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Executive Summary
This report critically examines Boohoo Group's approach to environmental and ethical sustainability, and what it reveals about the quality of its global leadership. Drawing on the 2020 Leicester labour scandal and the 2022-24 CMA greenwashing investigation into Boohoo's "Ready for the Future" range, the report argues that Boohoo follows a clear pattern: real change happens when people are watching closely, but it doesn't last once the attention fades. This pattern comes down to two things. First, individual leadership failure not a lack of moral imagination, but a lack of sustained moral intelligence, recognising the problem without following through. Second, structural failure. Boohoo's ultra-fast, low-cost business model consistently works against its own stated commitments. The report concludes that meaningful, lasting change is unlikely without stronger independent oversight and genuinely rebalanced incentives. It offers six specific recommendations toward that end.
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Introduction 
Boohoo Group is a UK-based online fashion retailer, founded in 2006 and built around an "ultra-fast fashion" model, designing, producing, and selling new clothing styles in as little as one week. The group owns several well-known brands, including Boohoo, Boohoo Man, Pretty Little Thing, and Dorothy Perkins, and generates several billion pounds in annual UK sales.
Boohoo has faced sustained public scrutiny over the past several years, most notably the 2020 exposure of labour conditions in its Leicester supply chain, and a 2022-2024 UK regulatory investigation into potentially misleading environmental marketing claims. Throughout this period, founder Mahmud Kamani has remained the company's central and most powerful figure, including surviving a serious governance challenge from rival retailer Frasers Group in 2024.
This report uses Boohoo as a case study to critically evaluate its environmental sustainability approach, and what that reveals about its leadership more broadly. The real question isn't what Boohoo says, it’s whether its actions actually match a company acting as a responsible global steward.




Analysis
The forces shaping Boohoo's sustainability agenda
Boohoo runs on an "ultra-fast fashion" model with thousands of new styles a year, some going from design to sale in under a week. To understand the pressures shaping its leadership, we need to look at the wider forces acting on fast fashion as a whole.
Fashion causes around 10% of global carbon emissions and 20% of the world's wastewater (UNEP). Global agreements like the Paris Agreement (2015) and the UN's Sustainable Development Goals now put real pressure on companies to actually cut emissions and waste, and not just say the right things. Boohoo has made commitments in line with this: a 42% cut to its direct emissions by 2030, and a promise to reach net-zero by 2050, both checked against the Science Based Targets initiative which is an independent body that verifies whether a company's climate goals are genuinely backed by science.
It's worth being fair here: an SBTi-approved target means Boohoo's goals have been independently checked against real climate science, not just invented for good PR, a genuine, credible starting point. But a credible target and credible progress are two very different things. SBTi checks whether the goalpost is in the right place; it says nothing about whether the team is actually moving toward it. That's exactly the gap this report identifies: the target is sound, but the evidence of real progress toward it is not. Whether Boohoo is actually on track to meet these goals is what the rest of this report will examine.

Businesses being expected to care about more than just profit isn't a new idea. Bowen (1953) argued this back in the 1950s. For a long time, that kind of "corporate responsibility" sat separately from the actual business.  Companies would run their core operations exactly as before, then add on a separate layer of good deeds: donations, PR campaigns, occasional sustainability projects that never touched how money was actually made. Porter and Kramer (2011) challenged this directly, naming it a weakness: sustainability treated as a side activity would always lose out the moment there was real financial pressure, because it was never actually part of the business's core strategy. Their alternative, "shared value," argued real sustainability should be built into strategy itself, benefiting the business and society at the same time. Boohoo's approach so far - reacting only once there's a scandal or investigation - looks a lot more like the old, bolted-on model Porter and Kramer were arguing against.
Regulation has also been tightening. In 2022, the UK's competition watchdog (the CMA) investigated Boohoo, Asos, and Asda's George range for misleading environmental claims. The case closed in 2024 with the companies simply promising to do better, with no fine. Compare that to the EU, where a similar investigation into H&M ended in a €500,000 fine and the brand scrapping its entire "sustainable" clothing range. That difference is a real-world example of what's called the Brussels Effect (Bradford, 2020), the idea that EU regulation tends to be tougher and sets the real global standard, while UK rules, especially since Brexit, often fall short of it.
Boohoo also competes in a brutal market with Shein, Primark, and others all racing on speed and rock-bottom prices. That kind of competition pushes cost-cutting as far down the supply chain as it can go, hitting both labour standards and environmental oversight, as the evidence below shows. Boohoo's customers are mostly young, price-conscious, and trend-driven. They're part of a culture of disposable fashion they've helped create, and that keeps shaping them right back. That creates a real bind for leadership: genuine sustainability means slowing down and making less, while Boohoo's business, and much of what its customers expect, depends on the opposite.

Acknowledging genuine progress
To be fair to Boohoo, not everything here has been empty gesture. Its SBTi-approved targets are independently checked against real climate science, not invented for PR. Agenda for Change, in its early stages, produced real, verifiable change with over 400 suppliers delisted, a new directly run Leicester facility opened, all under the genuine independent oversight of a retired High Court judge. Boohoo also reduced the volume of new products added to its site each week by around 35%, a real cut to one of fast fashion's most damaging habits: overproduction. And when the CMA investigation concluded, Boohoo chose to cooperate and sign undertakings rather than contest the findings.  A small but real signal of willingness to engage rather than resist.
None of this should be dismissed. But taken together with what follows, a clear pattern emerges: genuine change happens, consistently, only under acute external pressure, and does not hold once that pressure eases. That pattern is the real subject of this report, and it is only visible because the positive steps were real in the first place.

Materials and waste: the gap in practice
The materials themselves tell a similar story. An estimated 70-80% of Boohoo's products are made from conventional synthetic materials like polyester which are fossil-fuel derived and non-biodegradable. Genuinely sustainable or recycled materials make up only around 10-15% of total usage, and even then, they're often limited to small "conscious" capsule collections rather than the main range (Apartstyle, 2026). Of its cotton sourcing, the lighter Better Cotton certification accounted for 76% in 2023, while genuinely organic cotton sat at just 13% (Stand.earth, 2025). Boohoo also signed WRAP's Textiles 2030 agreement, pledging to launch resale and recycling schemes across all its brands by 2023 and eliminate textile waste to landfill by 2025 (Retail Week, 2021). Neither commitment appears to have been fully delivered, and Boohoo still has no take-back, repair, or recycling programme for customers. Even where emissions figures did improve, the reason matters: one analysis found Boohoo's Scope 3 emissions fell only because the volume of goods sold dropped 22%, not because production became more efficient or sustainable (Stand.earth, 2025). A reduction caused by selling less isn't evidence of a genuinely better process, it’s a side effect of weaker sales.

The credibility gap between commitment and practice  
On the surface, Boohoo looks like it's taking sustainability seriously: Science Based Targets Initiative (SBTi) aligned emissions targets, a net-zero pledge, and a whole range of "Ready for the Future" clothing built around the idea of being more sustainable. Look closer, and the gap between what's promised and what's actually delivered is hard to ignore. Independent analysts have repeatedly found no clear evidence Boohoo is on track to hit its own targets, and some couldn't find any public emissions data at all (Stand.earth, 2025). That alone is a transparency problem, not just a performance one. It became formal in 2022, when the CMA opened its investigation into the "Ready for the Future" clothing range. By 2024, the verdict was that Boohoo's claims were too vague for shoppers to actually judge, with some products in the range containing as little as 20% recycled fabric (Competition and Markets Authority, 2024).
This isn't a one-off. The same pattern showed up after the 2020 Leicester scandal, when independent reviewer Alison Levitt QC found the labour conditions allegations "substantially true" (Levitt, 2020). Boohoo's response “Agenda for Change” genuinely started well. Under independent oversight from Sir Brian Leveson, the company cut ties with dozens of suppliers and opened a new, directly run Leicester factory. But by 2023, a BBC Panorama investigation found Boohoo had fallen short of its own promises (BBC One, 2023), and the UK Parliament's Environmental Audit Committee later ranked Boohoo among the least engaged UK retailers on sustainable fashion (Environmental Audit Committee, UK Parliament, 2024). Real reform, then regression, twice, in two different areas. That's not bad luck, that’s a pattern.

Explaining the gap: moral imagination, moral intelligence, and structural failure
Werhane's (1999) idea of moral imagination is useful here.  It asks whether a leader actually sees a situation as an ethical issue, not just a business problem. After the 2020 scandal, Boohoo's first move was to distance itself, saying it didn't know the supplier. That's either genuinely true, which is its own problem, or a convenient way of avoiding a closer look. Either way, it shows sustainability and ethical labour practice weren't part of how the company thought day to day - they were something to deal with only once exposed. Lennick and Kiel (2005) add a useful distinction: moral intelligence isn't about seeing the problem; it's about acting on it consistently. Boohoo's early response to 2020 suggests Kamani did, at that point, recognise this as a real ethical issue. What came after, falling short of the reform promises, shifting production to regions with even less oversight points to a different failure: not blindness, but a lack of follow-through once the pressure eased.
Waldman and Galvin's (2008) individual-versus-structural lens sharpens this further. You could pin this on individual choices: Kamani has held central authority throughout. But the same failure showing up twice, in different areas, over several years, points to something bigger than one person's decisions. Boohoo's whole model: fast, cheap, and high-volume makes this kind of compromise likely almost regardless of who's in charge.
Senge's (1990) idea of systems thinking backs this up. He argues that when problems keep happening in an organisation, it's rarely just down to individual failure, it’s usually a loop built into the system itself. At Boohoo, that loop looks simple: commercial pressure wins out every time, once the scrutiny fades.
Schein's (2010) model of organisational culture adds another layer to this. He argues real change must go beneath the surface, past policies and public statements into the deeper values and assumptions that actually drive behaviour day to day.
Agenda for Change and the CMA agreement changed what Boohoo said and published, but there's little sign either one changed how the company actually worked underneath. That might explain why both reforms only lasted as long as people were watching. Surface-level change is quick to make and just as quick to fade. The real culture, built around speed, cost, and growth, never really shifted.

That doesn't mean individual leadership is off the hook, though. Maak and Pless (2006) argue real responsible leadership means genuinely caring about everyone affected by a business, not just shareholders. Kamani stayed in charge throughout all of this, even surviving Frasers Group's 2024 attempt to remove him over "systemic governance failures." That's the clearest sign of how much power sat with one person, and the clearest missed opportunity. He had the knowledge and authority to fix things himself. Instead, a second independent review (Levitt, 2024) found Boohoo's governance had "failed to evolve with the company's growth."
It's worth asking what kind of leadership this actually shows. Transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) is about inspiring people toward a shared vision and modelling the behaviour that gets them there. Boohoo's sustainability language sounds transformational with net-zero, science-based targets, but transformational leadership only counts if the vision actually changes how the organisation behaves. Given the same failures kept repeating, the vision clearly wasn't landing.
Contrast this with Nadella's (2017) account of transforming Microsoft's culture, where a shift toward empathy and long-term cultural change was sustained over years, not months, and survived well beyond the initial period of scrutiny. Boohoo's reforms, by comparison, consistently reverted once external attention moved elsewhere.
Ethical leadership (Brown, Treviño and Harrison, 2005) is about leaders modelling the right conduct and actively reinforcing it in others. But Boohoo's executive bonus structure tells a different story with only 15% tied to sustainability, the rest to profit and revenue, even paid out in loss-making years. That's leadership rewarding one thing while claiming to care about another.

Servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970), putting stakeholders' needs above your own authority  is maybe the sharpest contrast of all. Garment workers' welfare and environmental impact were consistently treated as risks to manage, not priorities to protect. Kamani holding onto power through repeated governance crises looks like founder authority first, stakeholder service a distant second.
Put simply: Boohoo's leadership talks like transformational and ethical leadership. The evidence doesn't back it up.

Authenticity versus performance
The clearest evidence of what Boohoo's leadership actually prioritised is in the numbers. In a year with a £160 million pre-tax loss, Kamani and other senior leaders still took home roughly £1 million each in bonuses, justified as needed for "retention" (Retail Gazette, 2024). Only 15% of that bonus was tied to sustainability; the rest was profit and revenue (Fortune, 2024). That's not a company confused about its priorities, that’s a company showing you exactly what it prioritises, whatever the sustainability report says.
Freeman's (1984) stakeholder theory says a responsible company balances the interests of everyone it affects, not just shareholders. This sits directly against Friedman's (1970) view that a company's only real job is to maximise shareholder returns, within the law. Schwab's idea of stakeholder capitalism goes even further, treating a wide range of stakeholders as central to strategy, not just a limit on profit. Boohoo uses the language of stakeholder capitalism. In practice, it sits much closer to Friedman.

Mitchell, Agle and Wood's (1997) stakeholder salience framework, measuring stakeholders by power, legitimacy, and urgency makes this painfully clear when applied to Boohoo. Garment workers have high legitimacy and high urgency: their working conditions have a real, direct effect on their lives. What they don't have is power. Real change only happened once someone else like journalists, MPs, and regulators supplied the power the workers didn't have themselves. That's not genuine stakeholder engagement. That's a company that listens only once it's forced to.

















Conclusion
Put the labour story and the environmental story side by side, and the same pattern shows up twice: real reform is possible, but only under pressure and it doesn't last once that pressure lifts. That rules out the easy answers. It's not simply "bad leadership," because Kamani clearly had moments where he recognised the problem and acted. It's not simply "an impossible business model" either, because real change did happen, at least for a while. What it points to is something harder to sit with: a leader with real power and real capability to fix things, working inside a business model that keeps pulling him back toward speed and cost over everything else.
That raises a bigger question than just "what's wrong with Boohoo." Can a company built on ultra-fast, ultra-cheap fashion ever be genuinely sustainable, or does that model always end up producing exactly what we've seen here: minimum compliance, only when forced? The CMA's 2024 outcome, a written promise and no fine next to the EU's much harsher treatment of H&M for something similar, suggests the honest answer right now is: doing the bare minimum currently works. Nothing in Boohoo's story so far gives it a strong reason to change that.
This pattern has not resolved itself with time. In 2025, Boohoo rebranded as Debenhams Group, with Kamani remaining in place as Executive Vice Chair. In August 2025, Frasers Group renewed its call for Kamani's suspension. The same tension identified throughout this report, concentrated founder authority, recurring governance concern, reform that doesn't hold is still playing out, years after the original 2020 scandal. That continuity is itself the strongest evidence that this is a structural issue, not a moment the company has simply moved past.

Given this, the following recommendations focus on breaking that pattern. Not with new promises, but with the kind of independent accountability that doesn't depend on scrutiny fading.

Recommendations
Make the bonuses mean something. Right now, only 15% of executive bonuses are tied to sustainability. The rest is profit and revenue, paid out even in loss-making years. That number needs to go up significantly, and it needs to be checked by someone outside the company, not just self-reported.

Stop relying on scandal to force change. Both Agenda for Change and the CMA agreement only happened because something went badly wrong first. Boohoo needs a permanent, independent sustainability and ethics board. One with real authority and a public reporting duty.


Give workers real power, not just a seat at the table. Boohoo's garment workers have every right to be heard and every reason for urgency, they just don't have power. That needs to change directly: protected, direct reporting channels for supply chain workers, with real consequences if anyone retaliates.

Fix the transparency problem itself. Independent analysts couldn't agree on Boohoo's basic emissions data, some found figures, others found none at all. That inconsistency needs addressing directly: publish a single, independently audited Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions report annually, in a consistent format, so credibility doesn't depend on which source someone happens to find.


Deliver on the circularity commitments already made. Boohoo signed WRAP's Textiles 2030 agreement, promising take-back and recycling schemes by 2023 and zero textile waste to landfill by 2025 - neither delivered. Rather than making new pledges, the immediate priority should be delivering the ones already signed.

Report emissions progress honestly, separated from sales volume. Boohoo's Scope 3 emissions fell largely because sales volume dropped 22%, not because production became more efficient. Future reporting should distinguish clearly between "emissions fell because we sold less" and "emissions fell because we got better." Real progress should be measured per-unit and against genuine process change, not disguised by weaker sales.
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