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Abstract: This study investigates the barriers and challenges to
adopting sustainable practices in the UAE fashion industry
through the lens of Institutional Theory. Employing secondary
research and a thematic analysis approach, the study identifies
critical themes such as supply chain transparency, green raw
material sourcing, energy-efficient manufacturing, waste
management, and inclusive labor practices. Findings reveal that
sustainability efforts are hindered by regulatory gaps, consumer
skepticism, high costs, and limited accessibility to eco-friendly
resources. Despite growing consumer demand for sustainable
fashion, systemic issues such as greenwashing and inadequate
infrastructure persist. The study emphasizes the need for
comprehensive  policy reforms, enhanced stakeholder
collaboration, and educational campaigns to raise awareness. It
contributes empirically by highlighting actionable strategies and
theoretically expanding Institutional Theory to a non-Western,
emerging market context. These insights aim to facilitate the
integration of sustainable practices and inform future research in
sustainability transitions within similar markets.
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Circular Economy in Fashion, Greenwashing, Institutional
Theory, Sustainable Fashion

I. INTRODUCTION

The fashion industry in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)

operates at the crossroads of socio-economic, cultural, and
religious dynamics, which heavily influence consumer
behavior and market trends. Cultural norms, particularly
those surrounding traditional attire, significantly shape
fashion preferences, with societal expectations often
dictating notions of "appropriateness” [22]. This cultural
fabric, while rich, can create resistance to adopting
transformative practices such as sustainability. Nevertheless,
a shift driven by younger, globally influenced generations is
emerging. These eco-conscious consumers, inspired by
international sustainability movements, encourage local
designers and brands to embrace eco-friendly approaches [9].
Yet, the interplay of cultural heritage and sustainability
ambitions presents unique challenges for the UAE fashion
sector.
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Sustainability is gradually gaining traction in the UAE
fashion landscape, with brands like Eurthlin and The Giving
Movement pioneering eco-friendly manufacturing and
ethical sourcing [9]. However, entrenched hurdles persist,
including opaque supply chains, dependency on international
suppliers, and the dominance of fast fashion models [24].
Despite growing interest among younger demographics, the
broader market continues to prioritize luxury and aesthetic
appeal over environmental responsibility [36]. Moreover,
regulatory frameworks promoting sustainable fashion remain
underdeveloped, and small businesses struggle to meet the
financial demands of transitioning to sustainable practices
[10].

The UAE's sustainable fashion journey is inherently tied to
three critical dimensions of sustainability: environmental,
economic, and social. Environmentally, the staggering waste
output—210,000 tons of discarded clothing
annually—underscores the need for circular economy
initiatives [32]. Economically, integrating sustainability
poses a dual challenge of balancing profitability with
eco-conscious values in a luxury-driven market. Socially,
there is a pressing need for fair labor practices, especially
given the UAE’s reliance on expatriate workers in garment
production [15]. A similar conclusion has also been made by
Mayer [30]. This research explores the intersection of these
dimensions, delving into how they shape the adoption of
sustainable practices in the UAE’s culturally rich fashion
industry.

Il. PROBLEM STATEMENT

The adoption of sustainable practices in the UAE fashion
industry is a complex, underexplored area, with existing
research largely fragmented. While studies have addressed
topics such as sustainability awareness [3], eco-fashion
adoption [34], and consumer perceptions of greenwashing
[34], there is limited focus on industry-specific challenges
like sustainable sourcing, regulatory inadequacies, and
supply chain inefficiencies. For example, despite evidence of
substantial clothing waste [32], little research contextualizes
its industry-specific origins or compares it to global leaders
like Sweden, which has effectively implemented circular
economy principles [8].

Furthermore, the UAE fashion sector faces unique
contextual challenges rooted in cultural and economic
frameworks. Its luxury-oriented market, deeply influenced by
socio-cultural traditions, poses significant obstacles to
sustainable transformation. Existing consumer studies yield
conflicting insights, with growing
awareness of sustainability not yet

translating into  meaningful
purchasing behaviors,
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particularly in the luxury segment [21]. This research
addresses these gaps by conducting a secondary analysis of
UAE-specific and global literature to highlight barriers such
as regulatory voids, cost-related constraints, and cultural
resistance while drawing parallels with international best
practices.

Grounded in the triple bottom line theory, which integrates
environmental, social, and economic sustainability, this study
aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of the barriers
hindering sustainable practices in the UAE fashion sector. It
contributes empirical and theoretical insights while
identifying actionable pathways for aligning industry goals
with sustainability.

I1l. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES

A. Research Questions

1. What are the barriers and challenges to implementing
sustainable practices in the UAE fashion industry?
2. How do these barriers and challenges influence the

integration of sustainability within the fashion sector?

B. Research Objectives

1. To identify the key barriers and challenges impacting
the adoption of sustainable practices in the UAE fashion
industry.

2. To evaluate the implications of these challenges on

efforts to integrate sustainability within the sector.
IV. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Theoretical Frameworks

Incorporating practical models and theoretical frameworks
is essential for promoting sustainability in the fashion
industry [20]. Institutional Theory offers a valuable lens for
analyzing the barriers to adopting sustainable practices by
examining the deeply rooted, socially constructed
assumptions, values, and norms around which social life and
organizational behavior are organized [37]. This research
will be grounded in Institutional Theory, providing a
structured framework to critically assess the challenges faced
by the UAE fashion industry in transitioning to sustainable
practices. The institutional theory focuses on how regulatory,
cognitive, and normative pressures influence organizational
behavior [40]. These pressures manifest as formal
regulations, cultural norms, and economic constraints, all of
which shape business practices and decision-making
processes.

Institutional Theory identifies three types of pressures that
shape organizations:

Barriers &
Challenges
| % 1
Regulatory Economic Coghnitive
Barriers Barriers Barriers

[Fig.1: Conceptual Framework]
Regulatory Pressures: Formal rules, policies, and laws that

Retrieval Number: 100.1/ijmh.D177411041224
DOI: 10.35940/ijmh.D1774.11041224
Journal Website: www.ijmh.org

34

mandate or incentivize sustainability practices.

Normative Pressures: Social norms and cultural
expectations that influence sustainable consumption and
production.

Cognitive Pressures: Shared beliefs and assumptions
within an industry regarding what constitutes “sustainable
practices."

These elements serve as the foundation for evaluating
barriers to sustainability, such as weak regulatory
frameworks, entrenched cultural norms, and limited
economic incentives [18]). By applying this lens, the research
aims to critically assess how these institutional forces shape
the UAE's unique socio-economic context and impede the
transition to sustainable fashion.

B. Barriers and Challenges

The transition toward sustainability in the UAE fashion
industry encounters significant barriers, which are
categorized below for a comprehensive analysis:

= Circular Economy Challenges

While circular economy initiatives, such as recycling and
reuse, are gaining attention in the UAE post-COP28 [10],
their implementation remains inadequate. With only 15% of
apparel products being recycled [41] and three out of five
garments ending up in landfills [39], progress has been slow.
Studies [23] debate whether these obstacles are temporary,
arising from nascent infrastructure, or indicative of deeper
systemic issues [15].

= Greenwashing

Greenwashing undermines consumer trust in sustainable
brands [1], complicating the shift to eco-conscious
purchasing behaviors [46]. While awareness campaigns help,
research diverges on their effectiveness [47]. Some studies
[34] emphasize that greenwashing erodes consumer
confidence, while others suggest price and design often
outweigh sustainability concerns during purchase decisions
[48].

= Carbon Footprint and Supply Chains

Fashion’s global supply chains are long and
energy-intensive, contributing significantly to greenhouse
gas emissions—up to 23 kilograms of emissions per kilogram
of fabric [28]. The UAE, reliant on imports, faces challenges
in tracking the sustainability of these extended supply chains
[29]. While closed-loop systems present opportunities,
practical implementation remains costly and complex [17].

= High Costs of Sustainable Fashion

Eco-friendly fashion often incurs premium costs, driven by
sustainable materials and ethical manufacturing processes
[5]. Small businesses in the UAE find it difficult to compete
with  established luxury brands while maintaining
affordability. Researchers propose government
incentives could mitigate these costs,
though evidence of their success
remains limited [34].

that
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= Transparency Gaps

Transparency, particularly in labor practices and supply
chain management, is pivotal for sustainability. However,
brands often struggle to trace their supply chains, leading to
limited consumer trust (Malik and Bukhari, 2024). Despite
global movements for ethical production post-Rana Plaza
(Henninger et al., 2016), progress in the UAE has been slow,
exacerbated by its reliance on imported goods.

= Cultural Complexities

The UAE's diverse population and traditional norms create
additional challenges. While younger consumers favor
sustainable options, cultural conservatism and expatriate
preferences complicate the adoption of a unified sustainable
fashion narrative [20]. The absence of a robust local
production base further increases the industry's dependency
on imported goods, compounding environmental impacts.

C. Proposition

This study proposes that consumer awareness deficits and
the high costs of sustainable fashion are primary barriers to
sustainability in the UAE fashion industry. These challenges
limit the adoption of circular economy practices, exacerbate
the carbon footprint, and restrict the industry's capacity to
transition toward eco-friendly models. Addressing these
barriers will require:

Enhanced education campaigns to increase consumer
demand for sustainable products.

Policy interventions, such as subsidies or tax breaks, to
reduce the costs of eco-friendly clothing.

Strengthened regulations to ensure transparency and
accountability across the supply chain.

By adopting a multi-stakeholder approach, including
government policies, industry initiatives, and consumer
advocacy, the UAE fashion industry can align itself with
global  sustainability —standards while  maintaining
competitiveness.

V. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

A. Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative secondary research design
using a systematic literature review (SLR) to explore the
barriers and challenges faced by the UAE fashion industry in
adopting sustainable practices. The SLR approach facilitated
a comprehensive assessment of existing studies, synthesizing
insights within the socio-economic and cultural framework of
the UAE. By relying exclusively on secondary data sources,
this qualitative design allowed for the identification of trends,
patterns, and gaps in the literature, building a robust
foundation for theoretical and practical implications [42].

The research adhered to principles of transparency and
reproducibility as outlined by [43]. The process involved
defining a systematic search strategy, applying inclusion and
exclusion criteria, and performing rigorous data extraction
and thematic analysis. This structured approach ensured a
focused and unbiased review, aligning findings with the
research objectives [31].
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B. Search Strategy

A purposive sampling strategy guided the identification of
relevant literature. The search included both academic
databases (e.g., Scopus, ScienceDirect, ProQuest) and grey
literature sources (e.g., industry reports, government
publications) to ensure comprehensive coverage. Specific
keywords and Boolean operators were employed to refine the
search.

Key Search Terms:

. "Sustainable fashion"

. "Eco-friendly practices"

. "Circular economy in fashion"

. "Fashion industry challenges"

. "Greenwashing in fashion"

. "Carbon footprint in textile supply chains"

o Ul WN B

Databases and Sources:

Academic databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ProQuest,
ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library
Industry reports and grey literature: Oracle, McKinsey
Sustainability, Vogue Business, COP28 UAE, UNFCCC
Timeframe: Publications between 2015 and 2024 were
prioritized to ensure relevance to current sustainability
trends.

C. PRISMA Framework

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flowchart illustrated the review
process, including identification, screening, eligibility, and
inclusion stages.

= Identification
The systematic search yielded an initial dataset of 98 articles.
Applying database filters narrowed the results by:

1.
2.
3.

Publication year: 2015-2024

Language: English

Relevance: Focused on sustainability challenges in the
UAE fashion industry

= Screening
Titles and abstracts were reviewed to exclude irrelevant

studies, leaving 54 articles for full-text assessment. At this
stage, papers unrelated to sustainability in fashion or lacking
accessibility were removed.

= Eligibility

Rigorous application of inclusion and exclusion criteria
further refined the dataset, resulting in 37 final articles. These
articles were deemed highly relevant for addressing the
research objectives.

= Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion Criteria:

1. Peer-reviewed journal articles or credible reports
2. Studies focused on sustainable practices in fashion
3. Empirical studies, literature
reviews, or case studies
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4. Accessibility to full-text content
Exclusion Criteria:

1. Studies outside the manufacturing or fashion industry
2. Lack of empirical evidence

3. Outdated publications (before 2015)

= Data Extraction

Data were extracted on:

1. Green raw material sourcing

2. Circular economy initiatives

3. Energy-efficient manufacturing processes
4. Waste management strategies

5. Labor practices and transparency issues

=

I B

[Fig.2: PRISMA Flowchart Source: Developed by
Researcher]

D. Data Sources and Distribution

The final dataset consisted of 37 sources, categorized as
follows:

Table 1: List of Academic, Industry, and Government Sources

Source Count
Scopus
Web of Science
ProQuest
ScienceDirect
SpringerLink
Google Scholar
Wiley Online Library
Emerald Insight
EA Journals
Oracle
Fast Company
Infomineo
McKinsey Sustainability
Vogue Business
AGBI
COP28 UAE
European Parliament
UNFCCC

Category

Database Articles

Industry Reports (online articles)

Government Reports

N NI RN R RN ES TN FN RN

Total
Source: Developed by Researcher

w
by

VI. DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

A.Thematic Analysis

The data collected from the systematic literature review
(SLR) was analyzed using thematic analysis [7]. This
approach facilitated identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns (themes) within the literature, providing a structured
framework to examine barriers and challenges in adopting
sustainable practices in the UAE fashion industry [2]. The
analysis was conducted through manual line-by-line coding,
which allowed for the systematic identification of recurring
concepts and themes.

The thematic analysis revealed five major themes:

1. Environmental impact of sustainable fashion
Green raw material sourcing
Energy-saving manufacturing
Waste management in manufacturing
Inclusive labor practices

ok

These themes were derived using the concept-indicator
model, which connects abstract constructs (e.g., barriers to
sustainability) to measurable outcomes like greenwashing,
recycling rates, or consumer adoption of eco-friendly
practices.

Table 2: Data Analysis Framework

Concepts List of Papers (Author, Year, Title) Paper Type (Source) Brief Explanation
Discusses the growing trend of sustainable fashion in the
'Sustainable fashion in the UAE: A Online Atrticle (The UAE, driven by younger, eco-conscious consumers, and the
. growing trend.' [9] Sandy Times) challenges faced by the industry in adopting sustainable

Sustainable practices.
Fashion - — - - - —
‘Eco-fashion adoption in the UAE: Research Article Investigates consumer behavior regarding eco-fashion in the
Understanding consumer barriers and : - UAE, identifying the barriers to and motivations for adopting
AT (Fashion Practice) ! :
motivations.' [34] sustainable fashion.
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Henninger, C., et al. (2016). 'What is
sustainable fashion?' [17]

Research Article (Journal
of Fashion Marketing and
Management)

Defines sustainable fashion and explores its dimensions,
including environmental, social, and economic impacts, with a
focus on the fashion industry's role.

‘Ethical and sustainable sourcing:
Toward strategic and holistic
sustainable supply chain management.'
[24]

Research Article
(Springer)

Discusses the importance of integrating sustainable and
ethical sourcing into the supply chain, emphasizing the need
for transparency and long-term strategic planning. Highlights
challenges in implementing sustainability across global
supply chains, particularly in managing costs and ensuring
ethical practices.

'Sustainability challenges in the fashion
industry.' [5]

Online Report (Oracle)

Analyses challenges to sustainable sourcing in the fashion
industry, including the complexities of tracking raw materials
and ensuring ethical sourcing practices.

'Stylish, affordable clothing has been a
hit with shoppers.' [39]

Research Article
(McKinsey
Sustainability)

Discusses challenges related to sustainability in fast fashion
manufacturing, focusing on balancing affordability with
eco-friendly practices.

‘Consumer perceptions of
greenwashing: Lessons from the
fashion sector in the UAE." [35]

Research Article (Asian
Journal of Business
Ethics)

Investigates challenges such as greenwashing and consumer
skepticism, which impact the adoption of sustainable practices
in the manufacturing industry.

'Barriers to sustainable sourcing in the
apparel and fashion luxury industry.' [4]

Research Article
(Sustainable Production
and Consumption)

Examines barriers to sourcing sustainable raw materials in the
fashion industry, including the high cost of eco-friendly
fabrics and complex supply chains.

‘Circular economy—challenges for the
textile and clothing industry.' [23]

Research Article (Autex
Research Journal)

Discusses the importance of sourcing green raw materials and
the challenges of implementing circular economy principlesin
the textile industry.

'Sustainability awareness in the UAE: A
case study.' [3]

Peji¢ Bach et al. (2023). "The economic
and sustainability priorities in the
United Arab Emirates: conflict
exploration [36]

Green Raw
Material Sourcing

Research Articles
(Sustainability)

Investigates the awareness and use of eco-friendly materials
among UAE consumers and businesses, with a focus on
sustainable sourcing practices; suggests more effective
strategies to assist sustainable economic growth

'Is real circularity achievable?' [12]

Online Article (Fast
Company)

Discusses circular economy initiatives in the fashion industry,
with examples of companies attempting to close the loop
through sustainable production and recycling.

'On the path to textile circularity in the
UAE. [41]

Research Article (Waste
and Recycling)

Examines how the UAE is adopting circular economy
principles in the textile industry to reduce waste and promote
recycling.

'Stylish, affordable clothing has been a
hit with shoppers.' [38]

Research Article
(McKinsey
Sustainability)

Explores how companies are integrating energy-saving
manufacturing processes into fast fashion and the
environmental benefits of reducing energy consumption.

Energy-Saving

. : i i i ?
Manufacturing Is real circularity achievable?' [12]

Online Atrticle (Fast
Company)

Discusses how circular economy principles can drive energy
efficiency in fashion manufacturing, with examples of brands
adopting renewable energy in production.

‘Sustainability challenges in the fashion
industry.' [5]

Online Report (Oracle)

Provides an overview of the challenges related to energy
consumption in fashion manufacturing and strategies for
integrating energy-efficient practices into production.

'On the path to textile circularity in the
UAE. [41]

Research Article (Waste
and Recycling)

Discusses textile waste in the UAE and the initiatives being
implemented to improve recycling and promote circularity in
the manufacturing process.

Waste
Management in
Manufacturing

‘Waste management in fashion and
textile industry: Recent advances.' [16]

Book Chapter (Elsevier)

Provides a detailed analysis of waste management strategies in
the fashion industry, emphasizing life-cycle assessment and
the adoption of circular economy practices.

European Parliament (2024). 'The
impact of textile production and waste

Policy Report (European

Explores the environmental impact of textile production and
waste, focusing on policy measures and waste management

textile industry: Recent advances.' [15]

on the environment."' [13] Parliament) strategies within the European Union.
\ : : Discusses the intersection of inclusive labor practices and
Waste management in fashion and Book Chapter (Elsevier) | sustainability in the textile industry, highlighting the need for

fair wages and safe working conditions.

‘Sustainable fashion in the Middle East:
How brands are thinking outside the
box.' [19]

Inclusive Labour
Practices in
Manufacturing

Online Article (The
National)

Explores how Middle Eastern fashion brands are adopting
inclusive labor practices as part of their sustainability efforts,
focusing on ethical sourcing and labor standards.

'What is sustainable fashion?' [17]

Research Article (Journal
of Fashion Marketing and
Management)

Highlights the importance of inclusive labor practices in a
sustainable fashion, with a focus on ethical manufacturing and
fair labor practices.

The table below summarises key barriers and challenges to
adopting sustainable practices across different areas in the
UAE's manufacturing sector. Each category highlights
specific obstacles that industries face, with examples
illustrating the unique constraints within the UAE context.
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Table 3: Types of Barriers and Challenges to Sustainable

Practices in the UAE Fashion Sector

Type of Barrier

Description

Example

Environmental Impact
of Fashion

Challenges in
minimizing
environmental
degradation due to
waste and production
inefficiencies.

Limited recycling
infrastructure for fast
fashion products.

Green Raw Material
Sourcing

High costs and supply
chain issues hinder
access to sustainable
fabrics.

Eco-friendly fabrics
are expensive and
require global
sourcing.

Significant investment
and lack of expertise

Small manufacturers

Energy Sav!ng prevent the adoption of cannot affo_rd
Manufacturing L energy-efficient
energy-efficient -
machinery.
processes.
Inadequate

infrastructure and
tracking mechanisms
result in high waste
levels.

Textile recycling is not
yet widely adopted in
UAE manufacturing.

Waste Management

Migrant workers often
face low wages and
poor working
conditions.

Difficulty in enforcing
ethical labor standards
across supply chains.

Inclusive Labour
Practices

B.Overarching Themes

The key themes are discussed below. Environmental impact
of sustainable fashion The global fashion industry has seen a
growing shift towards sustainability, driven by increased
consumer awareness and demand for eco-conscious products.
In the UAE, the rise of sustainable fashion has been
significantly influenced by various factors, including
consumer behavior, supply chain challenges, and the
complexity of integrating sustainability into existing business
models. This literature review examines key studies that
highlight these trends and challenges within the UAE's
fashion industry.

A study discusses the increasing trend of sustainable
fashion in the UAE, particularly among younger,
eco-conscious consumers. This demographic, influenced by
global sustainability movements, is pushing local brands to
adopt more environmentally friendly practices [9]. However,
Bukhari notes that the transition to sustainable fashion is
hindered by deep-rooted cultural norms, luxury market
preferences, and limited infrastructure for sustainable
practices [9]. While certain local brands, such as Eurthlin and
The Giving Movement, have embraced eco-friendly
practices, the broader industry faces significant barriers.
These include a lack of transparent supply chains, reliance on
international suppliers, and the predominance of fast fashion.
Despite these challenges, the growing interest from younger
generations suggests a potential shift in the market dynamics
of the UAE’s fashion industry.

Consumer behavior plays a crucial role in the adoption of
sustainable fashion. A study by Munir investigates the
motivations and barriers to eco-fashion adoption in the UAE,
focusing on consumer attitudes and behaviors [34]. The study
identifies several key barriers to sustainable fashion
adoption, including high prices, limited availability, and a
lack of awareness about eco-friendly options. However,
Munir also highlights the growing interest among UAE
consumers in sustainable fashion, driven by environmental
concerns and the desire to align with global trends. The study
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concludes that while there is potential for growth in the
eco-fashion sector, overcoming these barriers will require
efforts from both brands and policymakers to make
sustainable fashion more accessible and affordable.

In a follow-up study, [35] explores consumer perceptions of
greenwashing, a practice where brands falsely promote their
products as sustainable for marketing purposes. The study
finds that consumer skepticism about the authenticity of
sustainability claims negatively impacts the adoption of
sustainable practices. In the UAE, where consumer trust is
critical for market growth, greenwashing presents a
significant barrier. The research suggests that building
consumer confidence through transparency and ethical
marketing is essential for fostering the growth of sustainable
fashion in the region.

Another study provides a foundational understanding of
sustainable fashion by defining its key
dimensions—environmental, social, and economic [17].
Their study explores the fashion industry's role in promoting
sustainability, emphasizing the importance of reducing
environmental impacts, ensuring ethical labor practices, and
supporting the economic well-being of workers across the
supply chain. The researchers argue that sustainable fashion
is not merely about using eco-friendly materials but also
involves a holistic approach to addressing the entire lifecycle
of a product, from sourcing to production and consumption
[17]. This broad definition highlights the interconnectedness
of various sustainability issues, such as raw material
sourcing, energy usage, waste management, and labor
practices, and provides a framework for understanding the
challenges faced by the UAE's fashion industry.

The complexity of integrating ethical and sustainable
sourcing practices into global supply chains is a major
challenge for the fashion industry [24]. emphasizes the
importance of strategic and holistic supply chain
management to ensure sustainability. The study highlights
the need for transparency in sourcing practices, long-term
planning, and collaboration between stakeholders to manage
costs and ensure ethical practices. In the context of the UAE,
where many fashion brands rely on international suppliers,
implementing ethical sourcing practices is particularly
challenging. Lambrechts points out that the lack of
transparency in supply chains often leads to unethical
practices, such as exploitative labor conditions and
unsustainable resource use. The study calls for stronger
regulations and better supply chain monitoring to address
these issues and promote sustainability in the fashion
industry.

Another study analyses the sustainability challenges faced
by the fashion industry, focusing on the complexities of
tracking raw materials and ensuring ethical sourcing
practices [6]. The report highlights that the lack of
traceability in global supply chains makes it difficult for
fashion brands to verify the sustainability of their materials,
which can lead to unintentional greenwashing. For UAE
brands that depend heavily on imported materials, this poses
a significant challenge. Biela-Weyenberg calls for the
development of better tracking

technologies and more
transparent  supply  chain
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practices to help brands ensure that their sourcing is
genuinely sustainable [5].

Researchers address the challenge of balancing
affordability with sustainability in fast fashion manufacturing
[39]. They argue that while sustainable practices are
increasingly demanded by consumers, particularly in the
UAE, maintaining affordable price points remains a
challenge for brands. Fast fashion’s business model, based on
low-cost, high-turnover products, often contradicts the
principles of sustainability, which require investment in
better materials, energy-efficient processes, and ethical labor
practices. The study suggests that brands will need to
innovate and find ways to reduce costs while maintaining
sustainability standards if they want to meet consumer
demand without compromising on environmental goals.

The issue of greenwashing, which affects consumer trust
and the credibility of sustainability claims, is a significant
barrier to the adoption of sustainable fashion practices in the
UAE. They highlight how greenwashing erodes consumer
confidence, particularly in markets where eco-conscious
consumers are becoming more discerning [35]. Their
research suggests that for brands to succeed in the UAE's
growing sustainable fashion sector, they must prioritize
transparency in their marketing and ensure that their
sustainability claims are verifiable. This requires not only
ethical sourcing but also full disclosure of the environmental
and social impacts of their products.

The literature indicates that while sustainable fashion is
gaining traction in the UAE, several challenges hinder its
widespread adoption. Consumer interest, particularly from
younger, eco-conscious demographics, is driving demand for
sustainable fashion, but issues such as high costs, limited
availability, and greenwashing remain significant barriers.
Studies by researchers demonstrate that consumer behavior
plays a crucial role in shaping the market [9], while others
emphasize the need for transparency and ethical sourcing in
global supply chains [5]. Additionally, some researchers
highlight the challenges of balancing affordability with
sustainability and building consumer trust in the face of
greenwashing [39]. Overall, addressing these challenges will
require concerted efforts from both the industry and
policymakers to promote transparency, affordability, and
ethical practices across the supply chain [11].

= Green Raw Material Sourcing

Green raw material sourcing plays a critical role in reducing
the overall environmental impact of manufacturing,
particularly in industries like fashion and textiles. Numerous
studies emphasize the significance of adopting eco-friendly
materials, but they also highlight the substantial challenges
that hinder widespread implementation [4]. identify key
barriers to sustainable sourcing in the apparel and luxury
fashion sectors, noting that while there is a growing demand
for eco-friendly materials, factors such as high costs, limited
availability, and the complexity of supply chains make it
difficult for manufacturers to fully embrace sustainable
practices. The study underscores that these challenges are
particularly pronounced in high-end fashion, where the
pressure to maintain luxury standards further complicates the
integration of sustainable materials.

Similarly, researchers examine consumer awareness of
sustainability in the UAE and reveal that increasing demand
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for eco-conscious products has prompted many brands to
seek green raw materials [3]. However, the study highlights a
gap in understanding the full environmental impact of
sourcing decisions, stressing the importance of transparency
throughout the supply chain. Without clear traceability, it
becomes challenging for brands to guarantee that their
sourcing practices are genuinely sustainable, which in turn
may lead to consumer skepticism regarding their
environmental claims.

Other researchers have added different dimensions by
discussing the importance of integrating circular economy
principles into sourcing practices [2]. By prioritizing the use
of renewable and recycled materials, companies can not only
reduce waste but also promote a more sustainable production
cycle. This concept of circularity is further explored by [12],
who discusses various circular economy initiatives in the
fashion industry. He provides examples of companies that are
successfully attempting to close the loop through sustainable
production and recycling practices. He argues that while
challenges remain, the adoption of circular economy models
can significantly enhance sustainability efforts, fostering
innovation and collaboration among industry stakeholders
[13].

In the context of the UAE, [23] examines how the country
is adopting circular economy principles within its textile
industry to reduce waste and promote recycling. This
research highlights the specific initiatives being implemented
in the UAE, showcasing efforts to establish a more
sustainable textile sector. The study emphasizes that the
transition to a circular economy requires both government
support and active participation from industry players,
suggesting that collaboration is crucial for achieving
meaningful progress [23].

Despite the recognition of the critical importance of
sustainable sourcing, manufacturers face several obstacles.
High costs associated with eco-friendly materials remain a
major hurdle, making it difficult for many companies,
particularly smaller ones, to afford the shift to greener
alternatives. Additionally, the lack of reliable suppliers for
sustainable raw materials further complicates the process,
creating bottlenecks in the supply chain. Finally, the
complexity of tracing the origins of materials often leads to
issues of greenwashing, where companies might
unintentionally or deliberately misrepresent the sustainability
of their sourcing practices due to insufficient transparency.
These challenges highlight the need for continued innovation
and collaboration within the industry to develop more
accessible and reliable sustainable sourcing solutions.

In summary, while the movement toward green raw
material sourcing and circular economy practices presents
significant opportunities for reducing the environmental
footprint of the fashion industry, it is accompanied by various
challenges.

= Energy-Saving Manufacturing Processes

Energy-saving manufacturing processes focus on the
implementation of technologies and practices designed to
reduce energy consumption during production. These
practices not only help lower
operational costs for
manufacturers but also play a
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significant role in mitigating the carbon footprint associated
with manufacturing activities. The fashion and textile
industries, in particular, have been identified as
energy-intensive  sectors, making the adoption of
energy-efficient processes crucial for sustainability.

Another study emphasizes the importance of integrating
energy-efficient processes within the fashion industry,
highlighting the high energy demands associated with textile
production [39]. Their research points to the need for the
sector to adopt renewable energy sources and
energy-efficient machinery as critical strategies for reducing
carbon emissions. The study provides evidence that these
energy-saving technologies can lead to substantial reductions
in emissions, aligning with global environmental goals while
offering potential cost savings for manufacturers.

Also explores the potential for achieving circularity in
manufacturing through energy-saving practices. The article
presents examples of companies that have successfully
integrated renewable energy solutions into their production
processes, resulting in both environmental and economic
benefits. By adopting such practices, these brands can reduce
their reliance on fossil fuels and lower their overall energy
consumption, contributing to the creation of more sustainable
production cycles. Dawson's work further illustrates how
energy-saving manufacturing practices can facilitate the
broader goals of circular economy models, where waste is
minimized, and resources are reused efficiently [12].

However, despite the clear benefits of adopting
energy-efficient processes, significant challenges remain [5].
outlines several barriers to the widespread implementation of
energy-saving technologies, particularly the high upfront
investment required. The initial costs of purchasing and
installing energy-efficient machinery can be prohibitive for
many manufacturers, especially smaller companies.
Moreover, the shift to these technologies often requires
skilled labor to manage and maintain the advanced systems,
creating a need for ongoing training and development
programs.  Resistance to change from traditional
manufacturing practices also poses a challenge, as companies
may be hesitant to alter their established processes in Favor
of newer, more sustainable alternatives.

The literature underscores that while energy-saving
manufacturing processes offer both environmental and
economic advantages, the path to widespread adoption is
fraught with challenges. The costs associated with new
technologies, the need for specialized labor, and resistance to
change within the industry all contribute to the slow pace of
adoption. To overcome these challenges, sustained
investment in training and development, as well as incentives
for companies to transition to energy-efficient practices, are
critical.

= Waste Management Strategies

Effective waste management strategies in manufacturing
are designed to minimize waste generation and encourage the
recycling and reuse of materials [41]. underscores the urgent
need for improved waste management in the UAE's textile
industry, noting the particularly low recycling rates in the
region [45]. The study advocates for the adoption of circular
economy principles, suggesting that these could significantly
enhance waste reduction efforts by promoting the reuse and
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recycling of materials. Implementing such strategies would
allow the industry to shift towards a more sustainable
production model, reducing the environmental footprint of
textile manufacturing.

Provide a comprehensive overview of recent advancements
in waste management within the fashion and textile sectors,
focusing on strategies such as life-cycle assessments and
circular economy initiatives. Their research emphasizes the
importance of considering the entire product life cycle when
designing waste management systems, from the sourcing of
raw materials to the end-of-life disposal or recycling of
products. These initiatives are central to minimizing waste
and promoting more sustainable production processes,
particularly in an industry as resource-intensive as fashion
[16].

The European Parliament adds a policy perspective,
highlighting the severe environmental impact of textile waste
and calling for stricter waste management regulations [13].
The report advocates for increased recycling rates and
presents examples of best practices from various countries,
offering guidance on how different regions can address the
problem of textile waste. The emphasis on policy
development is crucial, as effective waste management often
requires coordinated efforts between governments,
industries, and consumers.

Despite the clear need for improved waste management,
manufacturers face several challenges in implementing these
strategies. One of the key difficulties is tracking and
measuring waste generation accurately, which can be
complex given the diverse materials and processes involved
in fashion manufacturing. Additionally, the infrastructure for
recycling textiles and other materials remains limited in
many regions, further complicating efforts to reduce waste.
Another significant challenge is consumer behavior,
particularly the continued demand for fast fashion, which
encourages disposable consumption patterns and contributes
to the overall waste problem [14].

The literature suggests that while there is a growing
recognition of the importance of waste management in the
fashion industry, considerable challenges must be addressed.
Improving recycling infrastructure, developing better
methods for tracking waste, and shifting consumer behavior
away from fast fashion will be essential for achieving
meaningful reductions in textile waste.

= Inclusive Labor Practices in the Manufacturing
Sector

Inclusive labor practices, which focus on ensuring fair
wages, ethical working conditions, and respect for workers'
rights, are a fundamental aspect of promoting social
sustainability within the manufacturing sector [27].
emphasize the need to integrate inclusive labor practices into
the sustainability agenda, particularly within the textile
industry [16]. They argue that achieving true sustainability
requires more than just environmental considerations; it must
also include fair labor conditions. This focus on worker
welfare enhances brand reputation and ensures that
companies contribute to broader social
sustainability goals [30]. In the
highly ~ competitive  fashion
industry, where brands often
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come under scrutiny for their treatment of workers, adopting
inclusive labor practices is essential for maintaining
credibility and gaining consumer trust [27].

Similarly, [19] explores how brands in the Middle East are
innovating in the realm of inclusive labor practices. The
article highlights several initiatives aimed at prioritizing
worker welfare and ethical treatment, providing examples of
brands that have successfully integrated these practices into
their operations. Such initiatives showcase a growing
recognition of the importance of ethical labor practices in the
region, where many companies rely heavily on migrant
workers. By improving working conditions and ensuring fair
wages, these brands are setting a precedent for others in the
industry, demonstrating that social sustainability is an
achievable goal.

Provide a broader definition of sustainable fashion, in part
grounded in a commitment to inclusive labor practices. The
authors argue that addressing labor rights and ensuring the
ethical treatment of workers is crucial to the credibility and
long-term success of the fashion industry. Without these
measures, sustainability efforts remain incomplete, and
brands risk alienating socially conscious consumers. By
placing worker welfare at the center of their sustainability
strategies, companies can build more resilient and ethical
business models [17].

Despite the clear benefits of inclusive labor practices,
several challenges remain. One of the most significant issues
is the prevalence of low-wage labor, especially among
migrant workers in regions like the UAE. Migrant labor is
often associated with exploitative working conditions,
making it difficult to ensure fair treatment across the
industry. Another challenge is the complexity of ensuring
compliance with labor standards across global supply chains.
With the fashion industry heavily reliant on outsourcing and
complex supply chains, ensuring that every link in the chain
adheres to fair labor practices can be difficult. Additionally,
limited consumer awareness of labor issues contributes to
insufficient pressure on brands to adopt inclusive practices.
While consumers are increasingly concerned with
sustainability, labor rights are often overshadowed by
environmental concerns, allowing some brands to prioritize
eco-friendly initiatives  without  addressing  social
sustainability comprehensively.

The literature indicates that while progress has been made
in integrating inclusive labor practices into the sustainability
agenda, significant challenges persist. Overcoming these
barriers will require concerted efforts from both industry
players and policymakers to ensure that fair wages and
ethical treatment are non-negotiable components of
sustainable manufacturing. This approach is essential for
creating an industry that is not only environmentally
sustainable but also socially responsible.

C. Barriers and Challenges

= Barriers and Challenges Unique to Sustainable
Fashion: A Comparative Analysis with Other
Industries

The Ministry of Climate Change and Environment
highlights how sustainability barriers in the UAE span across
industries such as construction, transport, energy, and fashion
[33]. Sustainable fashion, however, faces challenges that are
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compounded by its dependence on global supply chains for
eco-friendly materials and limited local initiatives.

Table 4: Key Barriers and Challenges in Various UAE
Industries [33]

Key Barriers and

Industry Challenges

Impact on Sustainability

Continued reliance on
traditional, high-emission
materials

High costs of

Construction . .
sustainable materials

Investment barriers Delayed transition to

Transport in electric vehicles low-emission transportation
High costs of . .
Energy renewable Ongoing dependence on fossil

technologies fuels

Persistent environmental
impact from non-sustainable
practices

Expensive sourcing
of sustainable
materials

Fashion Industry

41

The data reveals that high costs and infrastructure
limitations hinder sustainable practices across these sectors.
While industries like transport and energy benefit from
significant government support, the fashion industry remains
largely reliant on costly imports for sustainable materials,
slowing progress toward sustainability.

= Implications of Barriers and Challenges to Sustainable
Adoption

The identified barriers significantly impact efforts to adopt
sustainability within the fashion industry.

Implications of Barriers and Challenges on Sustainable Adoption

Enviranmental Impact of Sustainable Fashion

Green Raw Material Sourcing ‘

Energy-Saving Manufacturing ‘

Waste Management in Manufacturing ‘

Inclusive Labour Practices in Manufacturing

0.00 0.25 050 0.75 1.00 125 1.50 175

[Figure 3: Implications of Barriers to Sustainable
Adoption [34]]

High costs of eco-friendly materials and ineffective waste
management systems represent substantial hurdles in
transitioning to greener alternatives. Challenges in
energy-saving technologies and labor practices, while less
severe, still require strategic solutions. These findings
emphasize the need for comprehensive policy reforms,
technological advancements, and investment to overcome
high-impact barriers and promote sustainability.

D.Key Findings Addressing Research Questions

* RQ1l: What are the Barriers and Challenges to
Implementing Sustainable Practices in the Fashion
Industry?

The systematic

barriers, including:

1. Low Recycling Rates and Inefficient Circular Practices:
Despite initiatives like COP28, only 15% of apparel in
the UAE is recycled, with most waste ending up in
landfills or incinerated [41].
This highlights the urgent
need for improved
recycling infrastructure.

literature review identifies significant
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Greenwashing:  Misleading claims
undermine consumer trust,

exacerbated by the absence

of stringent regulatory frameworks in the UAE [5].
High-Emission  Supply  Chains:  Reliance on
international suppliers from high-emission countries
like China and India significantly increases the carbon
footprint of the UAE’s fashion industry [44].

Complex Global Supply Chains: Limited transparency
and traceability in global supply chains hinder
sustainable practices, particularly for imported goods
[17].

Limited Consumer Awareness: Only 34% of UAE
consumers are familiar with sustainable fashion,
restricting demand for eco-friendly alternatives [15].
Cost Barriers: High costs of sustainable materials and
associated import duties limit accessibility and
affordability for brands and consumers [5].

» RQ2: What are the Implications of These Barriers
for Integrating Sustainable Practices in the Fashion
Industry?

The barriers identified lead to several implications for the

UAE’s fashion industry:

1. Slow Circularity Progress: Inefficient recycling processes
impede efforts toward achieving a circular economy.
Investment in technology and infrastructure is critical to
improving waste management and recycling rates [39].
Erosion of Consumer Trust: Greenwashing undermines
consumer  confidence in  sustainability  claims,
necessitating  stricter  regulatory  oversight and
transparency [5].

Environmental Impact: Reliance on high-emission supply
chains underscores the need for localized production and
enhanced supply chain management to align with
sustainability goals [39].

Transparency Challenges: Complex global supply chains
hinder the adoption of sustainable practices, requiring
improved management to ensure sustainability across
production stages [16].

Limited Consumer Engagement: Low awareness and
affordability gaps restrict sustainable fashion adoption.
Consumer education and government incentives could
foster demand and accessibility [1].

These findings highlight the importance of strategic

initiatives to address these barriers, including regulatory

reforms, improved recycling infrastructure, consumer
education, and the creation of more affordable, sustainable
options. The literature consistently supports the need for
stricter regulatory frameworks, greater transparency, and
targeted education campaigns to rebuild consumer trust and
stimulate demand for sustainable fashion [1]. Additionally,
reducing the cost of sustainable materials and enhancing
supply chain transparency will be essential for making
sustainable fashion more accessible and scalable in the UAE.

sustainability

VII. CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION

A. Conclusion

This research explored the barriers and challenges to
adopting sustainable practices in the UAE fashion industry,
addressing two primary research questions:
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1. RQ1l: What are the barriers and challenges to
implementing sustainable practices in the fashion
industry?

2. RQ2: What are the implications of these barriers and

challenges for integrating sustainable practices in the
fashion industry?

Grounded in Institutional Theory [25] and adopting
interpretivism as the paradigmatic stance, this study used
secondary research to uncover the institutional forces, such as
regulatory frameworks, societal expectations, and market
dynamics, shaping sustainability efforts in the UAE's fashion
sector. The onion ring model of key concepts (Figure 4)
highlighted themes such as environmental impacts, green
material sourcing, energy-efficient manufacturing, waste
management, and inclusive labor practices.

Table 5: Johari Window

Open Area
(Arena)

Blind Area
(Blindspot)

Hidden Area
(Facade)

Unknown
Area

Identified and
shared
knowledge on
sustainability
concepts.

Feedback
revealed a
focus on
theory over
practical
applications.

Faced
challenges in
addressing
supply chain
complexities
and sourcing
reliable data.

Discovered
new insights
into cultural
attitudes
influencing
consumer
behavior.

. Key Findings

Consumer Demand: Sustainability in fashion is driven
by younger UAE consumers seeking eco-friendly
products [9], yet barriers such as cost, accessibility, and
skepticism about greenwashing hinder adoption [35].
Supply Chain Transparency: Limited transparency and
dependence on international suppliers complicate
ethical practices, potentially leading to greenwashing
([5]

Green Material Sourcing: Challenges arise due to
traceability issues and limited availability, which affect
consumer trust [3].

Energy-Efficient Manufacturing: While beneficial, high
initial investment costs deter widespread adoption [5].
Waste Management: Recycling rates remain low and
inadequate infrastructure hampers waste reduction [16].
Inclusive Labour Practices: Migrant worker wages and
complex supply chains challenge labor ethics despite
growing recognition of social responsibility [19]

C. Strategic Recommendations

1. Regulatory  Strengthening:  Develop  stringent
frameworks with incentives for sustainable practices.
2. Enhanced Waste Management: Invest in recycling
technologies and circular economy strategies.
3. Promote Inclusive Labour Practices: Implement
reforms ensuring equitable working conditions.
4. Consumer Education: Organize campaigns to raise
awareness about sustainable fashion.
5. Stakeholder Collaboration: Foster partnerships between
brands, policymakers, and NGOs.
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D. Theoretical and Practical Contributions

Empirically, the research identified systemic barriers such
as regulatory gaps and supply chain complexities.
Theoretically, it applied Institutional Theory to the emerging
market context, highlighting the interplay between
regulatory, cultural, and economic dimensions. Future
research could explore comparative studies across emerging
markets or conduct longitudinal analyses of policy reforms to
provide actionable insights.

E. Self-Reflection

Using the Johari Window framework [26], this section
reflects on the academic journey and personal growth
throughout this research.

Open Area: The project enhanced the understanding of
sustainability concepts like circularity and waste
management. Engaging with peers and advisors enriched the
collaborative learning process and deepened my grasp of
Institutional Theory's applicability in the UAE.

Blind Area: Advisor feedback highlighted an initial
overemphasis on theoretical frameworks. Addressing this,
the researcher focused on practical implications, resulting in
actionable recommendations for stakeholders.

Hidden Area: Initial reluctance to discuss data challenges
stemmed from hesitancy about source reliability.
Acknowledging these limitations enhanced transparency and
the credibility of findings.

Unknown Area: Exploring sustainability discourse unveiled
unexpected complexities, such as cultural attitudes
influencing sustainable practices. This realization has
inspired future research on consumer perceptions of
sustainable fashion in the UAE.

F. Reflection on Research Skills and Growth

1. Planning and Organization: Clear goal setting and time
management ensured project progression.

2. Collaborative Learning: Networking with mentors and
peers broadened my perspectives.

3. Problem-solving: Addressing data access challenges
enhanced analytical skills.

4. Integration of Knowledge: Insights from coursework

informed methodology and theoretical alignment.
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