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Abstract

The study delves into the realm of fashion social commerce in India, scrutinizing its 
correlation with sustainable development. Fashion, known for its allure, faces grave 
sustainability challenges, prompting the emergence of practices like second-hand 
shopping and on-demand production. Amidst this, social commerce, conducted 
via social media, has evolved as a transformative force within the fashion industry. 
However, scant research explores its impact on sustainable development, especially 
in the Indian context. The research aims to unravel this relationship, examining the 
role of fashion social commerce in fostering youth entrepreneurship, empowering 
women, creating sustainable employment, and promoting environmentally conscious 
practices. Adopting a mixed-methods approach, the study combined qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies. A survey was conducted with 38 entrepreneurs selling 
on social media platforms, followed by in-depth interviews with 17 businesses, to 
ascertain the relationship between social commerce and sustainability. The findings 
showcased a significant presence of young entrepreneurs leveraging social media 
to establish their businesses, marking a shift in entrepreneurship trends. Women’s 
representation and empowerment within these ventures stood out, highlighting 
how social commerce enables greater participation and leadership roles for women. 
Moreover, these businesses predominantly consisted of micro-enterprises, contributing 
to job creation, especially in rural areas, aligning with the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals. Comparing environmental practices with fast fashion e-commerce reveals stark 
differences. Social commerce emphasizes fewer product releases, employs make-to-
order strategies, and focuses on waste management and sustainability, contrasting the 
high-speed turnover model of fast fashion.

The research underscores that fashion social commerce isn’t solely about buying and 
selling; it’s a platform for values, trust, and sustainable choices. It amplifies opportunities 
for young entrepreneurs, women, and rural employment while advocating for 
environmentally conscious practices. This article serves as a lens into the potential of 



88

social commerce to reshape the fashion industry toward a more equitable, sustainable, 
and environmentally friendly future.

Keywords: Sustainable development, sustainable development goals, fashion social 
commerce, youth entrepreneurship, women empowerment

Introduction
Fashion and the environment share a complex relationship, as the apparel and textile 
industry has a huge ecological impact. Fashion, renowned for its allure and creativity, 
stands as the second-most polluting industry globally (Bliss, 2019). Its inherently 
unsustainable nature, extensively highlighted in recent discussions, has spurred an urgent 
call for transformative action within its realms (Ro, 2020; Stallard, 2022). Responding 
to this urgency, numerous initiatives have emerged, aiming to mitigate fashion’s 
environmental impact and foster sustainability. Practices like second-hand shopping, 
on-demand production, and repair-redesign-upcycle approaches have gained traction, 
signifying a shift toward more responsible consumption patterns (fibre2fashion, 2020).

Amidst this landscape, fashion’s integration with e-commerce has witnessed a 
remarkable evolution: social commerce. This novel paradigm entails commerce carried 
out through social media platforms, primarily by small businesses leveraging social 
networks for both inception and transactional purposes (Lu Fan and Zhou, 2016). While 
the assumption prevails that social media plays a pivotal role in promoting sustainability 
(Unilever, 2023), scant research delves into the domain of sustainable development 
within fashion social commerce, particularly within the Indian marketplace. This research 
seeks to untangle these complexities by delving into specific questions that underscore 
the correlation between fashion social commerce in India and sustainable development. 
As the industry grapples with its environmental and social impact, questions arise about 
the social responsibility intertwined with its operations (Ro, 2020), making this research 
an important one with a future-oriented perspective. 

The study aims at exploring sustainability within fashion social commerce, focusing on 
specific dimensions aligned with the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) (unwomen.org, n.d.). The study aims to investigate four key aspects. Firstly, the 
research delves into the role of social commerce platforms in the Indian marketplace 
to foster and encourage entrepreneurial opportunities among the youth demographic 
in the business of fashion. Secondly, the study investigates the representation and 
empowerment of women in entrepreneurship and leadership roles within the 
domain of fashion social commerce in India, gauging the extent to which this model 
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supports and encourages women (Ghosh and Nath, 2016). The research examines the 
representation of women in influential leadership positions within these commerce 
platforms, contributing to the discourse on women’s leadership empowerment (Sarkar 
and Singh, 2020). Thirdly, the study seeks to understand the opportunities created for 
sustainable and meaningful employment, especially in rural areas, facilitated by fashion 
social commerce operating in India (Prasad, 2018). Lastly, it investigates the impact 
of social commerce on environmental awareness and sustainable practices in India, 
specifically comparing its practices with prevailing unsustainable fashion models like 
fast fashion e-commerce.

Methodology
This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, integrating both qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies. The research design allowed for a comprehensive 
exploration of the correlation between fashion social commerce practices in the 
Indian marketplace and sustainable development. Secondary research encompassed 
an in-depth analysis of global and Indian trends in fashion social commerce. Various 
sources, including reports, books, news articles, and business publications, were 
utilized to gather insights into the evolving landscape of social commerce. The primary 
data collection involved a structured survey that was administered to 38 respondents 
representing India-based fashion social commerce businesses. This was followed by 
personal interviews with 17 businesses to get an insight into sustainable development 
in relation to fashion social commerce. Non-probability convenience sampling was 
employed to select a sample of social media-driven fashion brands. The quantitative 
data from the survey and the qualitative insights from the interviews were meticulously 
analyzed. Descriptive statistical analysis was used for the interpretation of the survey 
results. The findings derived from the data analysis were discussed in relation to the 
research questions, providing a comprehensive insight into the correlation between 
fashion social commerce and sustainability within the Indian context.

Ethical considerations included informed consent from participants, confidentiality, 
and adherence to ethical guidelines throughout the research process. The study 
acknowledges limitations, including the constraint of studying the entire population and 
potential biases inherent in convenience sampling methods. The scope of this research 
is also limited to exploring a select few aspects of sustainability with respect to fashion 
social commerce. 
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Literature Review
E-commerce and sustainability

In the sustainable development agenda and other development goals agreed upon 
internationally (unwomen.org, n.d.), the UN General Assembly stated its intentions 
to use Information and Communications Technology (ICT) to advance trade by 2030 
(Sun, et al., 2021). It can be used to aid entrepreneurship, creativity, and innovation, the 
creation of decent jobs, and to empower women as business owners and entrepreneurs. 
Using ICT-based financial services like mobile and web payments, the expansion of 
MSMEs in developing countries can be aided, and joining supply chains and markets can 
be made easier. Women-owned small and micro businesses benefit from B2B, B2C, and 
C2C transactions that use e-commerce platforms to access domestic and international 
markets. Because they frequently have limited access to capital, women entrepreneurs 
can benefit from e-capacity commerce’s ability to increase efficiency and profitability 
with little investment (ibid.).

Social commerce is a subset of e-commerce (Turban, 2017), which in turn is a subset 
of ICT (Sun, et al., 2021). The literature review points to the relevance of ICT and 
e-commerce and how they can be used to aid the advancement of the sustainable 
development agenda.

Social commerce and sustainability 

The top two categories dominant in the sector of social commerce are fashion and 
household needs. Currently, in India, social commerce is driven by retailers who mostly 
sell apparel online and have been early beneficiaries of this revolution (Arora, 2021). 
The fact that they have been able to make the same social strata their customers with 
the help of social commerce, hence being able to instill trust and serve them at zero 
customer acquisition cost and with a more efficient supply chain, highlights how social 
commerce has assisted in providing decent work opportunities and entrepreneurship 
opportunities at minimal costs (ibid.). In turn, they are not only growing their household 
income but also amplifying their social status within the community. Not only that, it also 
has the potential to assist thousands of small brands (MSMEs) that offer good quality 
products but have limited distribution reach in traditional retail channels as well as 
low margins to expand and grow their businesses. Also, the nature of social commerce 
allows businesses to showcase to customers a lot more than just products, like their 
sustainability claims, and offer sustainable products or services (Lehtinen, n.d.), hence 
creating awareness and promoting the use of sustainable products among the masses. 
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Results

An online survey was conducted with 38 fashion social commerce businesses and 
they were asked questions related to each of the four research objectives. The results 
indicated that around 60 percent of the social-commerce businesses surveyed are 
owned by people in the age group of 15–24 and 11 percent in the age bracket of 25–34 
years, as shown in Figure 1. Officially, people between the ages of 18 and 24 are defined 
as ‘youth’ by the UN. Thus, more than 50 percent of the entrepreneurs selling through 
social media are young adults.
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Figure 1: Count of age of fashion social commerce business owners surveyed

Figure 2: Usefulness of social media to set up fashion business

The respondents were asked if social media was helpful in setting up their fashion 
business on a scale of 0-5, from least helpful to most helpful. 65.79 percent of the 
business owners rated between 4 and 5, as depicted in Figure 2. Hence, a large number 
of businesses admitted that social media helped them significantly in setting up their 
businesses. Not only that, 34 out of 38 business owners rated between 3 and 5, which 
suggests that social media played a major role in establishing their own businesses. 
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Of the businesses surveyed, 33 percent reported having hired 100 percent female staff, 
17 percent had 75–99 percent female staff, and 25 percent had 50–74 percent female 
employees, as shown in Figure 3. This indicates that social commerce businesses employ 
a large number of women, with one-third of them having all women staff. Moreover, 
around 75 percent have more than 50 percent of the female workforce.
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Figure 3: Count of percentage of women in team of the fashion social commerce businesses 
surveyed

Figure 4: Count of rural labor in the fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

The business owners were asked if they had hired rural labor as part of their workforce. 
32 percent of the respondents reported employment in rural labor, as shown in Figure 4. 
The United Nations, when discussing employment generation as a subset of sustainable 
development, emphasizes rural and women’s employment, and the findings indicate a 
fair contribution of fashion social commerce towards rural and women’s employment.
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Analyzing the sustainable employment opportunities, it was found that around 86 
percent of the social commerce businesses surveyed were micro enterprises, while the 
rest were small-scale enterprises, as depicted in Figure 5. Thus, 100 percent of the fashion 
business owners selling on social media belong to the MSME sector. The United Nations 
has acknowledged the role of MSMEs in creating long-term employment opportunities. 
MSMEs contribute to achieving the SDGs, especially reductions in poverty levels, by 
way of creating jobs, economic growth, respectable jobs, and entrepreneurship among 
women, youth, and other vulnerable groups.
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Figure 5: Count of small, medium, micro enterprises among the fashion social commerce 
businesses surveyed

Figure 6: Number of employees hired by the fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

Figure 6 denotes the number of people employed by fashion social commerce 
businesses. It was observed that 21 out of 38 business owners hired 2–5 people. 
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Major fast fashion brands release between 12 to 24 collections, with around 10 products 
per collection. Hence, in a year they release 120 up to 240 designs (Okafor, 2021). In 
contrast, 50 percent of the social commerce businesses surveyed for this research 
released only 1-5 designs in a month that is around 12 to 60 designs in a year (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Count of products released by fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

Figure 8:  Count of products sold per week by fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

The respondents were asked about the number of products they sold in a week. As per 
Figure 8, around 44 percent of the businesses claimed to sell only 1–10 products in a 
week, which is only 48–480 products sold in a year. Only 19 percent claimed to sell more 
than 100 products per week. Additionally, 50 percent of the businesses surveyed follow 
make-to-order (Figure 9), which is a sustainable inventory style and less polluting to the 
environment.
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Figure 9: Type of inventory style of fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

Figure 10: Waste disposal system of fashion social commerce businesses surveyed

The company owners were asked if they had an in-house manufacturing setup and, if 
yes, how they handled trash. As per Figure 10, 34 percent did not have their own in-
house production facility, and out of the remaining 66 percent, 43 percent of the fashion 
entrepreneurs had a waste disposal system in their unit, which is another sustainable 
stance. 

Other than the survey, 17 fashion social commerce businesses were interviewed. These 17 were 
selected from the 38 who filled the form on the basis of their claims of practicing sustainability. 
This was done to develop a deeper understanding of the prevalent sustainability practices in 
fashion social commerce in the Indian marketplace and the motivation behind them. A major 
theme that came out of these interviews was the open nature of social media brands, giving more 
exposure to social commerce businesses, hence motivating them to take sustainable actions in 
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order to build a positive brand image. Another theme highlighted was that social media makes 
it easy for people to set up businesses due to low set-up and marketing costs. These have been 
discussed in detail in the analysis section.

Analysis 
Entrepreneurship opportunities for the youth

Fashion social commerce in the Indian marketplace stands as a catalyst for fostering 
entrepreneurial opportunities among the youth demographic, aligning with the United 
Nations’ recognition of youth entrepreneurship as vital for SDGs and global employment 
(sdgs.un.org, n.d.). As per the survey, approximately 60 percent of surveyed social-
commerce businesses were owned by individuals aged 15–24, showcasing the 
prevalence of young entrepreneurs in this sector. Moreover, an overwhelming 65.79 
percent of these youth entrepreneurs attributed their success to social media, rating 
it significantly helpful in establishing their businesses. It is evident that today’s young, 
tech-savvy entrepreneurs are making use of social media platforms for promoting their 
brands, marketing, and selling their products. Social commerce leads to one-to-one 
interaction with customers, quick feedback, and the opportunity to provide personalized 
experiences, which aligns with the tastes of the younger generation.

Furthermore, social commerce has emerged as a boon for thousands of small brands 
(MSMEs), which otherwise have limited distribution reach and low margins in traditional 
retail channels. Social media platforms offer them avenues to expand and thrive in the 
market, augment their brand presence and sales, and reach out to a larger customer 
base. In essence, fashion social commerce in India not only provides entrepreneurship 
opportunities for youth but also empowers small businesses, amplifying economic 
growth and social mobility within communities.

Women empowerment

Fashion social commerce in India is catalyzing the representation and empowerment of 
women in entrepreneurship and leadership roles, addressing prevalent barriers faced 
by women in starting businesses and accessing formal innovative startups. Traditionally 
inclined toward subsistence-level necessity businesses due to familial obligations and 
limited resources, women often confront challenges concerning inheritance laws and 
property ownership (worldbank.org, n.d.). However, social commerce emerges as a 
transformative solution, enabling easier business initiation for women with lower 
capital requirements and fewer resources (Theis and Rusconi, 2019). This trend has 
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significantly augmented financial independence, particularly among women, leading 
to increased representation in positions of authority and influence within the fashion 
social commerce domain (ibid.).

The findings from personal interviews with fashion entrepreneurs resonate with these 
trends, spotlighting the prominence of women-owned fashion thrift stores on social 
media platforms. These ventures require less investment, inventory, and commitment, 
fostering greater financial autonomy for women. Moreover, the culture of mutual 
support among these brands, particularly in promoting women-owned businesses, 
fosters an environment conducive to collective growth. Many female interviewees 
mentioned that their basic understanding of fashion and the availability of social 
commerce platforms were the key factors that led them to set up their independent 
businesses.

Interestingly, survey data revealed the substantial presence of women in fashion social 
commerce ventures. About 33 percent reported 100 percent female staff, while 17 
percent and 25 percent had 75–99 percent and 50–74 percent female staff, respectively. 
It may be noted that the fashion industry has a huge female workforce, but very few of 
them hold positions of power. Hence, not only the percentage of women in the team 
but also the percentage of women in positions of power must be noted. Furthermore, 
in another study, 64 percent of the authorized signatories among the 206 fashion social 
commerce businesses registered with the organization XYZ are female. This organization, 
XYZ, is a social commerce platform for fashion social commerce businesses on Instagram 
(Srivastava, 2022). These statistics emphasize not only the high representation of 
women within these businesses but also their presence in influential roles, showcasing 
a shift toward gender inclusivity and women’s empowerment in leadership positions 
within the fashion social commerce landscape.

Sustainable employment opportunities

Fashion social commerce in India has substantially transformed the employment 
landscape, particularly within microenterprises, which form the majority (68 percent) 
of the sector. Notably, around 32 percent of these businesses employ rural labor, with 
a significant presence of female staff (75 percent). On average, these entities offer 
employment to 2–4 individuals, showcasing their impact on job creation.

The rise of social commerce aligns with the UN’s agenda for SDGs, emphasizing the 
role of micro-enterprises in enhancing employment opportunities, especially in rural 
areas (sdgs.un.org, n.d.). Sustainable Development Goal 8 prioritizes inclusive economic 
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growth, full employment, and decent work for all, resonating with the significant 
employment contributions made by these social commerce entities (ibid.). Leveraging 
information and communications technology has also played a pivotal role in expanding 
these businesses in developing nations, facilitating transactions across markets. 
Furthermore, these platforms have notably supported the setting up of MSMEs, aiding 
their access to various markets and industries (Sun, et al., 2021).

Interviews with small and micro enterprises unveiled how social commerce eased their 
establishment, fostering more inclusive economic growth and providing numerous 
decent work opportunities. One example is a sustainable streetwear brand that 
emphasizes fair wages and ethical practices, reflecting the commitment of social 
commerce brands toward sustainability.

While social commerce isn’t the sole contributor to job creation, its burgeoning growth 
in India has undeniably catalyzed new employment prospects. The sector’s expansion 
indicates a robust connection with sustainability and inclusive employment practices, 
thereby significantly impacting the employment landscape.

Environmental impact

Fashion social commerce in India presents a contrasting approach to environmental 
practices when juxtaposed with fast fashion e-commerce. While major fast fashion 
brands churn out between 120 up to 240 designs annually (Okafor, 2021), 50 percent of 
surveyed social commerce businesses release merely 12 to 60 designs per year, indicating 
a stark difference in production frequency. Additionally, half of these businesses follow 
a make-to-order model (a more sustainable inventory practice), and 41 percent claim to 
have a waste disposal system. 

The nature of social commerce inherently promotes a broader spectrum of information 
sharing beyond products, emphasizing sustainability claims and advocating for the use 
of sustainable goods (Lehtinen, n.d.). The overarching theme that social commerce 
enables businesses to showcase more than just products; it entails a display of values, 
expectations, and trust, creating a transactional atmosphere beyond mere financial 
exchange (Bukhari, 2011). This profound influence of social commerce on environmental 
practices becomes evident through the interviews as well, as brands acknowledge that 
it provides an environment conducive to eco-freindly choices throughout their value 
chain. The interviews shed light on an elevated consciousness towards ecological 
sustainability among brand owners. The entrepreneurs expressed pride in making ethical 
and sustainable products, attributing it to the smaller production scale that allows for 
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more ethical decision-making. This is an evident contrast to fast fashion e-commerce’s 
relentless push for high-speed turnover. 

Waste management practices among these brands vary; some minimize waste 
generation significantly while others repurpose or reuse the waste to craft new 
products. Furthermore, certain brands, though currently lacking a waste management 
system, have plans for upcycling the generated waste. 

During the interviews, many brands expressed regarding the additional initiatives taken 
to embrace sustainability, such as using water-based ink for prints, employing bamboo 
plastic for packaging to ensure biodegradability, incorporating handloom fabrics, and 
striving toward becoming entirely sustainable in the future. Though these practices 
are becoming a general trend in the fashion industry, the nature of social commerce 
promoting a broader spectrum of information sharing, motivated them to take these 
steps. These environmentally conscious measures, although potentially seen in 
other forms of commerce, are accentuated in social commerce due to the platform’s 
emphasis on transparency and brand narrative, fostering an awareness and culture of 
sustainability practices among these businesses.

Conclusion
The convergence of fashion and commerce within social media platforms has surfaced 
as a dynamic force shaping the sustainability landscape in India’s fashion industry. This 
study, examining the correlation between fashion social commerce, and sustainable 
development, unraveled multifaceted dimensions aligned with the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Through this study, it is evident that fashion social commerce serves as a fertile ground for 
fostering youth entrepreneurship, with a substantial presence of young entrepreneurs 
leveraging social media for business inception. Notably, it acts as an equalizer, offering 
opportunities to small brands and women entrepreneurs, breaking traditional barriers, 
and fostering economic growth. The significant representation of women in influential 
roles within these businesses underscores their role in women’s empowerment.

Moreover, the study revealed the transformative impact of fashion social commerce 
on employment, especially in rural areas. Micro-enterprises dominate this sector, 
reflecting a tangible contribution toward Sustainable Development Goal 8’s objective 
of inclusive economic growth and decent work. Interviews with MSMEs bring to light 
their commitment to ethical practices, highlighting fair wages, sustainable working 
conditions, and eco-conscious decisions.
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A compelling contrast emerged when juxtaposing environmental practices between 
fashion social commerce and fast fashion e-commerce. Social commerce exhibited 
a markedly slower production pace, favoring sustainable inventory models and 
showcasing an active pursuit of waste management and environmental consciousness.

In essence, fashion social commerce, an evolving realm, emerges not merely as a 
transactional platform but as a conduit for values, trust, and sustainable choices. Its 
transformative potential within the fashion industry, reflected in employment creation, 
gender inclusivity, and environmental consciousness, accentuates its role in steering 
the industry toward a more sustainable future. As fashion social commerce continues 
to burgeon, its synergy with sustainable practices may serve as a blueprint for a more 
conscientious and inclusive fashion landscape globally.

As a country with a thriving fashion industry, India can leverage the insights gained 
from this research to develop prototypes for marketing fashion social commerce in a 
sustainable manner. By doing so, India can not only boost the field of fashion social 
commerce but also enhance social commerce’s brand image and perceived value.

Overall, the findings presented in this article contribute to the growing body of 
knowledge on fashion social commerce and its intersection with sustainability. 
The research provides valuable insights for businesses, policymakers, and scholars 
interested in fostering sustainable practices within the fashion industry. By embracing 
these findings, stakeholders can work towards a more sustainable future with fashion 
social commerce, benefiting both the environment and the economy.
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