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ACRONYMS

CRSD Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive

EPR Extended Producer Responsibility

FISI Fashion Industry Sustainability Index

GHG Greenhouse gas

LCA Life Cycle Assessment

(M)SME (micro to) small and medium-sized enterprises

VSME Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standard for non-listed SMEs
WP Work Package
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0. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Just Fashion project addresses the urgent need for a just and sustainable transition in the global fashion
sector. This deliverable (D2.1) contributes to Work Package 2 (WP2) by laying the foundation for the
development of the Fashion Industry Sustainability Index (FISI), a practical tool designed to help fashion (M)SMEs
assess and improve the sustainability of their business models. The report builds on two main inputs:

1. A comprehensive literature review mapping existing sustainability measurement tools and indicators
in fashion and related industries. This review identified significant gaps, notably the lack of SME-friendly
tools, and the need to balance impact-oriented and solution-driven indicators.

2. A Delphi study with 56 experts from across the fashion ecosystem, conducted in two iterative rounds.
Experts identified and prioritised sustainability indicators across the environmental, social, and
economic dimensions, while also evaluating their measurability and feasibility for SMEs.

The results highlight consensus on a core set of indicators for the FISI.

o Environmental indicators: use of preferential materials, product quality and durability, and total
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions emerged as most relevant. Supply chain traceability and sustainability
governance were also highly valued, though more difficult to measure.

e Social indicators: a strong consensus was reached around decent and flexible working conditions,
prevention of child and forced labour, and supply chain transparency. These reflect the critical
importance of fair and ethical labour practices.

e Economic indicators: compliance with regulation, financial stability, and adoption of alternative
business models were prioritised, alongside innovation and supply sufficiency.

This selection of indicators should be considered for the next steps in WP2: the development of guidelines for
measurement (Task 2.2), the testing of indicators in pilot cases (Task 2.3), and ultimately the construction of the
FISI itself (Tasks 2.4-2.6).
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Just Fashion project aims to support and accelerate the climate transition in the fashion industry. The sector
faces significant challenges: high carbon emissions, linear production patterns, and a lack of transparency mean
that current business models remain far from sustainable and socially inclusive practices. To address these
challenges, the Just Fashion project develops a portfolio of reference frameworks, tools, and interventions that
enable fashion companies — particularly SMEs and MSMEs — to transform their production methods, internal
procedures, and final products towards circular, low-carbon, and fairer models.

Within this broader framework, Work Package 2 (WP2) focuses on the development of the Fashion Industry
Sustainability Index (FISI). The FISI will serve as an expert-based tool to assess the sustainability status of a typical
value chain in the fashion industry, including raw material procurement, design, manufacturing and retail.

This deliverable (D2.1) presents the results of Task 2.1, which addresses the question of what should be part of
the FISI, i.e. which indicators should be measured. The task consisted of mapping existing sustainability
measurement tools and indicators, both within the fashion sector and in related industries, to identify relevant
indicators that can effectively capture the sustainability performance of fashion SMEs. In addition, expert input
was gathered through a Delphi study to refine and validate a final set of indicators that should be part of the
FISI.

The outcomes of Task 2.1 form the foundation for the next steps in WP2: the development of guidelines for
measurement (Task 2.2), the testing of indicators in pilot cases (Task 2.3), and ultimately the construction of the
FISI itself (Tasks 2.4-2.6). This deliverable, therefore, provides the essential groundwork for building a robust,
comprehensive, and practical sustainability index for the fashion industry.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Over time, the fashion industry has become one of the most environmentally harmful industries. To reduce the
increasing negative impact of human activities on climate change and environmental degradation, it is important
to steer these activities toward sustainability. Recognising this trend, countries adopted the Paris Agreement on
climate change, which aims to limit global warming to below 2 °C, and preferably to 1.5 °C, above pre-industrial
levels (European Commission 2019; Regulation (EU) 2021/1119; Regulation (EU) 2024/1991). In 2021, the
European Union (EU) adopted its first European Climate Law, setting the continent’s target of climate neutrality
by 2050 (Regulation (EU) 2021/1119). As a key component of the European Green Deal and the EU Biodiversity
Strategy for 2030, the Nature Restoration Law came into force in 2024 (Regulation (EU) 2024/1991).

2.1 THE SCALE AND IMPACT OF THE FASHION INDUSTRY

The fashion industry is the seventh largest global economic sector, employing more than 75 million people
worldwide, and it is one of the most influential industries in the world, with an average annual growth rate of
5-6% over the past two decades (Business of Fashion and McKinsey & Company 2022). However, behind the
glory of the fashion industry as a business, there is the problem of its impact on the environment and society.
The research shows that the global fashion industry produced around 2.1 billion tons of greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions in 2018, equalling 4% of the global total. This is equivalent to the combined annual GHG emissions of
France, Germany, and the United Kingdom (McKinsey & Company 2020). Its level of negative environmental
impact is estimated by some as being the second only to the oil, gas and mining industries, emitting 10% of the
world’s carbon (i.e., more than aviation and shipping industries combined), using 25% of the chemicals, 20% of
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the plastics produced globally, and accounting for 20% of industrial waste water pollution annually (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation 2017; Choudhury 2014).

Apparel consumption is projected to increase by 63% to 102 million tons by 2030. If the industry continues on
its current trajectory, it will consume more than a quarter of the world’s carbon budget by 2050. In 2023, the
fashion industry is estimated to have produced between 2.5 billion and 5 billion units of excess stock, worth
between $70 billion and $140 billion in sales (Business of Fashion and McKinsey & Company 2025). This could
become a major challenge for the fashion industry as the Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation
(Regulation (EU) 2024/1781) will require brands in the EU to report on the management of excess stock in 2025
and make it illegal to destroy unsold products in 2026 (Business of Fashion and McKinsey & Company 2025).

2.2 SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS FOR FASHION SMES

Sustainability issues are becoming more challenging as the fashion value chain involves thousands of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with limited integration and resources. There are more than 300.000 fashion
brands world-wide, each accounting for no more than 3% of total industry sales. Meanwhile, around 60% of
global apparel production is carried out by small and medium-sized suppliers, who may struggle with uncertain
volume commitments and competing demands from brands for sustainability initiatives (Business of Fashion
and McKinsey & Company 2025). To summarise existing research, the main sustainability challenges for fashion
SMEs are: 1) high carbon emissions, 2) lack of capital to work on their sustainable transition and scale up their
activities in a sustainable way, 3) lack of knowledge of sustainability, 4) challenges in accessing sustainable
suppliers or technologies, and 5) lack of consumer willingness to pay a premium for sustainable goods, i.e.,
sustainable fashion is not yet fashionable. Therefore, the development of a fashion industry sustainability index
for SMEs is in high demand to support the sustainability direction of the fashion industry.

Fashion, by definition, could be described as a style that is popular at a particular time, especially in clothes, hair,
make-up, etc. (Cambridge dictionary 2024). However, the phrase “is popular at a particular time” has little in
common with sustainable and responsible consumption. Fast fashion, with its rapid production of low-cost,
trend-driven clothing, fuels overconsumption and makes sustainable practices increasingly difficult. Despite a
growing awareness of the importance of sustainability in society and the tightening of environmental regulations,
the management of fashion companies continues to make little effort to improve the sustainability of their
businesses. According to a survey by Business of Fashion and McKinsey, 63% of brands are falling behind their
2030 decarbonization targets. Only 18% of fashion executives consider sustainability to be one of the top three
risks for growth in 2025, compared to 29% for 2024 (Business of Fashion and McKinsey & Company 2025). It is
estimated that decarbonising the fashion supply chain alone could cost $1 trillion (Kent 2024). This is a significant
challenge as there is a clear disconnect between consumer behaviour and sustainable fashion. While 46% of UK
shoppers say they avoid buying fast fashion, more than half have bought from a fast fashion retailer in the past
year (Pucker 2023). This is typically referred to as the attitude-behaviour gap. The willingness of consumers to
pay a premium for sustainable goods remains unclear. In the US and UK, for example, 61% of consumers say
that price is more important than sustainability when buying fashion (Adegeest 2022). A similar study in Flanders,
which surveyed Flemish consumers’ opinions on sustainable fashion, found that only 7% usually buy second-
hand clothing, and that price — rather than sustainability — is the main reason for these purchases (Takens et al.
2023).

2.3 MEASURING SUSTAINABILITY IN FASHION: INDICES AND TOOLS

An assessment of the sustainability status of a fashion company could be a first step toward a higher level of
sustainability. There are many tools and indices developed to assess the status of company sustainability. The
concept of a fashion sustainability index is designed to measure and evaluate the sustainability performance of
fashion companies. The index typically incorporates various dimensions and variables that reflect the economic,
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environmental, cultural, and social objectives necessary for sustainable fashion practices. For a more detailed
analysis, the following sustainability indices and tools are selected: Fashion Transparency Index (developed by
Fashion Revolution), the BoF Sustainability Index (developed by Business of Fashion (BoF)), the Higg Index
(developed by Cascale), the Close the Loop tool (developed by Flanders DC), the PC4fashion tool (developed by
the University for the Creative Arts (UCA), the UK), the Createch benchmarks (developed by UCA), and the
Circular Transition Indicators (CTI) (developed by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development
(WBCSD)) (see Table 1). These indices and tools were selected in an initial screening during the writing of the
project proposal, and other well-known and widely used indices or tools were added to this list.

The need for a holistic perspective on sustainability in fashion has been highlighted by previous scholars (Bertola
& Colombi 2024). Four key pillars of sustainability (indices) for fashion in scientific literature are economic,
environmental, social, and cultural sustainability. The economic sustainability component refers to the practices
that allow for maintaining a certain living standard within planetary boundaries. This can be measured using
key indicators such as profitability, return on equity (ROE), return on assets (ROA), return on capital employed
(ROCE), return on sales (ROS), economic value added (EVA), etc. (Arduini et al. 2024). Environmental
sustainability refers to the responsible management of natural resources for meeting current needs without
compromising the environment. In the fashion industry, it includes key indicators such as carbon footprint
(Konina 2023; Ma et al. 2024), resource use, and waste management (Abdelmeguid et al. 2024; Ma et al. 2024).
Social sustainability refers to a company’s responsibility to positively impact society by fostering diversity and
inclusion within the workforce, ensuring fair labour practices, supporting local communities, and promoting
human rights. Key indicators for social sustainability in the fashion industry are related to labour conditions and
practices (De Chiara and lannone 2023; Fletcher and Tham 2014) and consumer awareness and behaviour, i.e.,
educating consumers about sustainable practices and encouraging them to make conscious sustainable buying
decisions (Pereira et al. 2021; Zhu et al. 2024). Cultural sustainability in the fashion industry refers to the
preservation of traditional techniques. Incorporating artisanal processes and traditional techniques can improve
cultural sustainability while promoting economic development (Gatto and Parziale 2024).

Despite extensive research on fashion sustainability indexes, there is a research gap in terms of understanding
fashion SME sustainability indexes (see Table 2). In particular, there is a lack of understanding of how to
incorporate cultural and economic sustainability dimensions into fashion SME sustainability indexes and how to
adapt these indexes to be more user-friendly for fashion SMEs.

Table 1. Overview of sustainability indices and tools used for the analysis.

Sustainability

indices and Summary Link to website
tools
This index was developed in 2014 by the company Fashion Revolution. It is a tool to
encourage and incentivise the world’s 250 largest fashion brands to be more transparent. https://www.fash
Fashion The index assesses the brands’ public disclosures on human rights and environmental issues i
Transparency across 246 indicators in 11 key areas: policies and commitments; governance; supply chain onrevolution.org/
Index traceability; know, show and fix; spotlight issues; decent work; gender and racial equality; fashion-transpar-
sustainable sourcing and materials; overconsumption, waste, and circularity; water and ency-index/
chemicals; climate change and biodiversity (Fashion Revolution).
The index was developed by the Business of Fashion (BoF) in 2021. It is designed to https://pages.busi
BoF benchmark the sustainability policies and practices of 15 of the largest companies by revenue = nessoffashion.co

Sustainability
Index
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The index was developed and is owned by Cascale (formerly the Sustainable Apparel
Coalition), a global non-profit alliance of more than 300 brands, retailers, and

manufacturers, launched in 2012. It is a suite of five tools that assess and measure the social https://worldly.io
Higg Index and environmental performance of the value chain and the environmental impacts of /
products: Higg Facility Environmental Module (FEM), Higg Facility Social & Labour Module tools/higg-index/

(FSLM), Higg Brand & Retail Module (BRM), Higg Materials Sustainability Index (MSl), and
Higg Product Module (PM) (Worldly).

The tool was developed by Flanders DC in 2018 to accelerate the transition to a circular
economy for fashion companies and other stakeholders, encouraging them to adopt

https: .close-
Close the Loop different strategies and take action. The tool helps to analyse six stages of the life cycle of a ps://www.close

the-loop.be/en/the

tool garment: resources, design, production, retail, consumption, and end of life. For each phase, loop/overview
five strategies are formulated that could contribute to a circular fashion industry (Flanders P
DC).
The tool was developed by the University for the Creative Arts (UCA) in the UK in 2024. It
PC4fashion aims to support stakeholders across the fashion and clothing sector value chain to consider http://www.pcé4fas
tool issues related to the circular economy (CE) agenda in the fashion, clothing, and textiles hiontest.org/
industry (UCA).
Circular The CTI tool was developed by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development
Transition (WBCSD) in 2022. It provides a framework for assessing circular performance. Through
Indicators quantifiable indicators, it calculates the circularity of material resource inflows and https://ctitool.com
(CTI) outflows. This empowers companies to derive real-time insights, allowing immediate course
corrections and informed decision-making to improve circularity (WBCSD).
The tool was developed in 2022 by Professor Martin Charter of the UCA and Dr Trevor Davis
of Trevor Davis and Associates Ltd. The tool uses a checklist of 17 questions derived from the https://cfsd.eu.py-
Createch research to provide insights into the business maturity in areas such as sustainability strategy ps: -eu-py
. - - . ) thonanywhere.co
benchmarks and mission, roles and responsibilities for sustainability, environmental and social goals, m
specialist sustainability skills and knowledge, and measuring and reporting sustainability
(e.g., carbon footprint, social impact) (UCA).
Table 2. Research gaps on fashion sustainability indices.
Sustainability Economic Environmental Social Cultural Quantitative User-friendliness
indices and tools sustainability sustainability sustainability sustainability benchmarking for fashion SMEs
Higg Index X X X X
Fashion
Transparency Index X X
BoF Sustainability X X X
Index
Circular Transition X X
Indicators (CTI)
Close the Loop tool X X
PC4Fashion tool X X X
Createch
benchmarks X X X

While developing a sustainability index for fashion SMEs, it is good practice to also consider the existing
regulations and policy initiatives in the European Union. Many existing initiatives or policy proposals use the
“3Ps” framework — People, Planet, and Prosperity — as a foundation for defining sustainability. Keeping these
dimensions in balance is seen as a way to achieve sustainability. Within this framework, “Planet” relates
primarily to the environmental impacts of the fashion industry. “People” encompasses human behaviour,
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responsible consumption, respecting human rights and changing perceptions of desirable fashion goods.
“Prosperity” reflects the overall well-being of society, including economic, social, and cultural aspects.

Table 3 summarises the goals that are identified for each pillar (People, Planet, Prosperity) in existing EU policy
initiatives or regulations, and how these are evaluated. This will be valuable information while developing the
Fashion Industry Sustainability Index (FISI), for the selection of relevant indicators (Task 2.1) and in particular for
the quantification of these indicators (Task 2.2). The regulations and policy initiatives that are investigated and
listed in Table 3 include the Fashion Industry Charter for Climate Action, the Greenhouse Gas Protocol Corporate
Standard, the EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles, the European Circular Economy Action Plan, the
Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation, the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), and the Waste
Framework Directive.

Table 3. Relevant measures or evaluation tools in existing policy initiatives or regulations for sustainable fashion, categorised per pillar

of the 3P framework.

Pillar Objective

Planet Drive the fashion industry to net-
zero greenhouse gas emissions by

2050

By 2030, textile products placed on
the EU market should be recyclable,
made largely of recycled fibres, free

of hazardous substances, and
produced respecting the
environment

Minimising the carbon footprint and
the overall environmental footprint
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Proposed measures or evaluation

CO; emissions: 50% absolute aggregate
reductions in GHG emissions by 2030, based on
baseline no earlier than 2019, with a
commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by
2050;

securing 100% of electricity from renewable
sources with minimal other environmental or
social impacts for owned and operated emissions
by 2030;

sourcing 100% of priority materials that are both
preferred and have a low climate impact by 2030
(pursuing materials that are recycled,
deforestation and conversion-free; applying
regenerative practices);

working with logistics service providers to
achieve zero-emission air, sea, and road logistics
for owned and contracted transportation.

Reducing textile waste;

obtaining sufficient capacities for innovative
fibre-to-fibre recycling;

reducing the incineration and landfilling of
textiles to a minimum.

Textile products are fit for circularity, ensuring the
uptake of secondary raw materials, tackling the
presence of hazardous chemicals, and
empowering business and private consumers to
choose sustainable textiles and have easy access
to reuse and repair services; achieving high levels
of separate collection of textile waste; sorting,
reuse, and recycling of textiles.

Ecodesign requirements relating to: (a) energy
use and energy efficiency, (b) water use and
water efficiency, (c) resource use and resource
efficiency, (d) recycled content, (e) the possibility
of remanufacturing, (f) recycle- ability, (g) the
possibility of material recovery, (h) environ-
mental impacts, including carbon footprint and
environ- mental footprint, (i) expected
generation of waste.
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People

Prosperity

Waste prevention and management

Implementation of Life-cycle
assessment (LCA), or other
trustworthy methodology, for
businesses to measure their
environmental impact

By 2030, textile products placed on
the EU market should be long-lived
and produced respecting social rights

Criteria for ecodesign requirements:

(a) no significant negative
impact on the functionality
of the product from the
perspective of the user;

(b) no adverse effects on the
health and safety of
consumers;

(c) no significant negative impact
on consumers in terms of the
affordability of relevant
products, also considering
access to second-hand
products, durability, and the
life-cycle cost of products

Informing citizens about the
problems of fast fashion, to rethink
future fashion

Criteria for ecodesign requirements:

(a) no disproportionate negative
impact on the
competitiveness of economic
operators and other actors in
the value chain, including
SMEs, in particular
microenterprises;

(b) no proprietary technology
imposed on manufacturers or
other actors in the value
chain;

(c

no disproportionate
administrative burden on
manufacturers or other actors
in the value chain, including
SMEs, in particular
microenterprises

Making producers responsible for the

durability, repairability, reusability
and recyclability of their products

JUST FASHION (1D 101178623)

Waste hierarchy as a priority order in waste
prevention and management: (a) prevention, (b)
preparing for reuse, (c) recycling, (d) other
recovery, e.g., energy recovery, and (e) disposal.

Assessment of the environmental impacts of a
product or process over a defined life cycle, most
commonly measured from the
extraction/cultivation of raw materials to its end-
of-life (cradle-to-grave) approach.

Consumers benefit longer from high-quality,
affordable textiles, fast fashion is out of fashion,
and economically profitable reuse and repair
services are widely available.

Ecodesign requirements relating to: (a) durability,
(b) reliability, (c) reusability, (d) upgradability, (e)
repairability, (f) the possibility of maintenance and
refurbishment, (g) the presence of substances of
concern.

Fast fashion should be out of fashion.

Digital product passport (DPP)

Producers take responsibility for their products
along the value chain, including when the products
become waste.

Waste
Framework
Directive
(Directive
2008/98/EC)

Products
Environmental
Footprint Category
Rules (PEFCR) for
Apparel and
Footwear (Eunomia
2022)

EU Strategy for
Sustainable and Circular
Textiles (European
Commission 2022)

Ecodesign for
Sustainable Products
Regulation
(Regulation (EU)
2024/1781)

ReSet the Trend
(European
Commission)

Ecodesign for
Sustainable Products
Regulation
(Regulation (EU)
2024/1781)

EU Strategy for
Sustainable and Circular
Textiles (European
Commission 2022)
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Extended Producer Responsibility Producers' responsibility: establish waste Extended Producer
(EPR), to make producers financially collection and recovery (collection, recycling, or Responsibility
and/or physically responsible for their | reuse) and cover operating costs. (OECD 2024)

products' entire lifecycle, from design
to post-consumer waste

management

Evaluation of true cost Cost evaluation of garment manufacturing, fabric True Cost Calculator
production, and yarn production in shares of (developed in the EU
labour and materials used. Horizon project SCIRT)

Informing citizens about the Technological innovations: from new creation ReSet the Trend

problems of fast fashion, to rethink methods (digital prototyping), new and more (European

future fashion transparent supply chain developments (DPP Commission)

and transparency trackers), new distribution
channels (digital platforms) to consumer
experience (digital/virtual fashion);

ethical production and sustainability, a circular
and responsible system based on its heritage;

identity and cultural diversity.

Considering the main objectives and evaluation tools in the “Planet” pillar, it can be observed that evaluating
environmental impacts plays a crucial role. These evaluations include carbon footprint, environmental footprint,
and life-cycle assessments, covering CO2 emissions, energy use and efficiency, renewable energy, water use and
efficiency, resource use and efficiency, the use of recycled, deforestation- and conversion-free materials, waste
prevention and management, and the transition to zero-emission air, sea, and road logistics for both owned and
contracted transportation. The second pillar, “People”, appears to be less present in existing policy initiatives
and regulations. Protecting consumer safety and health, and respecting social rights, are the main focus of
current policy in the EU. The “Prosperity” pillar can be developed by focusing on the requirements for a DPP,
producer responsibility along the value chain, waste management and recovery, the evaluation of garment
manufacturing, and fabric and yarn production. It should also emphasise rethinking the future fashion through
technological innovations, ethical production, sustainability, and the creation of a circular and responsible
system based on its heritage, identity, and cultural diversity.

Given the broad recognition of the 3 P framework, the FISI will therefore be structured around these three
dimensions. Building on this framework, we adapt the terminology slightly: the dimension of ‘Prosperity’ is
reframed as ‘Profit’ to emphasise its economic character, while the cultural and social aspects previously
included under ‘Prosperity’ are incorporated into a ‘People’ dimension. Hereafter, we talk about a ‘social’
(“people”), ‘economic’ (“profit”), and ‘environmental’ pillar (“planet”). This adjustment reflects the way current
indicators are most often framed. This was also recognised by a literature review on sustainability indicators in
the fashion industry, performed by the University of Antwerp (Cloetens 2025). It revealed that approximately
80% of the reviewed studies addressed environmental sustainability, either in isolation or in combination with
other dimensions. By comparison, 75% of the studies considered the social dimension, while only 65% examined
the economic dimension, either independently or as part of a broader sustainability assessment. In this literature
review by Cloetens (2025), a total of more than 160 indicators were identified. Due to significant overlap and
the frequent use of different terms to describe similar or identical concepts, 73 unique indicators were identified,
43 of which were commonly cited in fashion-related studies (Cloetens 2025). The list of indicators is presented
in Appendix A.

The literature review on tools and indicators provides the background for the initial concept of the FISI and for
the Delphi study; however, further research on key performance indicators and their validation by fashion SMEs
is needed and will be provided as indicated in the Just Fashion project proposal. The analysis of the results was
presented at the Modern Materials and Manufacturing 2025 conference, which took place from 6 to 8 May 2025
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in Tallinn, Estonia. The results were also published in the Proceedings of the Estonian Academy of Sciences
journal (2025, 74(2), pp. 205-211).

3. DELPHI STUDY

3.1. RESEARCH QUESTION

The study aimed to select indicators for a Fashion Industry Sustainability Index (FISI) tailored specifically for
(micro &) small and medium-sized enterprises ((M)SMEs) in the fashion industry.

The final index will be designed as a decision-making tool for fashion brands to support them in evaluating the
sustainability of their current business models, including the strengths and weaknesses. The FISI end-user is a
fashion brand, not a supplier of materials or logistics partner. Nevertheless, the index will encompass the entire
value chain of fashion products, from raw material extraction and production to distribution, use, and end-of-
life. The entire value chain will be covered in the FISI, since the choices that these brands make in their value
chain will affect their sustainability status.

A sustainability indicator is defined as a measurement or value representing an impact: environmental, social,
or economic. The cultural impact will be embedded in the social indicators, as discussed before. Some indicators
can be quantitatively scored, while others can be more qualitatively scored. The index, including multiple
indicators, will have the following structure:

Fashion industry
sustainability index

Indicator | Indicator

Indicator

Indicator || Indicator

asa

Figure 1: The structure of the Fashion Industry Sustainability Index (FISI): environmental, economic and social indicators.
Hence, the research question that we aim to answer through this Delphi survey is:

Which environmental, economic and social indicators should be part of the FISI to measure the sustainability
status of a fashion brand (M)SME?

3.2. METHOD

3.2.1. DELPHI TECHNIQUE AND SURVEY DESIGN

The Delphi technique originated at the RAND Corporation in the United States as a way to systematically reach
expert consensus (Dalkey and Helmer 1962). It is designed as a stepwise, iterative process in which experts
provide input anonymously, with their responses used to shape subsequent rounds of inquiry (Okoli and
Pawlowski 2004).
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To gather information to respond to the research question (see section 3.1), a two-round Delphi study was
constructed. In the first round, open-ended questions were asked, which allowed for unlimited responses. Input
from experts was sought along the three sustainability dimensions: environmental, social, and economic. For
each dimension, participants were asked to reflect on what constitutes a sustainable fashion (M)SME and were
asked to describe the key indicators for that specific dimension.

In the second Delphi round, participants were presented with the consolidated list of indicators developed from
the first round and completed with indicators from the literature review. They were asked to select up to seven
indicators per dimension that they considered the most relevant and impactful for assessing the sustainability
of fashion (M)SMEs across the entire value chain. In addition, respondents were invited to reflect on whether
the list of indicators was complete and to suggest any missing elements.

For each selected indicator, experts were further asked to evaluate the overall effort required for its assessment,
taking into account both the complexity of measurement and the resources needed to collect the necessary data
across the value chain. This evaluation was conducted on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 = very easy to
evaluate (straightforward measurement with readily available data) to 5 = very difficult to evaluate (complex
measurement and/or data that is difficult to obtain, requiring substantial resources). An “I don’t know” option
was also included for cases where experts felt unable to make such a judgment.

Both Delphi questionnaires were created using Qualtrics Software and were distributed by email to the experts.
Ethical clearance was received to distribute the survey. The outline of the survey can be found in Appendix B.

3.2.2. EXPERT SELECTION AND DATA COLLECTION

For the first round of the Delphi survey, a total of 212 potential participants were contacted via e-mail. The
contact details were obtained through several channels:

Just Fashion consortium partners: 84 contacts
Internal stakeholder mapping (as part of the Just Fashion project): 72 contacts
External tool (via LinkedIn and Instagram): 45 contacts

Experts identified during the Delphi process itself: 11 contacts

In Delphi studies, a minimum of 12 respondents is considered to be sufficient to enable final consensus among
experts (Vogel et al. 2019). The respondents had to indicate whether they had sufficient expertise in
“sustainability” and/or “fashion” and/or “environmental impact assessment”, and/or “social impact
assessment”, and/or “policies related to fashion”, and/or “economic assessment”.

The initial invitation to be part of the Delphi panel was sent on April 10, 2025, followed by two reminders on
April 24 and April 30, and a final call on May 8. In addition, a call for experts was launched through LinkedIn and
Instagram on April 29. The first Delphi round was closed on May 8. In total, 60 complete responses were received.
However, four respondents had not filled out any of the open questions, and their contributions were excluded
from the dataset. Consequently, 56 responses were retained for analysis. The 56 experts (i.e., the Delphi panel)
were considered to have sufficient expertise, and the indication of expertise is shown in Figure 2.
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Sustainability 50
Fashion 3]
Environmental impact assessment 29
Social impact assessments 22
Policies related to fashion 22
Economic assessments 18

o 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 2. Number of experts indicating expertise across different fields (multiple responses were possible).

The 56 experts come from different stakeholder categories (see Figure 3). The group of experts includes 42
females and 14 males from 15 different countries, most of whom hold a master’s or doctoral degree (n= 47).
Most of them had at least three years of experience in (n=49).

To better understand the background of the participants, they were asked to indicate the aspects of the fashion
industry with which they are most engaged, drawing on both past and current experience. They were able to
select multiple options across three categories: type of brand, part of the value chain, and company size. These
results show that the Delphi panel represents a diverse set of perspectives within the fashion sector (see Figure
4).
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Figure 3. Number of experts indicating their stakeholder category (multiple responses were possible).
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Startups & small companies (< 50 employees) 37
Medium-sized companies (50 - 250 employees) 25
Large companies (> 250 employees) 18
Sustainability & circular Economy 44
Design & product development 25
Manufacturing & sourcing 22
Retail & sales 12
Marketing & branding 10
Other 7
Mid-segment 35

Independent designers/start-ups 28

Mass market 24

Luxury s 15

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 4. Distribution of experts’ engagement across different aspects of the fashion industry.

The second Delphi round was sent on June 13, 2025, to the 56 respondents retained from the first round. Two
reminders were sent on June 19 and June 27, followed by a final call on July 1. This round closed on July 4, 2025.
A total of 44 responses were received, corresponding to a response rate of about 80%.

3.2.3. DATA ANALYSIS

The first Delphi round consisted of open-ended questions, which generated primarily qualitative responses. To
analyse this data, we applied an open coding approach, allowing themes and concepts to emerge directly from
the text provided by participants rather than imposing predefined categories. All responses were exported to
Excel, where the coding process was conducted manually. Each statement was reviewed and assigned one or
more codes representing the underlying idea or theme. Through this iterative process, similar codes were
grouped and refined, which ultimately led to the development of a consolidated list of indicators. These
indicators represent the key issues and aspects considered important by the experts, and they formed the basis
for the subsequent Delphi round.

The second Delphi round consisted of structured questions in ranking and rating formats. The analysis was
carried out using simple counting procedures to quantify the distribution of responses across the different scales.
This allowed us to identify the indicators that were considered most relevant by the panel, as well as to
distinguish between those that were perceived as easiest to evaluate and those regarded as more difficult. The
output of this round thus provided a prioritised list of indicators together with an assessment of their perceived
feasibility for evaluation.

3.3. RESULTS

The Delphi study was composed of two rounds, where the results of the first round were used as input for the
second round. Results are provided in the subsections below.

3.3.1. RESULTS DELPHI ROUND 1

Based on a combination of literature review and open coding of the Delphi study responses, we developed a list
of the most mentioned sustainability indicators. In this process, some indicators were grouped for clarity, while
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others were omitted if they were rarely mentioned. For example, regarding the environmental dimension, our
intention was not to replicate comprehensive LCA (Life Cycle Assessment) metrics, but rather to identify which
indicators are particularly relevant for (M)SMEs in the fashion sector. As a result, certain indicators such as land
use and eutrophication — typical impact indicators in LCA — are not included here, although this does not imply
they are unimportant in a full LCA context. These decisions were made to ensure the framework remains
manageable and practical for small enterprises to conduct sustainability analyses without being overwhelmed
by overly detailed or complex measures.

Table 4 presents a comprehensive list of 64 sustainability indicators, derived from the first round of a Delphi
study and supported by literature. Of these, 27 indicators address environmental aspects, emphasising
sustainable production and resource management, including product quality and durability, design for
recyclability and repairability, use of preferential materials, energy consumption, renewable energy, water
management, waste management, eco-certifications, and sustainability governance practices. The social
dimension includes 20 indicators, focusing on labour rights, workplace conditions, and community engagement,
such as freedom of association, prevention of child labour, compliance with labour laws, occupational health
and safety, non-discrimination, career development, social support services, cultural sensitivity, consumer ethics,
and responsible sourcing. Economic indicators comprise 17 measures that highlight financial performance,
operational efficiency, and market impact, including yearly profitability, financial stability, access to finance, cost
efficiency, innovation, sustainable reinvestments, price and profit transparency, risk management, compliance
with regulations, contribution to GDP, job creation, fair pricing, product lead times, and customer loyalty.
Together, these indicators provide a multidimensional framework for evaluating sustainability performance
across environmental stewardship, social responsibility, and economic resilience.

Table 4. Full list of indicators.

Environment Social Economic

Product quality and durability (e.g. = Freedom of association and collective | Yearly profitability (i.e. revenues > costs,

expected wears per garment) bargaining on a yearly base)
Design for recyclability (e.g. design = Prevention of child labour, forced Financial stability (based on, e.g. debt-to-
mono-material garments) labour, and human trafficking equity ratio, liquidity, solvency)

. R Compliance with labour laws and .
Design for repairability orkplace standard Access to external finance
w ace standards

Use of preferential materials (i.e. o Cost efficiency or cost reductions (i.e.
. Non-discrimination and equal . .
upcycled, recycled, organic, and/or N operating and input costs, resource use,
. opportunities
certified) labour expense)

Decent and flexible working . . .
N . . . Alternative business models (e.g. circular
. . conditions (including a fair wage, . . .
Origin of materials - . or resilient business models, organic
labour agreements, job stability,
growth)

work-life balance, etc.)
Presence of take-back program

. Occupational health and safety Innovation
(e.g. for resale or recycling)

Open communication and supportive

Repair services Sustainable reinvestments or donations

work culture

. Career development, education, and . .
Energy consumption traini Price and profit transparency
raining

Risk assessment and management (e.g.

Use of renewable energy Social support services . e
inventory and supply chain risk
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Material consumption

Material reutilisation (e.g.
reutilisation of packaging, waste
water, or products)

Environmental impact assessment
practices (e.g. Life Cycle
Assessment performed in the
past)

Total GHG emissions (CO,, NOy,
CHa)

Carbon footprint of garment

Presence of compensation
strategy (e.g. reforestation)

Eco-certifications held

Biodiversity loss

Type of packaging (e.g. single-use,
recycled, recyclable)

Sustainability governance &
strategy (e.g. annual sustainability
reporting, measurable
environmental goals)

Responsible use of chemicals
Waste management practices
Water consumption

Water management and pollution
control

Sustainable transport & logistics
Near-shoring of supply chain

Dedicated staff for environmental
sustainability

Supply chain traceability

Local economic development

Community engagement and support

Cultural sensitivity and equity

Equitable value distribution

Inclusive and responsible products
and branding

Consumer satisfaction

Consumer ethics
Product responsibility and safety

Supply chain transparency

Responsible sourcing and supplier
selection

Animal welfare

JUST FASHION (1D 101178623)

mitigation, diversification in suppliers
and income streams)

Compliance with regulation (e.g. EU
Green Deal, financial and sustainability
reporting, due diligence)

Contribution to GDP and/or market
share

Job creation

Fair prices (e.g. no predatory pricing,
sales)

Product lead time between brand and
manufacturer (i.e. time between order
placement and delivery of goods)

Product or collection renewal (i.e. speed
at which new collections become
available and number of new collections
per year)

Supply sufficiency (i.e. no or limited
overproduction)

Customer or brand loyalty

3.3.2. RESULTS DELPHI ROUND 2

The results of the second Delphi round show that some indicators clearly stood out as the most relevant for

assessing the environmental sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs (see Figure 5). The highest-ranked indicators were

the use of preferential materials (25 selections), product quality and durability (23), and total GHG emissions
(20). Other indicators with relatively high importance included supply chain traceability (18) and sustainability
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governance and strategy (16). In contrast, indicators such as repair services (2) and the presence of
compensation strategies (e.g., reforestation) (1) were rarely selected, suggesting that they are perceived as less
central for measurement. Overall, the distribution highlights a clear prioritisation of material use, product
longevity, and emissions as the most impactful sustainability aspects across the value chain.

The analysis of the top five® environmental indicators further explored how respondents perceived their
measurability using a five-point difficulty—easiness scale (see Figure 6). While these indicators were considered
the most relevant overall, clear differences emerged in terms of perceived feasibility. For example, the use of
preferential materials was generally rated as the easiest to measure, whereas supply chain traceability was
considered rather difficult to measure. An overview of all measurement effort scores is provided in Appendix C
(Table A. 1) for completeness. These results are not presented in the main body of the report, as indicators
selected only a few times as most relevant generated too few scoring exercises to produce representative data.

The findings from the second Delphi round indicate that certain indicators emerged as very relevant for
evaluating the social sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs, with an even stronger consensus than the environmental
ones (see Figure 7). The highest-ranked indicators were the use of decent and flexible working conditions (31
selections), prevention of child labour, forced labour, and human trafficking (31), and supply chain transparency
(30). Other indicators with relatively high importance included compliance with labour laws and workplace
standards (27) and responsible sourcing and supplier selection (26). In contrast, indicators such as equitable
value distribution (5), inclusive and responsible products and branding (5), consumer satisfaction (5), and
consumer ethics (5) are considered of lower priority. In summary, the results underscore a strong prioritisation
of indicators connected to fair and ethical labour practices, especially working conditions, alongside a renewed
emphasis on supply chain transparency (closely linked to traceability within the environmental dimension), while
considerably less attention is given to consumer-related aspects and branding.

3 The top five indicators are analysed, instead of the top seven. Starting from the sixth indicator in the environmental
dimension, there are many ties between the indicators. For social indicators, the top five also stand out compared to the
others.
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Use of preferential materials (i.e. upcycled,... I 5
Product quality and durability (e.g. expected... I N 0 3
Total GHG emissions (CO2, NOx, CH4) e 20
Supply chain traceability I — N |3
Sustainability governance & strategy (e.g. annual... I |6
Responsible use of chemicals I |/
Waste management practices I 3
Energy consumption HEEEEES———— 3
Design for repairability I |3
Water management and pollution control IEEEEE————_—— |2
Material reutilisation (e.g. reutilisation of ... EEEEEE——N 2
Design for recyclability (e.g. design mono-... I |2
Type of packaging (e.g. single-use, recycled,... I |
Environmental impact assessment practices (e.g.... === |
Origin of materials I ]
Water consumption I 10
Carbon footprint of garment IEEEEEEEEE————
Near-shoring of supply chain I S
Biodiversity loss IEEE————— 3
Use of renewable energy I 7
Presence of take-back program (e.g. for resale... HEE——— 7
Dedicated staff for (environmental) sustainability - — . 6
Material consumption I 6
Sustainable transport & logistics IR 4
Eco-certificationsheld m— 4
Repair services 1R 2
Presence of compensation strategy (e.g.... l 1

0] 5 10 15 20 25
Number of times selected

Figure 5. Selected as the most relevant environmental indicator.

Use of preferential materials (i.e. upcycled,

recycled, organic, and/or certified) I
Product quality and durability (e.g. expected wears
per garment)
Total GHG emissions (CO2, NOx, CH4)
Supply chain traceability
Sustainability governance & strategy (e.g. annual
sustainability reporting, measurable...
o 20 40 60 80 100

Very easy Easy
Percentage of responses

Figure 6. Perceived effort of the top 5 most relevant environmental indicators.

The analysis of the top five social indicators further explored how respondents perceived their measurability
using a five-point difficulty—easiness scale (see Figure 8). Supply chain transparency is clearly regarded as the
most difficult indicator to measure. For the other four indicators, however, less consensus emerged regarding
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their ease or difficulty of measurement, which may be explained by the fact that these indicators remain
relatively broad, leaving room for experts to interpret and envision different possible approaches to
measurement. An overview of all measurement effort scores is provided in Appendix C (Table A. 1).

For the economic indicators, the highest-ranked indicators were compliance with regulation (30), financial
stability (27), and alternative business models (24) (see Figure 9). Other indicators with relatively high
importance included supply sufficiency (22) and innovation (21). In contrast, access to external finance (2)
received the lowest score. In summary, traditional aspects such as compliance and financial robustness remain
central.

Finally, the analysis of the top five economic indicators reveals that financial stability is by far considered the
easiest to measure (see Figure 10). For the remaining four indicators, however, there is less consensus regarding
their measurability. A detailed overview of all measurement effort scores is provided in Appendix C (Table A. 1).

Decent and flexible working conditions (including ... I 3|
Prevention of child labour, forced labour, and... I 3|
Supply chain transparency I 30
Compliance with labor laws and workplace... I ——. 7
Responsible sourcing and supplier selection I 6
Occupational health and safety I 1S
Non-discrimination and equal opportunities I 16
Animal welfare I 4
Product responsibility and safety m——— 14
Local economic development I — ——— 13
Community engagement and support - —— ]
Open communication and supportive work culture IEEEEEE—
Cultural sensitivity and equity —— 7
Career development, education, and training IEE— 7
Freedom of association and collective bargaining  n— 8 7
Social support services I8 6
Consumer ethics I 5
Consumer satisfaction I 5
Inclusive and responsible products and branding m—— 5
Equitable value distribution m— 5

(0] 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Number of times selected

Figure 7. Selected as the most relevant social indicator.
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Figure 8. Perceived effort of the top 5 most relevant social indicators.
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Figure 9. Selected as the most relevant economic indicator.
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Figure 10. Perceived effort of the top 5 most relevant economic indicators.

3.4 DISCUSSION

In the second round of the Delphi survey, respondents were asked if the provided list of indicators was complete.
This question is asked to check the consensus between respondents. Table 5 presents the answers from the
respondents to this question, per dimension. It seems that the majority of the experts agreed on the social and
economic indicators. However, almost half of the experts indicated that the list of environmental indicators was
still incomplete. When analysing the answers in-depth, it became clear that only 8 respondents had actually
listed indicators that were — according to them — still missing in the list of environmental indicators. The other
respondents (6) raised some issues with the provided list of environmental indicators.

Table 5. Perceived completeness of the list of indicators in Round 2, per dimension.

Yes (Complete) No (Incomplete)
Environmental 53% 47%
Social 72% 28%
Economic 78% 22%

First, they indicated that the number of seven indicators — that had to be selected from the full list —is too limited
to cover everything and fully assess the environmental sustainability of a fashion (M)SME. Second, several
respondents highlighted an overlap between indicators, e.g. between water consumption and water
management. Third, respondents emphasised that the indicators should aligh more with existing reporting
guidelines, e.g. VSME and CSRD (see section 3.4.3). Finally, one respondent noticed that the list of environmental
indicators mostly reflects solutions that could help decrease the environmental impact of a fashion (M)SME, but
lacks indicators that truly measure impact. We will briefly discuss each of these concerns from the respondents,
and indicate how these will be tackled in the future steps in the development of the FISI.

3.4.1 LIMITED NUMBER OF INDICATORS

Seven indicators were observed to be insufficient to fully assess the environmental sustainability of a fashion
(M)SME. (A similar concern was also raised—though less frequently—for the economic and social dimensions of
sustainability.) This comment brings us back to the goal and scope of the FISI. The goal of the FISI is to support
fashion (M)SME brands in assessing their sustainability status. These companies, in particular, struggle with
rigorous sustainability assessments such as a Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) or the Higg Index (as indicated in Table
2Error! Reference source not found.). While an LCA remains the most comprehensive method to evaluate the
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environmental impact of a product or value chain, it is also highly time- and data-intensive, and can be quite
costly; resources that fashion (M)SMEs often lack.

Hence, the FISI aims to be a more practical and accessible tool for (M)SMEs. This requires balancing a trade-off
between completeness and accuracy on the one hand, and feasibility and practicality on the other. Making this
trade-off explicit will be central to the next task of WP2, which focuses on defining how the indicators should be
measured.

3.4.2. OVERLAP

Some indicators partially overlapped, e.g. water consumption and water management and pollution control.
Although they measure different aspects of water use in the fashion value chain —i.e. the former measuring the
actual consumption of water and the latter reflecting how the water is (re)used, treated and discharged — this
distinction was not always clear to respondents. Given the perceived overlap between these two indicators, it
may be useful to also consider the combined count of these indicators. Together, water consumption and water
management and pollution control were selected 22 times, placing them among the top 5 of the environmental
indicators. This can be considered in the next step of developing the FISI (Task 2.2).

3.4.3. REPORTING GUIDELINES

Several respondents stressed the importance of aligning indicators with existing reporting frameworks, in order
to streamline efforts. This point was raised for environmental, social, and economic indicators.

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which entered into force in January 2023, significantly
expands sustainability reporting requirements for companies operating in Europe. The CSRD obliges large and
listed firms to disclose detailed and standardised information on their environmental, social, and governance
(ESG) impacts, risks, and opportunities. While the FISI is designed for (M)SMEs—who are not yet directly subject
to CSRD requirements—aligning its indicators with those in the CSRD could nonetheless be beneficial. Such
alignment would allow (M)SMEs to benchmark themselves against larger companies, while also preparing for
possible future regulatory obligations. The Digital Product Passport is such a (potential) future requirement that
fashion (M)SMEs may wish to anticipate and prepare for proactively.

Another relevant framework is the Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standard for non-listed SMEs (VSME),
developed by the European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG) in 2024. This voluntary standard offers
SMEs a simplified and standardized way to disclose sustainability information. While this reporting standard is
specifically developed for smaller-sized companies, it remains a voluntary framework and it is not tailored to the
fashion context specifically.

In Task 2.2, focusing on how the indicators can be measured, these reporting guidelines can be considered
alongside the selected indicators from the Delphi. The goal of the FISI, however, must always be kept in mind:
to develop an index that measures and monitors sustainability performance in fashion brand (M)SMEs.

3.4.4. REFLECTING SOLUTIONS OR REDUCING IMPACT?

One respondent noted that many environmental indicators appeared to capture the adoption of existing
solutions rather than measuring actual environmental impacts. The respondent suggested that, in order to truly
assess and monitor sustainability performance, indicators should primarily quantify impacts rather than only
track the use of mitigating practices.
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The list of environmental indicators, developed from the results of the first round, included both types of
indicators. Indicators such as total GHG emissions or land use are indicators represent impact-oriented indicators,
while design for repairability or use of renewable energy reflect solution-driven indicators.

Both categories have their advantages and disadvantages. While the first category of indicators allows one to
objectively measure the impact the fashion value chain creates on the environment, these indicators are
generally also more complex and time-consuming to calculate. The solution-driven indicators are easier to assess,
often reducible to ‘ticking boxes’, but they risk locking the FISI into today’s known practices, potentially
overlooking innovative solutions that may emerge in the future.

An analysis of the top five environmental indicators selected in the second Delphi round shows a mix of both
categories.

In Task 2.2, indicators of both types will be explored in terms of feasibility and measurement methods. A
balanced combination is likely to be the most effective approach, as it allows for both credible impact
assessment and practical usability for fashion (M)SMEs.

As noted previously, the most rigorous way for a company to measure its environmental impacts is through an
LCA. Yet, as already discussed, LCAs are often not feasible for fashion (M)SMEs due to constraints in time,
expertise, and data availability. The FISI must therefore provide a pragmatic alternative that remains meaningful
without becoming unmanageable.

4. CONCLUSIONS

This deliverable set out to define a first selection of indicators for the Fashion Industry Sustainability Index (FISI),
combining insights from the literature with expert consensus through a Delphi study. Together, these two
approaches provide complementary perspectives: the literature identifies a broad universe of potential
indicators, while the Delphi process prioritises those that are most relevant and feasible for fashion (M)SMEs.

The literature review highlighted several key trends. First, most existing tools and indices emphasise
environmental sustainability, with economic and cultural dimensions underrepresented. Second, existing indices,
such as the Higg Index or the Fashion Transparency Index, tend to focus on large brands and global benchmarks,
making them less user-friendly for SMEs. This illustrates once more the need to develop a tool that is user-
friendly for SMEs as well. Third, a subset of 73 unique indicators was identified as commonly cited, with a strong
overlap in themes such as carbon footprint, labour rights, and resource efficiency.

Building on this foundation, the Delphi study provided expert-driven prioritisation of indicators across the three
sustainability dimensions, in two survey rounds. Table 6 summarises the top five indicators per dimension, based
on their relevance as indicated by the experts. The level of consensus on this relevance and the perceived
measurability is also listed in Table 6 for each indicator.

To measure and monitor environmental sustainability, indicators related to material choices and product
longevity — particularly the use of preferential materials and product quality/durability — were seen as highly
relevant and relatively easy to measure. In contrast, total GHG emissions and supply chain traceability, while
critical, were considered more difficult to evaluate, underlining the tension between impact-oriented and
solution-oriented measures.
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In the social sustainability indicators, there was strong consensus on the centrality of ethical labour practices.
Decent and flexible working conditions, prevention of child and forced labour, and supply chain transparency
emerged as the most critical indicators. Experts emphasised that while these indicators are essential, they often
require complex data and robust auditing mechanisms. By contrast, compliance with labour laws and
responsible sourcing were judged more feasible to operationalise. Remarkably, the cultural indicators that were
embedded in the social dimension — community engagement and support, and cultural sensitivity and equity —
were not seen as essential to measure the social pillar of sustainability. Moreover, these indicators are perceived
as rather difficult to measure by the experts (Table A. 1). Despite the research gap that was recognised in
literature on cultural sustainability in fashion (2. Literature review), experts in the fashion industry don’t (yet)
recognise the relevance of these indicators and seem to find it rather difficult to measure these indicators. To
address these concerns about cultural sustainability in fashion, future research could be dedicated to cultural
sustainability separately.

For the economic sustainability, compliance with regulation and financial stability were prioritised, reflecting
the importance of ensuring resilience in a changing regulatory environment. Alternative business models,
innovation, and supply sufficiency were also highlighted, pointing to the role of transformation in driving
sustainability. Financial stability was seen as straightforward to measure, while innovation and business model
changes were viewed as more challenging to capture systematically.

Table 6. The top five indicators, based on their relevance according to experts. The level of consensus on their relevance and the
perceived measurability, according to the experts in the Delphi survey, is also represented in this table.

Dimension Indicator Expert consensus on Perceived measurability
Relevance
Environmental Use of preferential materials (upcycled, Very high Easy

recycled, organic, certified)

Product quality & durability (expected High Moderate
wears per garment)

Total GHG emissions High Difficult
Supply chain traceability High Difficult
Sustainability governance & strategy Moderate Moderate

(reporting, measurable goals)

Social Decent & flexible working conditions (fair =~ Very high Moderate
wages, work—life balance, contracts)

Prevention of child, forced labour & Very high Moderate - Difficult
human trafficking

Compliance with labour laws & High Moderate
workplace standards

Responsible sourcing & supplier selection = High Moderate
Supply chain transparency High Difficult
Economic Compliance with regulation (EU Green Very high Moderate

Deal, CSRD, etc.)

Financial stability (liquidity, solvency, High Easy
debt-to-equity)

Supply sufficiency (avoiding High Moderate
overproduction)

Innovation (process, product, supply High Moderate
chain)
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Alternative business models (circular, High Moderate - Difficult
resilient, service-based)

Across these dimensions, three broader conclusions stand out:

1. Consensus on priority themes: The Delphi panel showed clear convergence on core indicators,
particularly in the social and economic dimensions. While the environmental indicators generated more
debate, this reflects the greater complexity of impact measurement in this domain.

2. Feasibility as a key filter: Experts consistently distinguished between indicators that are theoretically
desirable and those that SMEs can realistically measure. This balance between usability and credibility
will be central in shaping the FISI.

3. Bridging gaps left by existing tools: The prioritised indicators confirm that the FISI must go beyond
existing indices by being SME-oriented, integrating economic resilience, and capturing ethical and
cultural aspects often overlooked elsewhere.

In summary, the Delphi study validated a manageable yet comprehensive set of indicators that can be used to
measure and monitor the sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs. These results provide a solid basis for the next steps
in WP2: the development of guidelines for measurement (Task 2.2), the testing of indicators in pilot cases (Task
2.3), and ultimately the construction of the FISI itself (Tasks 2.4-2.6). By combining expert consensus with
practical feasibility, the FISI can become a credible and accessible tool that empowers SMEs to benchmark,
monitor, and improve their sustainability performance.
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APPENDIX

A. LIST OF INDICATORS

JUST FASHION (1D 101178623)

Subcategory

Indicator

Environmental

Consumption/ resource use

Energy (efficiency)

Consumption/ resource use

Material utilisation

Consumption/ resource use

Material efficiency

Consumption/ resource use

Use of organic materials

Consumption/ resource use

Use hazardous materials

Consumption/ resource use

Use of raw materials

Consumption/ resource use

Share of environmentally-friendly materials

Consumption/ resource use

Environmentally friendly technology

Consumption/ resource use

Land use potential (LUP)

Consumption/ resource use

Water consumption

Consumption/ resource use

Electricity consumption

Consumption/ resource use

Biotic depletion

Consumption/ resource use

Abiotic depletion

Consumption/ resource use

Production of waste

Emissions

GHG emissions

Emissions Global warming potential (GWP)
Emissions Ozone depletion potential (ODP)
Emissions Eutrophication potential (EP)
Emissions Photo-oxidant formation
Emissions Ecotoxicity potential (ETP)
Emissions Human toxicity potential (HTP)
Emissions Acidification potential (AP)
Quality Average service life

Quality Water quality

Quality Air quality

Quality Soil quality

Quality Noise quality

Management Environmental management systems (EMS)
Management Transportation management
Management Environmental risk management
Management Waste management

Procurement and compliance
Procurement and compliance
Procurement and compliance
Reverse logic system

Reverse logic system

Reverse logic system

W 4 Financial performance

Environmental compliance

Transparency, procurement, and traceability
Supplier assessment

Implementation of the reverse logic system
Share of sustainable products developed
Material reutilisation

Operating costs
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Financial performance

Stability and profitability

Financial performance

Market competitiveness

Business efficiency

Contribution to GDP

Business efficiency

Labour productivity

Business efficiency

Value-added (VA)

Business efficiency

Lead time

Business efficiency

Inventory level

Business efficiency

Product quality

Business efficiency Innovation

Business efficiency Investments

Human capital Employment contribution
Human capital Staff turnover

Human capital

Expenditure on health and safety

Human capital

Environmental liabilities (EL)

Labour rights and working conditions

No child labour

Labour rights and working conditions

Number of work injuries

Sacial

Labour rights and working conditions

Fair wage/ income distribution (ID)

Labour rights and working conditions

Health and safety

Labour rights and working conditions

Education and training

Labour rights and working conditions

Labour welfare

Labour rights and working conditions

Diversity and equal opportunity

Labour rights and working conditions

Non-discrimination

Labour rights and working conditions

Work environment

Labour rights and working conditions

Job satisfaction

Labour rights and working conditions

Employees benefit

Ethical business practices

Human rights and anti-corruption

Ethical business practices

International standards of conduct

Ethical business practices

Fair trade

Ethical business practices

Reporting

Community and social development

Employment of local labour

Community and social development

Preservation of cultural values/ cultural heritage

Community and social development

Intergenerational equity

Community and social development

Stakeholders inclusion

Community and social development

Job creation

Community and social development

Brand recognition

Community and social development

Consumer satisfaction
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B. OUTLINE OF SURVEY

DELPHI ROUND 1 - SURVEY OUTLINE

Introduction & invitation: presents the purpose of the Just Fashion project, explains the goal of developing a
sustainability index for fashion (M)SMEs, and invites experts to participate in the Delphi study.

Data handling & consent: explains the anonymous and voluntary nature of participation, outlines data storage
and sharing practices, and includes the informed consent confirmation.

Study aim, scope & instructions: states the goal to select indicators for a Fashion Industry Sustainability Index
tailored to (M)SMEs, describes the index as a decision-making tool covering the full value chain, and defines
what a sustainability indicator is (quantitative or qualitative). It also provides an illustrative example and clarifies
that this first Delphi round is open-ended—participants may leave categories outside their expertise blank.

This section presents the actual survey questions exactly as they appeared to participants.

Which indicators should be part of the Fashion Industry Sustainability Index for the categories (environmental,
social, and economic) described below? If you do not have expertise in all categories, you can leave some blank.
Remember: the index will measure sustainability across the entire value chain, but the primary users of the
index will be fashion brands.

What are the key indicators related to environmental sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs? A guiding sentence
that might help: “for me an environmentally sustainable fashion (M)SME is one that ....”

What are the key indicators related to social sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs? A guiding sentence that might
help: “for me a socially sustainable fashion (M)SME is one that ....”

What are the key indicators related to economic sustainability of fashion (M)SMEs? A guiding sentence that
might help: “for me an economic sustainable fashion (M)SME is one that ....”
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Are there any other indicators important, but do not fit in the categories described above?

Demographics and expertise: collects background information on participants’ education, organizational
affiliation, areas of engagement within the fashion industry, company size, and specific fields of expertise. Also
gathers years of experience, gender, and country of residence.

Contact information & expert referrals: collects participants’ email addresses for follow-up survey rounds
(stored separately from responses) and invites them to suggest additional experts who could contribute to the
Delphi study.
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DELPHI ROUND 2 - SURVEY OUTLINE

Introduction & invitation: thanks participants for their input in Round 1 and explains that Round 2 asks them to
review and prioritise the current list of sustainability indicators for the Fashion Industry Sustainability Index.

Data handling & consent: reiterates the anonymous and voluntary nature of participation, outlines data storage
and sharing practices, and includes informed consent confirmation.

Study aim (reminder): reminds participants that the study aims to develop a sustainability index for (M)SMEs
across the full fashion value chain, defining sustainability indicators as quantitative or qualitative measures of
environmental, social, or economic impact.

Task explanation: explains the Round 2 task: select up to seven key indicators per category, prioritise them, and
evaluate the effort required to measure each, while noting that the indicators are not yet fully operationalised.

Participants first select up to seven environmental, seven economic, and seven social indicators they consider
most relevant for (M)SMEs (see lists below). Then they indicate any missing indicators. Finally, they are asked to
assess the effort needed to evaluate each selected indicator. For each selected indicator, participants are asked
to rate the overall effort required to evaluate it, considering both the complexity of measurement and the time
and resources needed to collect data across the entire value chain. Ratings range from 1 (very easy,
straightforward measurement with readily available data) to 5 (very difficult, complex measurement or data
hard to obtain), with an option to select “l don’t know” if unsure.
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List with environmental indicators:

Product quality and durability (e.g. expected wears per garment)

Design for recyclability (e.g. design mono-material garments)

Design for repairability

Use of preferential materials (i.e. upcycled, recycled, organic, and/or certified)
Origin of materials

Presence of take-back program (e.g. for resale or recycling)

Repair services

Energy consumption

Use of renewable energy

Material consumption

Material reutilisation (e.g. reutilisation of packaging, waste water, or products)
Environmental impact assessment practices (e.g. Life Cycle Assessment performed in the past)
Total GHG emissions (CO2, NOx, CH4)

Carbon footprint of garment

Presence of compensation strategy (e.g. reforestation)

Eco-certifications held

Biodiversity loss

Type of packaging (e.g. single-use, recycled, recyclable)

Sustainability governance & strategy (e.g. annual sustainability reporting, measurable environmental
goals)

Responsible use of chemicals

Waste management practices

Water consumption

Water management and pollution control

Sustainable transport & logistics
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Near-shoring of supply chain
Dedicated staff for (environmental) sustainability

Supply chain traceability

List with social indicators:

Freedom of association and collective bargaining

Prevention of child labour, forced labour, and human trafficking
Compliance with labor laws and workplace standards
Non-discrimination and equal opportunities

Decent and flexible working conditions (including a fair wage, labour agreements, job stability, work-
life balance, etc.)

Occupational health and safety

Open communication and supportive work culture
Career development, education, and training
Social support services

Local economic development

Community engagement and support

Cultural sensitivity and equity

Equitable value distribution

Inclusive and responsible products and branding
Consumer satisfaction

Consumer ethics

Product responsibility and safety

Supply chain transparency

Responsible sourcing and supplier selection

Animal welfare
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List with economic indicators:

Yearly profitability (i.e., revenues > costs, on a yearly base)

Financial stability (based on, for example, debt-to-equity ratio, liquidity, solvency)

Access to external finance

Cost efficiency or cost reductions (i.e., operating and input costs, resource use, labour expenses)
Alternative business models (e.g., circular or resilient business models, organic growth)
Innovation

Sustainable (re)investments or donations

Price and profit transparency

Risk assessment and management (e.g., inventory and supply chain risk mitigation, diversification in
suppliers and income streams)

Compliance with regulation (e.g., EU Green Deal, financial and sustainability reporting, due diligence)
Contribution to GDP and/or market share

Job creation

Fair prices (e.g., no predatory pricing, sales)

Product lead time between brand and manufacturer (i.e., time between order placement and delivery
of goods)

Product or collection renewal (i.e., speed at which new collections become available and number of
new collections per year)

Supply sufficiency (i.e., no or limited overproduction)

Customer or brand loyalty

Contact information for follow-up: requests participants’ email addresses for a potential final follow-up survey,
stored separately from responses to maintain anonymity.
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C. PERCEIVED EASE/DIFFICULTY OF MEASURING FOR ALL INDICATORS (RESULTS FROM DELPHI)

Table A. 1. Perceived ease and difficulty of measuring sustainability indicators. The table presents the number of times each indicator was rated as very easy, easy, neutral, difficult, or very difficult, along with the
total number of votes. The final two columns show the relative perceived easiness and perceived difficulty, calculated as the proportion of responses in the categories very easy + easy, and difficult + very difficult,
respectively.

Indicators Very easy Easy Neutral Difficult Very difficult Total votes Perceived Perceived
easiness difficulty
Product quality and durability (e.g. expected wears per garment) 3 7 6 0 6 22 45.45 27.27
Design for recyclability (e.g. design mono-material garments) 4 2 4 0 1 11 54.55 9.09
Design for repairability 1 5 5 0 1 12 50.00 8.33
Use of preferential materials (i.e. upcycled, recycled, organic, and/or 7 11 4 1 2 25 72.00 12.00
certified)
Origin of materials 4 4 0 0 2 10 80.00 20.00
Presence of take-back program (e.g. for resale or recycling) 3 0 1 1 1 6 50.00 33.33
Repair services 2 0 0 0 0 2 100.00 0.00
Energy consumption 5 4 2 1 0 12 75.00 8.33
Use of renewable energy 4 1 1 1 0 7 71.43 14.29
Material consumption 1 1 3 0 1 6 33.33 16.67
Material reutilisation (e.g. reutilisation of packaging, wastewater, or 1 5 3 0 1 10 60.00 10.00
products)
Environmental impact assessment practices (e.g. LCA performed inthe = 0 3 3 1 4 11 27.27 45.45
past)
Total GHG emissions (CO2, NOx, CH4) 1 6 4 3 4 18 38.89 38.89
Carbon footprint of garment 0 0 1 2 5 8 0 87.50
Presence of compensation strategy (e.g. reforestation) 0 0 0 0 0 0 / /
Eco-certifications held 1 1 0 1 1 4 50.00 50.00
Biodiversity loss 0 1 0 3 3 7 14.29 85.71
Type of packaging (e.g. single-use, recycled, recyclable) 3 2 1 2 2 10 50.00 40.00
Sustainability governance & strategy (e.g. annual sustainability 5 4 1 3 2 15 60.00 33.33

reporting, ...)
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Responsible use of chemicals 2 3 4 0 4 13 38.46 30.77
Waste management practices 2 3 4 0 3 12 41.67 25.00
Water consumption 2 3 1 1 2 9 55.56 33.33
Water management and pollution control 2 4 2 1 1 10 60.00 20.00
Sustainable transport & logistics 0 2 1 0 1 4 50.00 25.00
Near-shoring of supply chain 3 4 1 0 0 8 87.50 0
Dedicated staff for (environmental) sustainability 3 0 0 2 0 5 60.00 40.00
Supply chain traceability 1 2 7 5 3 18 16.67 44.44
Totals environmental indicators 60 78 59 28 50 275

Freedom of association and collective bargaining 2 2 1 1 1 7 57.14 28.57
Prevention of child labour, forced labour, and human trafficking 4 6 6 4 8 28 35.71 42.86
Compliance with labour laws and workplace standards 3 8 8 1 5 25 44.00 24.00
Non-discrimination and equal opportunities 2 8 4 2 0 16 62.50 12.50
Decent and flexible working conditions (including a fair wage, labour 4 6 9 3 7 29 34.48 34.48
agreements, job stability, work-life balance, etc.)

Occupational health and safety 3 1 8 0 5 17 23.53 29.41
Open communication and supportive work culture 1 7 1 0 0 9 88.89 0
Career development, education, and training 1 1 2 1 1 6 33.33 33.33
Social support services 0 2 3 1 0 6 33.33 16.67
Local economic development 0 4 3 2 3 12 33.33 41.67
Community engagement and support 1 3 6 1 0 11 36.36 9.09
Cultural sensitivity and equity 0 0 5 2 0 7 0 28.57
Equitable value distribution 0 1 2 0 1 4 25.00 25.00
Inclusive and responsible products and branding 3 0 0 2 0 5 60.00 40.00
Consumer satisfaction 0 2 2 1 0 5 40.00 20.00
Consumer ethics 1 1 1 0 2 5 40.00 40.00
Product responsibility and safety 0 6 4 2 1 13 46.15 23.08
Supply chain transparency 1 3 13 4 6 27 14.81 37.04
Responsible sourcing and supplier selection 1 8 11 3 2 25 36.00 20.00
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Animal welfare 1 3 7 0 2 13 30.77 15.38
Totals for social indicators 28 72 96 30 a4 270
Alternative business models (e.g., circular or resilient business models, = 2 5 7 1 7 22 31.82 36.36

organic growth)

Compliance with regulation (e.g., EU Green Deal, financial and 4 4 13 1 6 28 28.57 25.00
sustainability reporting, due ...)

Innovation 0 8 6 2 4 20 40.00 30.00
Risk assessment and management (e.g., inventory and supply chain 0 3 11 2 3 19 15.79 26.32
risk mitigation, ...)

Cost efficiency or cost reductions (i.e., operating and input costs, 3 5 1 1 3 13 61.54 30.77
resource use, labour expenses)

Product lead time between brand and manufacturer (i.e., time 3 3 2 0 3 11 54,55 27.27
between order placement and ...)

Supply sufficiency (i.e., no or limited overproduction) 1 5 8 4 2 20 30.00 30.00
Financial stability (based on, for example, debt-to-equity ratio, 6 10 3 4 2 25 64.00 24.00
liquidity, solvency)

Job creation 5 3 1 3 2 14 57.14 35.71
Yearly profitability (i.e., revenues > costs, on a yearly base) 10 3 1 3 2 19 68.42 26.32
Fair prices (e.g., no predatory pricing, sales) 1 6 3 0 2 12 58.33 16.67
Price and profit transparency 3 2 6 4 1 16 31.25 31.25
Sustainable (re)investments or donations 3 1 3 0 1 8 50.00 12.50
Contribution to GDP and/or market share 1 4 1 0 1 7 71.43 14.29
Product or collection renewal (i.e., speed at which new collections 4 2 3 3 0 12 50.00 25.00
become available and ...)

Customer or brand loyalty 0 2 2 2 0 6 33.33 33.33
Access to external finance 0 1 0 1 0 2 50.00 50.00
Totals economic indicators 46 67 71 31 39 254
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