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CBI Trends for Apparel 
 

‘Insights and foresights on key European market 

dynamics’ 
 
 

Management Summary  

 
The European apparel market is undergoing transformation in several key areas:   

  

 Rising smartphone and social media use continues to drive consumer 

expectations for speed, services and transparency upward; all levels of the 

value chain must seek to improve delivery, quality of services and visibility 

to remain competitive.    

 Brands and retailers are implementing omni-channel distribution strategies 

that align and synchronize all the company’s channels and present a single 

face to the customer.  More emphasis is being placed on social media for 

marketing and tracking trends.  
 Manufacturers are improving processes and supply chains to meet demand 

for responsible sourcing, chemical safety and conservation of resources  

 Environmental and humanitarian organisations are becoming more 

influential, contributing to the demand for transparency in many industries   

 The economy continues to recover slowly; many apparel companies are 

seeking expansion outside of domestic markets, and exploring new 

countries for partnerships and outsourcing 

 A shifting population age structure is increasing the importance of targeting 

the senior consumer group 

 

These trends represent significant opportunities for exporters to demonstrate a 

proper understanding of the European market as well as a readiness to adapt, 

move and grow with the market.  Exporters should continue to monitor these 

issues as the apparel sector continues to evolve. 
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Social Market Drivers  
 

 Seniors a growing segment: Over the next 50 years, increasing 

lifespan combined with low fertility levels will contribute to population 

ageing in Europe. 

According to the latest projections, the percentage of the population 

aged 65 years and over will rise from 17% in 2010 to 30% in 2060.  

Persons aged 80 and over will increase from 5% to 12% over the 

same period. 

Seniors represent a significant market opportunity for exporters as 

many people aged 65 or over have both purchasing power and leisure 

time. Furthermore, seniors may be underserved in the apparel market 

as there are few prominent brands currently addressing this segment.    

Exporters seeking to serve this segment must understand the lifestyle 

of today’s senior.  Notably, many seniors in Europe continue to work.  

Seniors may also have a more physically active lifestyle than in 

previous decades. Recent data indicates seniors are spending more on 

travel and tourism. 

For more information about the senior segment, see CBI Product 

Factsheet for Seniors in Europe. 

 

Considerations for action:  Exporters should make an effort to 

understand and cater for the specific needs of this consumer group by 

monitoring the media and major retailers. Consider creating product 

lines and collections that cater specifically for seniors, for example: 

o Work wear   

o Leisure and outdoor wear   

o Accessories   

o Sportswear and shape wear  

 

Also, consider common ageing factors in designing products for seniors.  

Incorporate features and elements like:   

o  Simple closures and fasteners 

o  Easy–to-read labeling 

o  Easy-care, comfortable fabrics    

o  Integration of monitoring electronics 

o  Detachable or removable elements   

o  Shape, colours, and silhouette   

 

 Responsible supply chains in demand: The April 2013 Rana Plaza 

collapse in Bangladesh was the largest of several fatal incidents at 

garment factories in recent years.  The tragedy triggered a public 

relations backlash against big-brand apparel companies and resulted 

in the launch of several compliance initiatives led by the government, 

NGOs and industry coalitions.   

Rising global awareness of the need for increased supply chain 

visibility is driving demand for transparency and accountability from 

retailers and brands. Many apparel companies are becoming proactive 

with regard to responsible sourcing, which addresses a broad range of 

labor, social and environmental issues, including working conditions, 

sustainability, product safety and more.   Networks that are  not just 

cost-effective, but sustainable and effective in meeting customers’ 

expectations of social responsibility, are in demand. The reputational 

risks of association with substandard conditions are becoming too 

high.   For more information, see the CBI Supply Chain trends report. 

 

Considerations for action:  Work collaboratively with your buyers on 

their expectations; 

encourage long-term sourcing relationships and strive for continuous 

improvement. Consider developing marketing materials about your 
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supply chain that demonstrate your sustainability proposition and 

commitment to socially responsible practices. Consider creating a 

product story that highlights the production process of an item or follows 

a day in the life of a typical worker.    

 
 

Technological Market Drivers 
 

 Evolving shopping preferences: At the end of 2012, smartphone 

penetration had reached 57% in the EU5 - the top-five markets of 

Germany, France, Italy, Spain and the UK. By the start of 2014, 

Europe had nearly 300 million active social media users, accounting 

for 40% of the region’s population. Consumer shopping habits are 

changing as a result of growing mobile, digital and social media 

usage. In addition to shopping for clothes in-store, people also want 

to shop on the web, through mobile, social media, or even TV.  

Apparel retailers are increasingly investing in omnichannel retail 

strategies that align and synchronize all the company’s channels and 

present a single face to the customer.  
Industry leaders in omnichannel retailing have well-designed and 

highly functional mobile sites that integrate seamlessly with social 

media and other channels; they also have sophisticated cross channel 

order fulfilment systems and offer a consistent brand experience 

across channels.  

 

Considerations for action: Visit the websites of some of Europe’s best 

omnichannel retailers. Download their apps and explore their social media 

presence: 

o Topshop (UK) http://www.Topshop.com 

o Kiabi (France) http://www.kiabi.com/ 

o Oasis (UK) http://www.oasis-stores.com/ 

 

 

 Rising use of social media: Social media have become an integral 

part of the overall marketing mix.  They are used to encourage 

followers to visit bricks-and-mortar retail locations and online stores 

and track consumer trends.  

In order to compete for customer engagement, retailers and brands 

connect to followers through their social media channels and blogs 

with highly engaging, frequent and exclusive content. For example, 

new looks might be debuted to followers via Tumblr and Snapchat.  

Fashion shows can be live-streamed via YouTube and Facebook, 

paired with live Twitter feeds and backstage photos on Instagram.  

Pinterest might be used to give a product or collection a backstory 

and lifestyle context.  

Another new way of engaging the customer is through crowdsourcing, 

a participative online activity in which the company issues a challenge 

or task and the crowd works together to come up with a solution.  

Through followers, companies can access a real-time apparel testing 

and design community. For example, French e-tailer Brandalley’s Le 

Lab platform (http://www.brandalley.fr/Lelab) allows users to vote on 

and decide which designs will move to production to be sold on the 

site. Danish start-up Fitbay (https://fitbay.com/) helps online 

shoppers find clothes that fit with personalized clothes suggestions 

based on other users of similar size and body shape.        

 

Considerations for action:  Social media represent an opportunity for 

exporters to reach consumers easily but to connect with buyers, rules of 

etiquette apply.  
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Do:  

o Create a business account   separate from your personal account. 

Connect to your existing buyers through their business account.   

o Complete your profile with all relevant details about your business.  

Include a professional photo of yourself, and dress appropriately.  

o Use social media for marketing purposes and engaging with 

customers.   Post interesting promotional material, updates on your 

capabilities and photos of your facilities and samples.  You can even 

ask for feedback and suggestions.   

o Use social media to keep up to date on European apparel trends.   

 

Don’t:  

o Cyber-stalk potential buyers and people you don’t know.  

Repeatedly contacting people through social media tools for the 

purpose of sales is seen as unprofessional and bothersome.  You 

will risk losing a potential customer.   

o Post inappropriate content, like jokes that some people might find 

offensive.    

 

 

Economic market drivers 
 

 Retail recovery in core markets:  Economic recovery has been a 

slow process in the Eurozone. There has been modest growth in the 

retail sector over the last year, but much of the growth has stemmed 

from exports rather than consumer spending.  

The economic outlook for retailing in Europe is optimistic due to rising 

consumer sentiment and moderate growth in core economies such as 

the UK and Germany; consumers in these economies appear ready to 

spend. However, consumer spending may remain relatively subdued 

as a strong recovery in disposable incomes is not anticipated.  

 

Considerations for action:  Target end-customer segments with the 

most opportunity in the current economic climate in Europe. The premium 

segment has been less affected by the economic downturn, so this group 

represents an opportunity for exporters. 

 

 Retailers pursuing emerging markets:  Industry consolidation and 

the rise of large-scale global apparel retailers have intensified and 

concentrated competition in the European apparel market.  

Many European retailers are shifting their priorities away from 

mature, stagnating, and highly competitive domestic markets. 

Emerging markets (Brazil, China, Turkey, the UAE) undergoing 

significant growth and industrialization offer growth oppo tunities, 

having become more accessible and more attractive due to rising 

incomes, improved infrastructure and fewer tariffs.  Pricing and 

positioning strategies are often adapted to local markets.    

 

Considerations for action:  Instead of trying to serve or compete 

against mega retailers with large volumes, exporters can focus on 

customisation, small niches, pre-production services and diversify 

production. 

 

 New supply partners sought:  Over the past few decades, apparel 

manufacturers have relocated parts of their production to low-cost 

countries such as China. However, rising wages, increasing production 

costs and substandard labour conditions are prompting many 

countries to rethink their sourcing models. While several European 
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apparel companies have opted to reshore parts of their operations, 

many are considering new supplying nations.  

When choosing new partner countries, European manufacturers are 

seeking competitive labour costs, the availability of raw materials, 

quality, consistency and responsible labour practices.   For more 

information, see the CBI Supply Chain trends report. 

 

Considerations for action:  Exporters from countries near Europe or 

from countries with strong, reliable logistics networks may have a 

competitive advantage with lower transportation costs and faster 

delivery. Countries with raw materials in or near Europe may also have a 

competitive advantage (e.g. Macedonia, Georgia, Armenia and Serbia). 

   

Environmental market drivers 
 

 Chemical safety a rising concern:  Consumers are becoming 

increasingly aware of harmful chemicals used in the apparel 

production process. Conventional cotton is chemically dependent on 

pesticides and fertilizers to grow; it accounts for 10% of all 

agricultural chemicals and 25% of all pesticides used worldwide every 

year.   Textile dying and leather processing involve highly toxic 

chemicals that put workers at risk, and damage local water supply 

and related eco-systems.   

Many manufacturers are reassessing their supply chain and 

production processes. The use of organic fibers is increasing; the 

production of organic cotton in particular continues to grow.  

Pioneering suppliers are also using natural and low-impact dyes, 

eliminating chemical additives and finishes, and improving wastewater 

treatment. 

 

Considerations for action:  Be aware of European Union chemical 

policy and all substances of very high concern identified in the relevant 

legislation (EU REACH). Exceed European standards and try to excel in 

environmentally friendly processes. Become a member of IAF 

International apparel federation in order to receive the latest updates on 

chemical and legal issues in the sector and connect to testing bodies in 

your country like SGS, TUV or Intertek. Consider using employee and 

facility certification in marketing materials and highlight a chemically 

safe work environment and the preservation of the local ecosystem as 

core company values.  

 

 Growing interest in conservation:  Cotton accounts for nearly half 

the fibre used in all apparel and other textiles worldwide and 

continues to be the preferred choice of producers and consumers.  

However, cotton is one of the most water-intensive crops to grow. 

European manufacturers and importers are increasingly looking for 

materials and fibres that are sustainable and functional, such as those 

that are raw, natural, synthetic, renewable or recycled.  Through 

R&D, companies are developing technologically advanced fabrics from 

new materials.   Many apparel companies are also seeking 

improvements in textile processing and taking action to minimize their 

carbon footprint, water use and waste. With growing consumer 

awareness and the participation of major brands, conservation trends 

will become of greater interest to importers. 

 

Considerations for action:  Become a member of ETI (Ethical trading 

Initiative). Consider how your facilities and processes can be improved to 

have less impact on the environment. Think about trying new, more 

efficient dyeing techniques, for example.  
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Political market drivers 
 

 Growing influence of NGOs:  Environmental and humanitarian 

organizations   are tackling an ever-broadening range of issues in the 

apparel industry, including sustainability, working conditions, energy 

and resource conservation.  As a result of intensified efforts and 

increased funding, these organizations are becoming more 

experienced, effective, and visible across global markets.   

For the most part, these organizations rely on the power of negative 

publicity to influence consumer choice. This has been an effective 

method and companies that violate environmental and human rights 

standards face a significant public relations risk if exposed.    

European apparel companies are becoming more proactive on 

corporate social responsibility issues as they learn from their 

mistakes, or the mistakes of their peers. 

 

Considerations for action:  Be aware of the positions adopted by 

environmental and humanitarian organisations, especially if you plan to 

manufacture for major retailers. Use high social and environmental 

standards to create a story for your products.  

 

 

Main sources 
 

Various industry and general news sources were used to compile this trend 

report, including data contained in reports from the following:  

 Eurostat population estimates and forecasts 

 Comcast and We are Social 

 Deutsche Bank European Consumer/Retail Outlook 2014 

 Deloitte Global Powers of Retailing 2014 

 McKinsey: The Global Sourcing Map Apparel CEO Survey 2013 

 The Ethical Fashion Forum 

 Kurt Salmon 

 Just-style 

 Women’s Wear Daily  

 WWF 

 

 

 

 

 

This survey was compiled for CBI by Global Intelligence Alliance in 
collaboration with CBI sector expert Dhyana van der Pols 

 

Disclaimer CBI market information tools: http://www.cbi.eu/disclaimer 
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