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Executive Summary
This report explores the definitions of bio-mimicry and the circular economy,  using a range of credible academic sources, before identifying and critiquing the circular economy credentials of H&M group, exploring the accuracy of claims made regarding their products and production methods. Challenges to the brand and opportunities available to them are explored, and a conclusion summarises the findings of the report, and sets out suggested action for the brand that may enable them to improve their circular economy credentials and trust in the brand.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Biomimicry
Biomimicry is defined as “a practice that learns from and mimics the strategies found in nature to solve human design challenges” (Biomimicry Institute, 2023) and “an approach to innovation that seeks sustainable solutions to human challenges by emulating nature’s time-tested patterns and strategies” (YouMatter, 2024)
The key concept of of biomimicry is that of mimicking natural systems and processes to solve human challenges. The natural world is often resilient, sustainable and adaptable and by mirroring the biological systems found in nature, businesses and companies can move towards more sustainable business models. 
Biomimicry offers design inspiration from the natural world, for example the ‘waxed’ waterproofing found on the wings of a butterfly can be mimicked to provide waterproofing for clothing, and perhaps the most famous example of biomimicry is Velcro, where the designed was inspired by sticky burrs and how they stuck fast to fabric (Ilieva et al., 2022)
Biomimicry aligns with the circular economy through the use of ‘closed loop’ systems (Ilieva et al., 2022), as in nature, there should be no waste, every output serves as an input for another organism or process, where resources are constantly recycled. 

There are companies that model themselves on a biomimicry model, such as the carpet company Interface, who design products using entirely recycled materials and biodegradable packaging and installation materials. The products are easily recycled and disassembled, and the company pride themselves on their ability to reduce waste and minimise environmental impact.
An Australian company, ‘close the loop’ also used biomimicry tactics in order to  provide sustainability advice and services to other companies, close the loop identified that certain products, for example ink and toner packages where almost never recycled, and designed an innovative system to break this down and create a substance that could be used to pave roads, through the biomimicry (based on leaves biodegrading and creating forest floor) they have been able to achieve a product that creates “high-performance asphalt roads that last longer and require less maintenance than traditional asphalt” (Close the Loop, 2024)
Biomimicry offers designers insight into the design of products and processes that are inherently regenerative and restorative, aligning with the goals of the circular economy. Nature has evolved elegant and sustainable solutions to complex problems over millions of years, often using minimal resources and energy. By studying and mirroring these natural models, businesses can develop innovative technologies and strategies that mimic nature's efficiency.

The increase in Biomimicry in product design has encouraged a shift in consumer mindset from seeing the natural world as a source of raw materials to be exploited, to a source of potential inspiration and knowledge to be learned from. By adopting this biomimetic approach, businesses can create value while simultaneously reducing their environmental footprint and contributing to the transition towards a more circular economy, a company can than embrace biomimicry could create a competitive advantage and reduce waste, while ensuring they maintain their environmental credentials and avoid creating further detriment to the world around us. 

1.2 The circular economy
Moving away from the traditional ‘linear’ economy, the concept of the circular economy has become increasingly popular with consumers and suppliers in the last decade, and for good reason. Businesses must be aware that they are dealing with the ongoing issues od resource scarcity, environmental degradation, and shifting consumer preferences, and the circular economy offers a solution and opportunity to rapidly reducing natural resources and more ethically minded consumers. 
Economic growth can be decoupled from environmental degradation and resource consumption by taking a circular economy approach, rather than the traditional linear ‘take, make, dispose’ model, where resources are extracted, used and then discarded, this linear model is not sustainable as it depletes resources which cannot regenerated in human lifetimes and causes ongoing damage to ecosystems. 
From the start of the industrial revolution, linear models of economy were used, and this has caused serious damage to the planet and to resource reserves, companies are now having to look again at their methods and ‘close the loop’ by designing out waste and pollution, keeping products and materials in use for as long as possible, and regenerating natural systems. The circular economy method can conserve natural capital as well as enhancing resource security and resilience in the face of global challenges such as climate change.
The rise of the circular economy has been shown to drive innovation and create new business opportunities. Many companies, including those that provide consultation and accreditation, such as the Australian company ‘close the loop’ and the ‘B Corp’ have created a niche for themselves by rethinking product design, manufacturing processes, and business models,
companies such as ‘close the loop’ have demonstrated how it is possible to unlock value from waste streams, optimize resource use, and develop more sustainable products and services. This leads to cost savings, improved efficiency, and enhanced competitiveness in the marketplace.
2. H&M- circular economy/biomimicry credentials
There has been a large increase in businesses aiming to use biomimicry in their designs and processes, and a larger increase in companies choosing to embrace the circular economy. For the purposes of this report, we will examine the circular economy and biomimicry credentials of fashion brand H&M group, detailing their current position, challenges and opportunities, and suggested solutions and options for moving forward.
2.1 Background
Long a stalwart of ‘fast fashion’ – H&M group, the Swedish chain which comprises brands such as Zara, Cos, Monki and the eponymous H&M was founded in 1947, and has grown to over 4000 stores globally (H&M Group, 2024) – The company have been plagued by reputational issues such as greenwashing, allegations of racism within marketing and fast fashion associated environmental impact (Hepler, 2023) but in 2015 the company joined the Ellen McArthour foundation network, pledging to “become a circular business, designing all its products for circularity by 2025 and achieving net zero by 2040.” (How to Build a Circular Economy | Ellen MacArthur Foundation)
2.2 Current performance
H&M state that they strive to work within the Ellen McArthur foundations three overriding principles, which are to; “Eliminate waste and pollution, circulate products and materials at their highest value and Regenerate nature” (Ostermann et al., 2021) and the company publish an annual sustainability disclosure in which they set out their goals and how they measure up to these. The 2023 disclosure reports states that they have reached a goal of 85% recycled or sustainably sourced materials used in manufacturing of ‘collections and packaging (of this 25% is recycled) and have made a 22% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions from year end 2022. H&M Group was “one of two companies that received a level 4 (leading) score on all three sections — Business Integration, Circular Economy, and Impact Areas in the ‘textile industry material change’ Index”, and they invest heavily in renewable technologies, including a 500 million Euro ‘green bond’ which once matured will be invested in projects categorised as circular economy or green building (HM Group Annual and Sustainability Report 2023, 2023) 
H&M Group do not expand further on what constitutes sustainably sourced, and there are no details available of how supply chain farmers and operators are treated or compensated. 
In the following section we will examine the challenges and opportunities facing H&M group in their efforts to work within the circular economy. 
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3. Challenges
H&M Group face considerable challenges, despite the positive landscape reported in their sustainability disclosure report.
Ongoing reputational issues
H&M still hold a reputation as a ‘fast fashion’ brand, there has been controversy around greenwashing in statements made around the recycled or sustainably sourced content of their products, and it will take some time before consumers are able to entirely trust the brand. The overall public perception of the brand is poor, and despite the company stating that “We take a zero-tolerance approach to both forced labour and child labour. All suppliers working for us must sign and comply with our strict anti-forced-labour and anti-child-labour policies.” (Let’s Be Fair | Safe, Just & Equal Fashion | H&M, n.d.), a ‘ damning report by ‘the centre for alliance of labour and human rights’, which included interviews with factory workers in Cambodia and India, found that the conditions in thirs world factories are poor, staff are employed illegally and have no employment rights and are not paid a living wage ( Center for Alliance of Labor and Human Rights, 2023)

· Fast fashion categorisation
H&M group retain their reputation as a fast fashion business, turning off eco-conscious and sustainable consumers- they will need to work hard and continue to promote their buy back and recycling schemes in order to retain their market position when consumers are increasingly concerned about the supply chain and the origins and future of their products. 
· Lack of longevity in items sold.
despite buy back and recycling schemes, H&M have a very quick ‘conception to shop floor’ time, emulating high fashion and runway fashion, this often means that the items in store are not what consumers would consider ‘classic pieces’ and only remain trendy or relevant for a short time, this reduces the longevity and wearability of the items, and items designed fit a short time criteria are far more likely to end up in landfill, the rapid production timescale often results in overproduction, as the goods cannot be sold before fashions have moved on, meaning that more resources than necessary have been used in production, and the items are destined for landfill or bulk resale (Igini, 2023)
· Greenwashing.
H&M have been accused of greenwashing, despite what their circularity statement and sustainability disclosure report show, questions have been raised about the ethical practices and sustainability along the supply chain, as well as the report published by CALHR, a Class Action law Suit was filed against H&M in New York 2022 for greenwashing and misleading consumers.

4. Opportunities

Despite the challenges facing H&M, there are still many opportunities for them to improve both their circular economy credentials and their reputation. 

· global fashion agenda- Bangladeshi wind farms investment
H&M group are members of the ‘global fashion agenda’ or ‘circular fashion partnership’, an affiliate grouping of retailers and companies that are trying to  “ support the development of effective circular fashion systems in textile, garment and footwear manufacturing regions, by capturing and recycling post-industrial fashion waste”  (Quest Impact, 2024) – Through the Partnership, H&M group are investing in Wind farms in Bangladesh and Cambodia, and state that they have already contributed to a significant reduction in textile waste through re-use, recycling and education schemes. Further investment and publicity on the investments could improve H&M groups reputation, and allow increased progress on sustainability goals and targets.
· Increasing amount of recycled materials 
H&M are currently meeting their target to use 85% responsibly sourced or recycled materials, however of that only 25% is earmarked to be recycled. H&M could improve their circular economy credentials by increasing this target and putting processes in place to capture and reuse a larger amount of recycled materials. Companies such as Ecoalf are using recycled fishing nets and plastic bottles in the manufacture of their clothing, and H&M group could consider utilising ‘nontraditional’ methods such as this in order to increase the amount of recycled materials they use (ECOALF, 2023)
· Improved reputation
In order to retain their market share and improve their circular economy credentials, H&M group must improve their reputation, moving away from greenwashing accusations. To do this, it would be recommended that H&M provide more transparency, providing further details than are shown in their sustainability disclosure, which appears to be focused on goals and to gloss over facts and figures relating to their impact on the environment, Clear details of how supply chain workers are treated and the impact of manufacturing processes would reassure consumers and ensure that H&M are not ‘cutting corners’ in an effort to appear more environmentally ethical than they truly are. 
· ‘Sellpy’ and ‘Archive’ – preloved fashion and shoes
pre-loved and second hand clothing sites have become increasingly popular with the rise of eco-conscious consumers, with apps such as Vinted  generating “€370.2 million in revenue in 2022, up from €245.1 million the year before” (Hu, 2023) – H&M group own their own preloved apps, these being Sellpy and Archive, but the investment in these has been minimal, with limited advertising and a small Europe only market reach. Further investment in publicising these apps would allow H&M group to corner more of the market share, and increase their circular economy credentials. 
· Expanding textile buy back scheme
H&M currently run a textile buy back scheme in store, where customers are provided with a £5 shopping voucher for returning a bag of any textiles (Let’s Close the Loop | Repair & Recycle | H&M, n.d.) However this scheme is only available in certain stores. H&M could increase the popularity of this scheme by allowing donation by post, as well as in certain community based locations,
The salvation army follow a community based clothing donation model (without a financial incentive) and they collect a reported 40,000 tonnes of used textiles per year in the UK (Salvation Army, 2023)
5. Conclusion
In Conclusion, it appears that H&M group are making some effort to increase their circular economy credentials and make a difference to the planet, but more could be done and there appears to be a need for more transparency and further investment in sustainable practices to truly ‘practice what they preach’ – H&M is often listed as one of the more sustainable brands, but their true interpretation of ‘sustainably sourced’ is not clarified, and eco-conscious consumers would welcome further clarity on how the supply chain is managed. H&M could look to incorporate further circular economy practices from the bottom of the supply chain, including ensuring fair treatment of garment workers and a living wage, and by increasing the amount or recycled materials they use. 
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Customer-facing circular business models
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