economist, China’s labour law does not help those who need it most. This is mainly due to lack of independent unions (China's labour law is no use to those who need it most, 2017).  A licence to do harm by governments who continue to poorly regulate practices that exploit and do not truly represent biodiversity, pollution, emissions, and human wellbeing  (Williams, 2022)
One of the ways that the organisation passes some of the responsibility is to the main stakeholder, the consumer through the returns policy. A refund will be issued to the customer without the expectation that the goods will be returned. This ensures the disposal or recycling of goods becomes solely the customers responsibility. This presents an issue in the circular economy model as often the clothes are poorly made with cheap materials that cannot be recycled, ultimately ending up in charity collections or landfill. Displayed in image 4
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Image 4  (Williams, 2022)

To counteract this Shein announced at the Copenhagen sustainability summit that they will donate twelve million pounds over three years, to waste charity workers in Ghana. Approximately 15 million garments arrive at Kantamanto in Accra every week , 40% of this waste then enters the environment as Ghana do not have incinerators meaning that most end up on the ocean floor and are washed up on beaches. Women and children as young as six gather this waste carrying clothing on their heads and are paid around a dollar a trip.  Though this gesture won applause others felt it was public greenwashing and does little to address the root cause of the problem (Britten , 2022).It appears that Shein is effectively paying to amend a problem that they are partly responsible for creating, a reflection that the current business model could do more operationally in regards to sustainability.
 From a circular perspective Shein does not use a lot of recycled materials in its manufacturing process. An article in the ethical consumer claims that young people are being misled by false environmental claims, evidence found recycled materials were only present in 0.5% of items, with no information on what percentage of the clothing were 100% recycled. (Crumbie , 2021). Although, the organisation states in regard to the circular economy Shein is currently working with strategic partners to reduce post-consumer waste and develop innovative garment recycling programmes (SHEIN, Sustainability and Social Impact Report, 2021). However, what the initiatives might be is not stated in the report.
;
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The organisation’s marketing strategy is innovative, the website relies on a series of algorithms that are designed to maximise sales. The website and app display continued pop ups with discounts and countdowns to guarantee the best prices. “Shoppers love the gamifying experience on the Shein portals and the countdown timers for the season sale discounts. They are always under the impression that they are getting a better deal ” (Shen , 2022). Shein has the most popular app that even overtook e-commerce giant Amazon in the US. This is largely due to the organisations clever use of social media influencers. A culture of Shein hauls have emerged on platforms such as ticktock. Displayed in Image 5. Influencers create videos where they open large parcels of clothes and try them on. This enables followers to gain first hand feedback  and receive a discount code leading to orders being placed. The organisation actively sends a small selection of items to influencers for free in return for free marketing and publicity. The main demographic targeted are teenage girls and the pressure to keep up with trends and celebrities has become a movement.
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Image 5. displays influencers with Shein hauls (Vittoria , 2022)

The organisations influence on social media is growing. “As of early October, it had 22 million followers on Instagram, 23 million on Facebook (approximately half as many as H&M and Zara), and 2.8 million on TikTok, many times over that of its two competitors” (Kollbrunner , 2021). However, as popularity in the brand grows there seems little concern from consumers for sustainability, perhaps as Shein has a policy in place, consumers are relying on trust with no greenwashing present.  Evidence found that young consumers do not generally relate sustainability with fashion, although open to issues of environmentalism in other areas, they did not relate this to their consumption of fashion (Joy et al, 2012). This possibly explains the success of Sheins business model in relation to young consumers, this is an element that may change and impact the organisation as global climate change  continues to be a pressing issue.

When researching into the organisations code of conduct, even the marketing strategy dominates the website and blocks out the policy in favour of sales, as displayed in image 6. This would appear to give the impression that the generation of sales takes paramount importance over ethical issues. 
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Image 6 (Supplier Code of conduct, 2022)
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Firstly, Shein has capitalised on the developments in technology, social media and the covid 19 pandemic which increased the demand for online goods and ensured rapid growth. The organisation could potentially continue to grow given the current economic climate, particularly in the UK. However, despite a successful marketing strategy and development of a sustainability and social impact report, the current evidence does not support an acceptable level of sustainable practice. Issues such as human rights violations, linear operations and intellectual property violations still appear to exist.
Secondly, in an environment of personal responsibility and knowledge of the current environmental crisis, fast fashion appears to be the paradox that has escaped accountability. Partly due to the young customer base and desire for the latest trends  and the trust placed in businesses to be transparent about their policies and procedures. Clever marketing gives the urgency to purchase, with little consideration for the people who may be affected or the negative impact on the environment. 
To conclude, the linear model of mass consumerism is unlikely to be sustainable for fast fashion businesses. Trends historically change and influence individuals shopping habits. Those businesses that have proved to be successful in the long term have changed their business model, recognising that climate change is an issue of responsibility to people, planet, and finite resources.
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