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Abstract

Take-back schemes are strategically appealing and organizationally demanding.
Fashion firms across market segments have introduced programmes to collect and
recirculate post-consumer garments, yet these programmes consistently struggle to
operate commercially or to scale beyond pilot initiatives. This study examines how
take-back schemes are implemented and managed in Swedish fashion firms, and
what organizational practices enable their continued operation.

A qualitative multiple case study was conducted across three Swedish fashion firms
representing distinct market segments, programme maturities, and take-back
approaches: Kladdax, a mid-market retailer operating a collection programme since
2021; Koko & Co, a premium brand with circular operations dating to 2008; and Pretty
Legs AB, a niche hosiery firm whose Recycling Club has operated since 2016. Semi-
structured interviews with the sustainability manager or operational decision-maker at
each firm were analysed using thematic analysis, guided by a theoretical framework
integrating closed-loop supply chain orientation, orchestration capabilities, reverse
supply chain governance, and brand positioning as a contextual moderator.

Three main findings emerge. Take-back schemes are sustained through manual
compensation for IT infrastructure incompatibility, governance arrangements adapted
to downstream ecosystem type, and emergent practices including design feedback
loops and weight-based tracking that existing research has not documented. Brand
positioning proves the most consequential firm-level factor: at Koko & Co, circular
orientation is self-sustaining because circularity is constitutive of the brand promise,
while at Kladdax formal organizational mechanisms must compensate for what brand
identity does not provide. Product composition functions as a structural determinant
prior to organizational capability: the elastane-based material of hosiery eliminates
sorting, Stock Keeping Unit (SKU) integration, and condition-based routing entirely,
exposing an assumption of garment heterogeneity embedded in existing frameworks.

The study contributes to the take-back management literature by establishing product
composition as a structural antecedent of operational complexity, brand positioning as
a moderator of closed-loop supply chain orientation development, and activity-type
disaggregation as an analytical prerequisite for evaluating take-back economics.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background

Clothing was once repaired, altered, and passed between generations. The
industrialization of textile production, and more recently the rise of fast fashion,
reversed this logic entirely, transforming garments from durable assets into disposable
commodities. The fashion industry today generates over 92 million tonnes of annual
textile waste, with greenhouse gas emissions exceeding those of aviation and
maritime transport combined (Nguyen et al., 2026; John & Rahman, 2025). Yet despite
growing regulatory pressure and consumer awareness, the majority of post-consumer
garments continue to be directed toward incineration or landfill, with recycling rates in
the Nordic context remaining negligible (Jadmaa & Kaipia, 2022). The Nordic context
makes this figure particularly relevant to the present study, as Sweden operates under

broadly comparable institutional conditions.

Against this backdrop, a growing number of fashion firms have begun reintroducing
the logic of recovery and reuse through take-back schemes. As used in this study, the
term refers to programmes through which fashion firms actively collect used garments
from consumers for reuse, repair, resale, or recycling, with the intent of keeping
materials and products in circulation rather than directing them toward landfill or
incineration. These programmes vary considerably in scope, structure, and motivation.
Some firms operate take-back as a regulatory response to tightening Extended
Producer Responsibility legislation across Europe. Others pursue it as a brand
positioning strategy or a potential revenue stream. Many navigate both objectives
simultaneously, in conditions where commercial and sustainability logics do not always

point in the same direction.

The Swedish fashion industry provides a particularly relevant context for studying how
these programmes function in practice. Several Swedish fashion brands have
introduced take-back schemes in recent years, operating in an environment with
strong regulatory support for circular economy and comparatively high consumer
awareness of sustainability issues. Yet even in this favourable context, translating
take-back schemes from strategic intent to operational reality proves persistently
difficult. Programmes that are strategically compelling often struggle commercially: the

costs of collecting, sorting, and processing returned garments are substantial, while



revenue potential remains uncertain and organizational systems built around forward

supply chains resist adaptation.

1.2 Problematization
Take-back schemes are strategically appealing and organizationally difficult in equal

measure. Fashion companies introduce collection programmes to demonstrate
sustainability commitments, meet stakeholder expectations, and position themselves
ahead of tightening Extended Producer Responsibility legislation across Europe. Yet
these programmes consistently generate significant costs while producing uncertain

economic returns.

The cost side is well documented. Operating a take-back scheme requires logistics
infrastructure for garment collection, sorting facilities to assess product condition and
separate materials, processing capacity for repair, cleaning, or recycling, and staff
capable of managing reverse flows that differ fundamentally from forward retail
operations (Jaamaa & Kaipia, 2022; John & Rahman, 2025). Revenue potential,
meanwhile, remains structurally limited: resale value depends on garment condition
and market demand, donated materials generate no direct return, and recycling yields
minimal financial returns as textile recycling technologies remain technically
demanding and economically unproven at scale (Enking et al., 2025; Piribauer & Bartl,
2019).

The commercial difficulty is compounded by the organizational complexity that reverse
flows introduce. Fashion firms were built around the premise that products move in
one direction. Take-back schemes reverse this logic, requiring coordination across
functions that rarely collaborate under normal operating conditions: retail operations
that collect garments, logistics providers that handle reverse flows, partners who sort
and process materials, and downstream buyers for recovered goods (Defee et al.,
2009; Mokhtar et al., 2019). The mismatch between these demands and the forward-
oriented systems through which fashion firms operate explains why take-back
schemes so frequently fall short of their stated ambitions, even in firms with genuine

sustainability commitments.

Understanding why this gap persists, and what organizational practices emerge in

response, is the central concern of this study. The research questions that guide the



investigation are developed following the literature review and research gap, and are

presented in section 2.6.

1.3 Disposition

The remainder of this thesis proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 reviews the relevant
literature on take-back schemes in fashion, reverse logistics, and managerial practices
in circular economy implementation, develops the theoretical framework guiding the
study, and concludes with an explicit identification of the research gap and the
research questions that follow from it. Chapter 3 presents the research design, case
selection, data collection procedures, and quality considerations. Chapter 4 presents
and analyses the empirical material through case narratives and within-case analyses
for each firm, followed by a cross-case comparison. Chapter 5 discusses the findings
in relation to the theoretical framework. Chapter 6 addresses the research questions,
reflects on the study's contributions and limitations, and identifies directions for future

research.

2. Literature review and theory

2.1 Reverse Logistics as the Operational Foundation of Take-

Back Schemes
Understanding the organizational challenges of take-back scheme implementation

requires first examining the operational realities that underpin them. Reverse logistics,
understood here as the processes through which used products move back through
the supply chain toward their point of origin, forms the practical foundation on which
take-back schemes depend, and its demands differ fundamentally from those of
forward supply chain management. Forward supply chains are designed around
forecasted demand, standardized products, and controlled material flows. Reverse
supply chains, by contrast, must contend with uncertain return volumes, variable
product conditions, and coordination requirements that span actors and boundaries

for which no established governance structures typically exist (Defee et al., 2009).

The managerial implications of this asymmetry are substantial. Defee et al. (2009)
argue that firms cannot manage reverse flows effectively through operational
investment alone. What is required is a closed-loop supply chain orientation (CLSCO):
the organizational recognition of the strategic and environmental implications of

managing and integrating both forward and reverse flows. A firm's CLSCO is



expressed through the behaviours of its personnel: a CLSCO-oriented organization is
one in which employees at multiple levels share a behavioural commitment to treating
reverse flows as strategically legitimate, rather than as a peripheral add-on to the core
business. Without this orientation, firms that invest in reverse logistics infrastructure
will predictably fall short, because the people making day-to-day decisions will not
prioritize the management of returned goods. What Defee et al. do not address,
however, is the inter-organizational dimension of this orientation: how firms translate
internal commitment into stable, performing relationships with the external partners on

whom take-back schemes depend.

Mokhtar et al. (2019) address precisely this gap. Studying 190 manufacturing firms,
they find that both transformational and transactional supply chain leadership styles
positively contribute to suppliers' reverse supply chain performance, and that
governance mechanisms mediate these effects in differentiated ways: trust partially
mediates the effect of transformational leadership, while legal-legitimate power fully
mediates the effect of transactional leadership. This pattern extends the CLSCO
argument beyond the firm's boundaries: internal orientation is a necessary condition
for take-back scheme performance, but insufficient without the relational and authority-
based governance work that sustains inter-organizational coordination. For firms
managing reverse flows across partners with divergent objectives and capabilities,
both trust-building and the structured exercise of legitimate authority have measurable

roles in determining how well the reverse supply chain performs.

What these governance mechanisms look like in practice in a fashion context is
established empirically by Sandberg (2023). His case study of a Swedish fashion
retailer describes the coordination task as a matchmaking process: continuously
aligning the supply of collected used clothing with downstream demand from sorters
and recyclers, across an ecosystem in which the focal firm holds limited formal
authority over most actors. Sandberg identifies three orchestration capabilities through
which this ecosystem is managed: managing circular consumer offerings, managing
circular supply chain activities, and partnering. These capabilities can be read as the
operational expression of what Defee et al. (2009) theorize at the conceptual level and
what Mokhtar et al. (2019) demonstrate at the relational level: a CLSCO-oriented firm,
governed through trust and legitimate authority, still requires specific managerial

capabilities to translate orientation and governance into functioning reverse flows.



The difficulty of developing these capabilities is compounded by the material
characteristics of textile waste as an input. Unlike industrial components or electronics,
garments are heterogeneous in composition, contamination, and residual value,
requiring labour-intensive sorting and inspection before downstream processing can
begin (Ngrup et al., 2018; John & Rahman, 2025). This heterogeneity is what makes
Sandberg's matchmaking so organizationally demanding: the supply side is not a
standardized input stream but a variable one, and the absence of standardized sorting
systems means that most organizations still rely on manual, error-prone classification
processes (John & Rahman, 2025). The first mile problem Jaamaa and Kaipia (2022)
identify, organizing the collection of used materials from individual consumers in ways
that generate sufficient volumes and quality for downstream processing, adds a further
layer: even before sorting begins, generating a consistent inbound flow requires

consumer engagement infrastructure that few firms have built at scale.

What this body of literature establishes, taken together, is that reverse logistics in
fashion is a multi-level coordination challenge. At the internal level, Defee et al.
establish that orientation must precede investment. At the inter-organizational level,
Mokhtar et al. show that governance mechanisms determine whether that orientation
translates into partner performance. At the operational level, Sandberg demonstrates
what managing these flows actually requires in a Swedish fashion context. And at the
material level, Ngrup et al., John and Rahman, and Jadmaa and Kaipia establish why
the task is structurally more demanding in fashion than in other industries.
Understanding what these requirements look like in practice, across firms of different
sizes, brand positions, and programme maturities, is precisely the empirical question

this study pursues.

2.2 Circular Economy and Take-Back Schemes in the Fashion
Industry

The operational realities documented in the preceding section arise within a specific
strategic context: the circular economy transition that motivates take-back schemes in
the first place. The circular economy represents a systemic departure from the linear
model of production and consumption, organized around keeping products,
components, and materials at their highest utility through reuse, remanufacturing,
refurbishment, and recycling (Lewandowski, 2016). The ReSOLVE framework,
developed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2015) and operationalized in the



academic literature by Lewandowski (2016), provides a practical taxonomy of circular
actions available to organizations. Of these, the Loop strategy is most directly relevant
to take-back schemes: it prioritizes keeping products and materials in closed loops
through remanufacturing and recycling. What the ReSOLVE framework describes as
a design principle, however, Jaamaa and Kaipia (2022) ground as an organizational
problem: operationalizing the Loop strategy depends on a collection infrastructure that
most fashion firms have not yet built and recycling rates for post-consumer textiles
remain negligible even in institutionally well-supported contexts, with collected
garments continuing to be directed predominantly toward incineration or landfill rather
than material recovery (Jaamaa & Kaipia, 2022). Of the 124 million tonnes of fibres
produced globally in 2023, less than one percent consisted of recycled textile fibres,
pointing to the persistent gap between circular ambition and material reality (Enking et
al., 2025).

The fashion industry occupies a particularly significant position in this discourse, as
one of the sectors where circular economy initiatives have gained considerable
organizational traction in recent years (Brandstrom et al., 2024). Take-back schemes
have become the most visible mechanism through which firms operationalize these
commitments. Yet the commercial scale of these initiatives remains marginal even
among the most committed firms. Hultberg and Pal (2021) identify the structural
mechanism behind this: circular business model initiatives tend to remain as side or
niche activities, decoupled from the main business model, unless firms develop explicit
strategies for scaling out, scaling up, and scaling deep. Where Hultberg and Pal
describe this decoupling as a scalability problem, Brandstrom et al. (2024) examine it
as a barrier problem: firms remain at the periphery of circularity because specific
organizational, market, and supply-side barriers prevent integration, and these
barriers vary systematically with the type of circular approach pursued and the firm-
level characteristics of the organization pursuing it. Together, these two perspectives
suggest that decoupling is not a failure of ambition but a structural consequence of the

organizational conditions within which circular initiatives operate.

A concern frequently raised in both the academic literature and industry discourse is
that resale and take-back programmes risk cannibalizing primary sales. Linder and
Williander (2017) identify cannibalization as one of several inherent uncertainties that

circular business models must navigate, noting that longer-lasting products and resale



offerings may reduce demand for new purchases. Hultberg and Pal (2021) provide the
empirical corrective: at current scales, the commercial volume of circular business
streams at even the most advanced fashion firms remains a fraction of total turnover,
indicating that resale serves different consumer segments and purchase occasions.
Cannibalization is therefore a theoretical risk that does not materialize at the scales of
circular operation that current take-back programmes have reached. This study treats
it as a proposition to be examined across the case firms, given that consumer bases

and brand positions differ in ways that may affect this dynamic as programmes scale.

The structural challenges that produce both decoupling and persistent commercial
marginality are compounded by the material characteristics of garments themselves.
As established in section 2.1, heterogeneous composition, variable condition upon
return, and multi-material constructions resist disassembly and recycling (Piribauer &
Bartl, 2019). This creates a fundamental tension between the circular aspirations of
take-back schemes and the linear logic embedded in both product design and
organizational infrastructure, a tension that Brandstrom et al. (2024) find generates
distinct barrier profiles depending on which circular approach a firm pursues. For take-
back and service-oriented approaches specifically, they identify organizational culture,
inter-functional alignment, and the difficulty of integrating circular operations alongside
existing linear systems as the most salient barrier cluster, a finding that connects the
material challenge described in 2.1 to the organizational challenge this study

examines.

This body of literature arrives at a shared conclusion: take-back scheme
implementation in fashion is above all an organizational and managerial challenge,
requiring firms to develop new capabilities, navigate internal resistance, and sustain
circular practices under commercial pressure. How sustainability managers and
operational decision-makers navigate these challenges in practice, across firms of
different sizes, brand positionings, and programme maturities, is the gap that section

2.3 addresses.

2.3 Managerial Practices in Take-Back Scheme Implementation
The preceding sections have established that take-back schemes are operationally

demanding and that reverse logistics places specific coordination requirements on the

organizations responsible for them. What remains to be addressed is the question of



what managers actually do in response to these requirements, and what
organizational conditions shape whether their efforts succeed. This section reviews
the emerging literature on the human and organizational dimensions of circular
economy implementation, tracing a progression from the recognition that people
matter, through the identification of what kinds of people and conditions are required,

to the question of how leadership and individual agency interact in practice.

Chiappetta Jabbour et al. (2019) establish the foundational premise: circular economy
adoption at the firm level has rarely intersected with organizational research, and
implementation processes within organizations remain poorly studied as objects of
inquiry. Their central argument is that CE transitions require more than technical and
logistical adjustment, demanding a reorientation of how organizations recruit, train,
and empower their people. For take-back scheme managers, this means their work
extends beyond coordinating reverse flows to include the ongoing effort of shifting the
values and behaviours of colleagues who continue to operate under linear logic. What
Chiappetta Jabbour et al. do not specify, however, is what kinds of human capital are
required or under what organizational conditions they translate into operational

adoption.

Bag and Gupta (2020) address precisely this question. In a study of automotive
manufacturing firms, they demonstrate that the availability of employees with the skills
and orientations necessary to operate circular systems, what they term green human
capital, is a significant predictor of reverse logistics adoption. Their mediation analysis
reveals a further condition: sustainability culture moderates this relationship, meaning
that green human capital translates more directly into operational adoption in firms
where sustainability is embedded in organizational routines. This extends Chiappetta
Jabbour et al.'s argument from the what to the how: it is not sufficient to have
employees with circular competencies; the organizational culture within which those
employees operate determines whether their competencies produce operational

results. The question that follows is what creates this culture in the first place.

Moktadir et al. (2020) provide the answer. Studying CE implementation across
manufacturing supply chains, they find that top management commitment emerges as
the most causally decisive success factor, ranked first among ten criteria. It operates
as a cause: leadership commitment actively enables improvements in CE knowledge,



reverse logistics capabilities, and regulatory responsiveness, rather than simply co-
occurring with them. This connects directly to Bag and Gupta's finding: the
sustainability culture that moderates the effectiveness of green human capital is itself
a product of top management commitment. Leadership does not merely signal
strategic intent; it creates the organizational conditions under which human capital can

be deployed effectively.

Yet Moktadir et al.'s framework, focused on top management, leaves the role of actors
below this level underspecified. Klein et al. (2022), studying CE implementation in
public sector organizations in Portugal, address this gap. Their findings confirm the
primacy of leadership as an initiating factor, consistent with Moktadir et al., but reveal
that individual champions, people in sustainability or operational roles who persuade
colleagues, build coalitions, provide training, and generate internal momentum, play a
decisive role in sustaining day-to-day progress. Champions are necessary but not
sufficient, Klein et al. conclude: without top-level backing, their efforts stall. The
implication is that top management commitment and individual champions function as
complements, not substitutes. This dynamic maps directly onto the population of
actors this study investigates: sustainability managers and operational decision-
makers in fashion firms who must drive take-back schemes forward within established

linear organizations.

The causal primacy of training, participation, and strategic alignment as drivers of this
process is corroborated by Sawe et al. (2021), who examine people-driven factors for
CE adoption in SME supply chains across Tanzania and India. Using DEMATEL
analysis to establish cause-and-effect relationships among fourteen factors, they find
that training and knowledge sharing, employee participation, leadership, and strategic
alignment function as causes, generating downstream effects on other organizational
dimensions. The cross-contextual reach of this finding, spanning developing-economy
SMEs and, through Klein et al., public sector organizations, points toward a general
organizational dynamic: the human and relational dimensions of CE adoption are not
secondary to technical readiness but shape whether operational prerequisites

translate into sustained circular practices.

What this literature does not yet establish is how these dynamics vary across firms of

different sizes, brand positionings, and programme maturities. Brandstrom et al.



(2024) take up this question in a cross-sectoral study of Swedish firms, demonstrating
that the organizational challenges of take-back scheme implementation vary
systematically with firm-level characteristics. For take-back and service-oriented
circular approaches specifically, they identify organizational culture, inter-functional
alignment, and the difficulty of integrating circular operations alongside existing linear
systems as the most salient barrier cluster. This means that the practices required of
a sustainability manager at a large mid-market retailer are likely to differ substantially
from those required at a small premium brand, even within the same institutional
environment. The universal causal factors that Moktadir et al., Klein et al., and Sawe
et al. identify, leadership commitment, individual champions, training, and alignment,

manifest differently depending on the organizational context in which they operate.

Taken together, this body of literature establishes a consistent picture of CE
implementation as a deeply organizational phenomenon, driven by leadership
commitment, enabled by individual champions, dependent on green human capital
and organizational culture, and differentiated by firm-level characteristics. What it does
not yet provide is a grounded account of what these dynamics look like in practice:
what sustainability managers and operational decision-makers actually do when they
navigate these challenges day-to-day, across firms of different sizes, brand
positionings, and programme maturities. That is precisely what the empirical
investigation in Chapter 4 seeks to establish, guided by the theoretical framework

developed in the following section.

2.4 Theoretical Framework for Take-Back Scheme

Management
The preceding sections have established the operational complexity of take-back

schemes, the governance demands of reverse supply chains, and the organizational
and human dimensions of circular economy implementation. What is required now is
a theoretical framework that organizes these insights into a coherent analytical lens
for the empirical investigation. This section develops that framework across four levels:

strategic, capability, relational, and contextual.

At the strategic level, the primary theoretical anchor is the closed-loop supply chain
orientation (CLSCO) proposed by Defee et al. (2009). They argue that effective

management of closed-loop supply chains cannot be achieved through operational

10



investment alone. What is required is an organizational orientation defined as the
recognition of the strategic and environmental implications of managing and
integrating both forward and reverse flows. A firm's CLSCO is not expressed through
formal structures alone but through the behaviours of its personnel: a CLSCO-oriented
organization is one in which employees at multiple levels share a behavioural
commitment to treating reverse flows as strategically legitimate, rather than as a
peripheral add-on to the core business (Defee et al., 2009). This framing shifts
analytical attention from formal programmes to the actual behaviours and priorities of
the managers who must make take-back schemes work in practice. Defee et al. (2009)
further propose that developing a CLSCO requires transformational supply chain
leadership capable of inspiring a strategic reorientation in how the organization
understands its supply chain activities. Their framework is conceptual, and the
empirical question of how this orientation is built and sustained in real organizational
settings remains open. This study therefore examines how sustainability managers
and operational decision-makers across multiple levels navigate the practical work of
building circular operations, treating behavioural orientation as a property of the entire

organization rather than a characteristic of senior executives alone.

At the capability level, Sandberg (2023) provides empirical grounding for what CLSCO
looks like in practice in a Swedish fashion context. His case study demonstrates that
closed-loop orientation manifests through three orchestration capabilities: managing
circular consumer offerings, managing circular supply chain activities, and partnering.
These capabilities can be understood as the micro-level organizational expressions of
the strategic orientation that Defee et al. (2009) describe at the conceptual level.
Where Defee et al. provide the theoretical architecture, Sandberg provides empirical
evidence of what that architecture looks like when operationalized. Together, these
two frameworks allow this study to examine whether firms possess a closed-loop
supply chain orientation in principle and to identify the specific managerial capabilities

and practices through which that orientation is enacted.

Sandberg's orchestration framework describes what firms must do to manage circular
supply chains. What it does not address is the inter-organizational dimension: how
firms create and sustain the relational conditions that make orchestration possible in
the first place. The governance mechanisms framework of Mokhtar et al. (2019),

introduced in section 2.1, addresses this gap directly. As established there, trust
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mediates the effect of transformational leadership on reverse supply chain
performance while legal-legitimate power mediates the effect of transactional
leadership, suggesting that the coordination work of sustainability managers includes
both logistics planning and the active creation of relational conditions that enable inter-
organizational coordination. This relational dimension is particularly salient in fashion
take-back, where schemes depend on actors including consumers, charities, and
specialist recyclers who are outside the firm's formal authority and must be engaged

through trust and legitimate influence rather than contractual obligation alone.

At the contextual level, brand positioning shapes how these three frameworks apply
in practice. Brandstrom et al. (2024) demonstrate that barriers to circular business
model adoption vary systematically with firm-level characteristics, and brand
positioning is among the most consequential of these. Brand management theory
offers two complementary frameworks for understanding why. Keller (1993)
establishes that brand equity derives from consumers holding favourable, strong, and
unique associations in memory, covering functional, experiential, and symbolic
benefits. Kapferer (2012) extends this through the brand identity prism, arguing that a
brand's identity comprises six interrelated facets, including physique, personality,
culture, relationship, reflection, and self-image, that together define what the brand
stands for and the boundaries within which it can develop. For fashion firms, the
circular economy strategy a brand pursues is inseparable from these identity facets,
particularly the culture and relationship dimensions: a premium brand whose identity
is organized around product longevity generates consumer expectations that make
circularity organizationally non-discretionary, constitutive of the brand promise rather
than an add-on to it (Brandstrom et al., 2024; Kapferer, 2012). A mid-market firm, by
contrast, faces no equivalent brand-embedded obligation and must instead rely on the
formal top-management commitment that Moktadir et al. (2020) identify as the most

causally decisive factor in CE implementation.

This distinction has direct consequences for how individual champions operate in
practice. Klein et al. (2022) show that champions in sustainability or operational roles
play a decisive role in sustaining day-to-day circular momentum, but that their efforts
stall without institutional backing. At a premium brand, the brand promise itself
provides that backing: a champion can invoke consumer-facing commitments to justify

continued investment, drawing on an organizational authority that competing

12



commercial priorities cannot straightforwardly override. At a mid-market firm, the same
champion must construct that authority through formal organizational mechanisms,
making the presence and durability of top-management support a structural
prerequisite rather than a reinforcing condition. Brand positioning therefore shapes not
only which barriers firms face but which organizational resources champions can draw
on when those barriers generate commercial pressure. This study treats brand
positioning as a theoretically significant moderator of the CLSCO, orchestration, and

governance dynamics described above.

Taken together, these four perspectives form a multi-level analytical framework. At the
strategic level, CLSCO asks how firms develop an organizational orientation that treats
reverse flows as strategically central. At the capability level, Sandberg's orchestration
framework describes the specific managerial practices through which that orientation
is enacted. At the relational level, Mokhtar et al.'s governance mechanisms
perspective draws attention to the trust-building and authority-based work that
sustains inter-organizational coordination. At the contextual level, brand positioning
shapes the commercial and organizational conditions within which all of the above
unfold. While other theoretical perspectives such as institutional theory or stakeholder
theory could illuminate aspects of this phenomenon, the frameworks selected here are
chosen for their direct relevance to the managerial and operational dimensions of take-
back scheme implementation and for the way they complement each other across
levels of analysis. Applied to Swedish fashion firms, this framework allows the study
to examine how sustainability managers and operational decision-makers navigate
take-back scheme implementation across firms of different sizes, brand positionings,
and programme maturities, and what organizational factors shape their ability to do

SO.

2.5 Research Gap

The preceding sections establish three empirical regularities. Reverse logistics places
specific and demanding coordination requirements on organizations managing take-
back schemes (Defee et al., 2009; Mokhtar et al., 2019). The fashion industry faces
structural challenges in operationalizing circular commitments that go well beyond
technical or logistical readiness (Jaamaa & Kaipia, 2022; Hultberg & Pal, 2021;
Sandberg, 2023). CE implementation is a deeply organizational phenomenon, driven

by leadership commitment, enabled by individual champions, and shaped by firm-level
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characteristics including brand positioning and programme maturity (Chiappetta
Jabbour et al., 2019; Klein et al., 2022; Brandstrom et al., 2024).

What this body of literature does not provide is a grounded account of how managers
navigate these demands in practice, across firms of structurally different sizes, brand
positionings, and programme maturities. Three specific gaps motivate the present

study.

The first concerns the unit of analysis. Existing research on take-back scheme viability
treats programmes as single analytical units, assessing whether they are commercially
viable or organizationally feasible at the aggregate level (Jaamaa & Kaipia, 2022;
Hultberg & Pal, 2021). This aggregation obscures the possibility that different activity
types within a single programme, such as resale, remake, and recycling collection,
carry fundamentally different commercial logics and require different organizational
justifications. No study has examined take-back economics or managerial practices at

the activity-type level.

The second concerns the role of product characteristics. Existing frameworks for
reverse logistics and take-back management assume, without stating, that collected
items are heterogeneous in condition, composition, and residual value, requiring
inspection, sorting, and condition-dependent routing (Defee et al., 2009; Sandberg,
2023; Jaamaa & Kaipia, 2022). Whether this assumption holds across product
categories, and what follows for take-back management when it does not, has not

been examined empirically.

The third concerns cross-case comparability. Sandberg (2023) provides the most
detailed empirical account of take-back management in a Swedish fashion context,
but his single-case design cannot establish whether the orchestration capabilities he
describes are universal features of circular supply chain management or artefacts of
the specific firm he studied. Brandstrom et al. (2024) demonstrate that barriers vary
with firm-level characteristics but do not examine the managerial practices through
which those barriers are navigated in day-to-day operations. The practices through
which take-back schemes are implemented and sustained, across firms operating
under different commercial and organizational conditions, remain poorly understood

as objects of study in their own right (Chiappetta Jabbour et al., 2019).
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This study addresses these three gaps through a qualitative multiple case study of
three Swedish fashion firms representing distinct market segments, programme

maturities, and take-back approaches.

2.6 Research Questions
The three gaps identified in the preceding section share a common structure: existing

research establishes what take-back schemes require organizationally, but not how
managers navigate those requirements across firms whose product characteristics,
commercial logics, and organizational conditions differ in theoretically meaningful
ways. The operational phases named in the first research question, garment
collection, sorting, processing, and material recovery or resale, are drawn directly from
the reverse logistics literature, specifically the process taxonomy Defee et al. (2009)
establish and the circular supply chain activities Sandberg (2023) describes
empirically. The firm-level factors in the second question follow from Brandstrom et al.
(2024), and the third question derives from the boundary condition the Pretty Legs AB
case exposes in Sandberg's framework. Three research questions follow from this

structure:

RQ1: What organizational practices and coordination mechanisms emerge when
managing reverse flows from garment collection through sorting, processing, and

material recovery or resale in Swedish fashion firms?

RQ2: How do firm-level factors, including size, brand positioning, and programme
maturity, shape the organizational practices through which take-back schemes are

implemented and sustained?

RQ3: To what extent does product composition function as a structural determinant of
take-back scheme complexity, independently of organizational capability and

governance decisions?

3. Method

3.1 Research Design and Philosophical Positioning
This study employs a qualitative multiple case study design to examine how

sustainability managers and operational decision-makers in Swedish fashion firms
navigate the organizational challenges of implementing take-back schemes. Case

study methodology is particularly suitable for studying contemporary phenomena in
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real-world organizational contexts, especially when the research addresses "how" and
"why" questions and when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context
are not clearly defined (Yin, 2018). The complexity of take-back scheme
implementation, involving reverse logistics coordination, inter-functional alignment,
external partner management, and sustained organizational commitment, requires a
research approach that captures contextual richness and enables deep investigation

of managerial practices as they unfold in actual organizational settings.

A multiple case design enables analytical generalization through pattern identification
and theoretical replication across organizational contexts (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). By examining managerial practices across three cases
representing different firm sizes, brand positionings, and take-back programme
maturities, this study develops more robust theoretical insights than single-case
analysis would allow, while maintaining the depth of understanding characteristic of
qualitative research. The replication logic of multiple case designs makes it possible
to identify both similar patterns, which may indicate generalizable managerial
practices, and different patterns, which suggest that organizational and contextual

factors influence how these practices are implemented.

The study adopts an interpretive philosophical stance, grounded in the recognition that
managerial practices and organizational phenomena are socially constructed and
context-dependent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This positioning follows from the nature of
the research questions: understanding how sustainability managers navigate take-
back scheme implementation requires attention to how practitioners interpret
coordination challenges, assign meaning to competing priorities, and make sense of
the organizational conditions shaping their decisions, none of which are accessible
through approaches that treat behaviour as objectively measurable (Yin, 2018). The
research accordingly investigates practice as it is experienced and enacted, rather

than seeking generalizable laws of managerial conduct.

3.2 Case Selection
Three Swedish fashion firms were selected through purposive theoretical sampling

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Selection followed three criteria designed to maximize theoretical

insight while ensuring empirical richness.
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The first criterion is the presence of an operational take-back scheme with sufficient
organizational history to have generated managerial experience and organizational
learning. The second criterion is systematic variation in firm size, brand positioning,
and programme maturity. Brandstrom et al. (2024) demonstrate that barriers to circular
business model adoption vary systematically with firm-level characteristics, making
these dimensions theoretically meaningful rather than merely descriptive variables.
The third criterion is meaningful variation in market segment, from mid-market to
premium to specialized niche, since brand positioning shapes the commercial logic
within which take-back schemes must operate and the profitability pressures that

determine what is organizationally feasible.

This study is situated in the Swedish fashion context, where take-back schemes have
gained considerable organizational traction and where Sandberg (2023) has
documented the orchestration demands of circular supply chain management in a
single-firm study. The present research extends that empirical base across three firms,

enabling cross-case comparison that a single-case design cannot support.

Applying these criteria yielded the following three cases:

Take-
Company Market back Scheme type Interviewee
segment since

In-store garment

Kladdax | Mid-market | 2021 |collection, second-hand Business Analyst, Value

Chain Analytics
resale
Koko & Co | Premium 2008 In-store resale, digital Environmental Sustainability
resale, remake Manager
Pretty Legs Niche / Brand-independent Product & Sustainability
. 2016 ,
AB hosiery recycling club Manager

Table 1: Case selection overview

Kladdax was selected because its programme is still in early organizational stages
within a large, geographically dispersed linear organization, making the process of
building circular capabilities visible. Koko & Co was selected because its programme
history stretches back to 2008 and circularity is explicitly integrated into the brand's
value proposition, offering a view of mature take-back management under premium

brand constraints. Pretty Legs AB was selected as a theoretically productive contrast
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case following the replication logic that Eisenhardt (1989) identifies as central to
multiple case study design: its product composition, elastane-based hosiery
processed by weight, eliminates the sorting and data-integration challenges that
structure the operational problems at the other two cases, isolating product
characteristics as a variable shaping take-back logic independently of firm size or

programme maturity.

Interviewees were selected on the basis of direct involvement in the design,
coordination, or day-to-day management of take-back schemes. At Kladdax, the
Business Analyst responsible for Value Chain Analytics has coordinated the second-
hand programme since its launch in 2021. At Koko & Co, the Environmental
Sustainability Manager oversees circular economy strategy and partner relationships
across both Koko & Co and Lindqvist & Son, a brand she also manages. At Pretty
Legs AB, the Product and Sustainability Manager holds sole operational responsibility
for the Recycling Club alongside product development. Each interviewee combines
strategic overview with hands-on operational knowledge of their firm's take-back

program, making them well-positioned to address all three research questions.

Together, the three cases represent a deliberately diverse sample: a mid-sized
retailer, a premium brand, and a micro-firm; programs ranging from five to ten years
in age; and take-back approaches spanning resale, recycling, and remake. This
diversity supports the replication logic of multiple case study design, where cross-case
patterns gain analytical weight precisely because they emerge across structurally

different organizational contexts (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

3.3 Data Collection

3.3.1 Primary Data: Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews constitute the primary data source for this study. A

structured format was ruled out from the outset: take-back scheme management
remains poorly documented in existing research, and imposing a fixed question
sequence would have constrained responses to what the research team already
anticipated, foreclosing the emergent insights that this study specifically seeks. Semi-
structured interviews allow systematic coverage of core topics across all three cases
while preserving the flexibility to follow unexpected lines of reasoning and probe

responses in depth.
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Interviewees were identified through publicly available sustainability reports and
company websites, and contacted directly via professional email. Each was selected
on the basis of direct, hands-on involvement in the design, coordination, or day-to-day
management of take-back schemes at their firm. Prior to each interview, participants
received written information about the study's purpose, data handling procedures, and
their right to withdraw at any time. Verbal consent was obtained and recorded at the
opening of each session in accordance with GDPR requirements. All three interviews
were conducted in English, audio- and video-recorded with participant consent, and
transcribed verbatim. Interview durations ranged from 14 to 51 minutes, reflecting the

variation in programme complexity and the interviewee's scope of responsibility.

The interview protocol was structured around the study's three research questions and
covered four core topic areas: the organizational practices and coordination
mechanisms that emerge when managing reverse flows; the challenges encountered
in implementation and how they are navigated; the role of firm-level factors such as
size, brand positioning, and programme maturity; and the trade-offs managers
navigate between circular ambitions and commercial constraints. The table below
illustrates how the theoretical concepts developed in Chapter 2 are operationalized in

the protocol.

Theoretical Concept What we are looking for Interview Topics

Reverse flow
coordination,
Organizational
challenges

Closed-loop supply chain
orientation
(Defee et al., 2009)

How managers understand and
prioritize reverse flows strategically

Orchestration capabilities —

How managers engage consumers| Reverse flow

consumer offerings
(Sandberg, 2023)

as suppliers of used materials

coordination

Orchestration capabilities —
supply chain activities
(Sandberg, 2023)

How managers coordinate
collection, sorting, and recycling
operations

Reverse flow
coordination

Orchestration capabilities —
partnering (Sandberg, 2023)

How managers build and manage
external partner relationships

Reverse flow
coordination

Governance mechanisms —
trust and power
(Mokhtar et al., 2019)

How managers navigate authority
gaps with external actors

Reverse flow
coordination,
Organizational
challenges
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Theoretical Concept What we are looking for Interview Topics
Iggmi?rr:]z%fment Organizational backing and senior-|| Organizational
(Moktadir et al., 2020) level support for take-back challenges
Individual champions Bottom-up change efforts and Organizational
(Klein et al., 2022) informal influence challenges
ifg:rgg ?ltlonlng as How firm context shapes what is Firm size and
(Brandstrém et al., 2024) organizationally feasible context
Product composition as Reverse flow
structural determinant How material properties shape or coordination,
(Sandberg, 2023; Jaamaa & |leliminate operational complexity Firm size and
Kaipia, 2022) context

Table 2: Operationalization of theoretical concepts in the interview protocol

The semi-structured format carries both strengths and limitations in this context. Its
principal strength is flexibility: each interview generated themes that had not been
anticipated in the protocol, most notably the design feedback loop at Kladdax, the
platform evolution logic at Koko & Co, and the role of product composition at Pretty
Legs AB. These findings would not have surfaced under a structured protocol. The
principal limitation is that the open format introduces variation in the depth with which
individual topics were covered across cases, as interviewees pursued some themes
at length and touched others only briefly. This variation is addressed in the analysis
through systematic cross-case comparison and triangulation with secondary data

rather than by treating each interview as equivalent in scope.

The interviews also produced moments of genuine surprise. The Pretty Legs AB
interview, at fourteen minutes the shortest of the three, surfaced the study's most
analytically distinctive finding: that material composition can eliminate entire
categories of operational challenge that the existing literature treats as universal. At
Kladdax, the design feedback loop emerged unprompted in the final minutes of the
interview and proved to be one of the most organizationally novel practices across all
three cases. These moments of surprise are treated in this study as analytically
significant rather than incidental, consistent with the interpretive stance described in
section 3.1.

Interview sessions were conducted via Zoom and recorded with participant consent.
Transcripts were produced manually by the research team through verbatim
transcription of the audio recordings. Anthropic's Claude was used as a writing
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assistance tool for spelling and phrasing review of the analytical text, without

involvement in data analysis or interpretation.

3.3.2 Secondary Data: Document Analysis
Secondary data sources complement the interview material and serve two analytical

functions in this study: providing contextual grounding for each case firm's take-back
program, and enabling triangulation between firms' publicly stated circular economy

strategies and the practices described by interviewees.

Documents were identified through each firm's official website and investor relations
pages, and retrieved in full prior to the interviews. The primary secondary sources are
the Kladdax Group Annual Report 2024, the Koko & Co Sustainability Report 2024,
and the Pretty Legs AB Sustainability Report 2024. These documents were selected
because they represent each firm's most recent, comprehensive public account of
their circular economy activities, including programme scope, targets, performance

figures, and acknowledged challenges.

Documents were read in full before each interview, enabling the research team to
develop more targeted interview questions and to identify discrepancies between
stated ambitions and reported performance. The gap between Kladdax's stated target
of five percent circular revenue by 2030 and its current figure of 0.02 percent, for
instance, was identified through the annual report and directly informed how questions
about commercial viability were framed in the Kladdax interview. Similarly, Koko &
Co's acknowledgement of a recent decline in resale platform activity, documented in
its 2024 sustainability report, provided a concrete starting point for questions about

consumer engagement that the interviewee could respond to with operational detail.

This approach treats secondary documents not as neutral background but as
organizational narratives that reflect how firms choose to represent their circular
programmes publicly. Comparing these narratives with interview accounts reveals
where official framing and operational reality converge and where they diverge, a form

of triangulation that strengthens the analytical conclusions drawn in Chapter 4.

3.4 Data Analysis

Data were analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-
phase process: familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for

themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.
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The analysis was guided by the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 2 while
remaining open to emergent themes not anticipated in existing literature, reflecting a
position between deductive and inductive coding that Braun and Clarke describe as

theoretically informed thematic analysis.

In the familiarization phase, both researchers read each transcript independently and
in full, making initial notes on recurring language, tensions, and unexpected
observations. This independent reading served as the first check against selective
attention: where one researcher's notes diverged from the other's, those divergences

were treated as analytically significant and carried forward into the coding phase.

Initial codes were generated from the transcript material line by line, using both theory-
driven codes anchored in the framework concepts, including closed-loop supply chain
orientation, orchestration capabilities, and governance mechanisms, and open codes
generated inductively from the language interviewees themselves used. Codes were
recorded in a shared document and discussed between the two researchers at each
stage. Where the two researchers coded the same passage differently, the
disagreement was resolved through discussion rather than majority rule, preserving
the analytical tension where it reflected genuine interpretive uncertainty rather than

eliminating it.

In the theme development phases, codes were clustered into candidate themes and
tested against the full dataset to assess whether they were grounded in the material
or imposed on it. Themes were refined iteratively: the design feedback loop at
Kladdax, the activity-type disaggregation at Koko & Co, and the product composition
finding at Pretty Legs AB all emerged through this iterative process as themes that the
initial coding had not anticipated. Within-case analysis produced detailed case
narratives for each firm. Cross-case analysis then compared patterns across all three
cases, identifying convergent findings that provide grounds for analytical
generalization and divergent findings that reveal how firm-level characteristics shape
implementation. This two-stage approach reflects the replication logic of multiple case
study design, where cross-case patterns gain analytical weight precisely because they

are grounded in richly understood individual cases.
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3.5 Research Quality and Ethical Considerations

3.5.1 Trustworthiness
The quality of this study is assessed following Lincoln and Guba's (1985) four criteria

for qualitative research. Credibility is supported through triangulation of interview and
secondary data across all three cases (Yin, 2018), systematic use of the theoretical
framework as an analytical anchor, and active search for disconfirming evidence
throughout the analysis. The secondary documents are treated in this study not as
neutral background sources but as organizational narratives that reflect how firms
choose to represent their circular programmes publicly. Comparing these narratives
with interview accounts reveals where official framing and operational reality converge
and where they diverge, a form of triangulation that provides analytical purchase
precisely because sustainability reports are strategic communications rather than
neutral records. Transferability is addressed through detailed contextual accounts of
each firm's organizational setting and the Swedish institutional environment, following
Geertz's (1973) notion of thick description, which holds that contextual richness allows
readers to assess the applicability of findings to other settings on the basis of similarity
rather than statistical representativeness. Dependability is maintained through
transparent documentation of methodological decisions: sampling rationale, analytical
procedures, and iterative revisions are each documented in a way that allows the

reader to trace the path from raw data to analytical conclusions.

Confirmability is supported through the reflexive acknowledgement of researcher
positionality described in section 3.5.2 and through systematic grounding of all

analytical conclusions in the empirical material.

3.5.2 Reflexivity

This study approaches take-back scheme management with two prior assumptions
that shaped the research design and analytical process. First, that organizational and
managerial factors matter for take-back scheme outcomes, rather than technical or
logistical ones alone. Second, that the everyday practices of sustainability managers
and operational decision-makers constitute a meaningful unit of analysis in
themselves, rather than merely serving as proxies for broader organizational

outcomes.

23



These assumptions had concrete consequences for the research process. In interview
design, they oriented questions toward description of practice rather than evaluation
of outcomes, asking interviewees how coordination works in practice rather than
whether circular economy objectives are being met. In the coding phase, they meant
that passages describing informal workarounds, organizational negotiations, and
individual judgment calls were treated as analytically central rather than peripheral
context. The risk associated with these assumptions is that they may have led the
research team to foreground practice-level explanations while underweighting
structural or institutional ones. To manage this risk, both researchers actively sought
passages in the transcripts that resisted or complicated the practice-level framing, and
where findings exceeded or contradicted the theoretical framework, as in the case of
product composition at Pretty Legs AB and the design feedback loop at Kladdax, these

were treated as analytically significant rather than anomalies to be resolved.

The two-researcher design provided a structural check on both assumptions. Because
both researchers independently coded the material before comparing interpretations,
passages that one researcher coded as evidence of managerial practice and the other
coded as evidence of structural constraint were flagged for discussion. These
disagreements, rather than being suppressed, generated several of the study's
sharpest analytical distinctions, including the differentiation between brand-embedded

and formally backed CLSCO in the cross-case analysis.

3.5.3 Ethical Considerations

All three interview participants received written information about the study's purpose,
data handling procedures, and their right to withdraw at any time prior to each
interview. Verbal informed consent was obtained and recorded at the opening of each
session in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR; European
Parliament, 2016). Interview recordings and transcripts are stored securely with
access limited to the research team for the duration of the project, after which data will

be anonymized or deleted.

The three case firms are referred to by pseudonyms throughout this study to protect
organizational confidentiality. Individual participants are likewise identified by
pseudonyms rather than their real names, with their professional roles retained to

maintain analytical transparency. This approach follows the pseudonymization
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procedures recommended for qualitative research data (Meyermann & Porzelt, 2014).
A residual risk of deductive disclosure exists, as participants may be recognizable to
colleagues within their own organizations through their stated roles and operational

descriptions (Kaiser, 2009).

Secondary sources including sustainability reports and annual reports are cited under
pseudonymous organizational names consistent with this approach and are marked
accordingly in the reference list. These sources cannot be independently verified by

the reader.

3.5.4 Limitations

Several features of this study's design bound the scope and transferability of its
findings in ways that readers should consider alongside the conclusions drawn in the

preceding sections.

The Swedish institutional context shapes the organizational conditions within which all
three case firms operate. Comparatively strong regulatory support for circular
economy adoption and high consumer awareness of sustainability issues mean that
the practices documented here may be more developed, and the organizational
tolerance for take-back losses more durable, than what firms in less supportive
institutional environments could sustain. Readers assessing transferability to other
national contexts should treat the Swedish setting as a condition of the study, not a

neutral background.

The cross-sectional design captures organizational practices at a single point in time.
Take-back scheme management is an evolving phenomenon, and the practices
observed at each firm reflect a particular moment in their development. The CLSCO
spectrum identified across the three cases is a snapshot, and the factors that shift
firms along it over time, including regulatory change, consumer behaviour, and

advances in textile recycling technology, remain outside what this study can establish.

Three further constraints bound the empirical material. H&M Group, the largest
operator of garment collection in the Swedish market, could not be secured as a
primary case, meaning the practices of the industry's highest-volume actor are absent
from the cross-case comparison. Relying on one informant per case introduces the
risk that other organizational actors, including finance, procurement, or frontline retail

staff, hold perspectives on implementation that diverge from those of the managers
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interviewed. This risk is partially offset through triangulation with secondary documents
and through the analytical practice of treating managerial accounts as perspectives on
organizational reality rather than transparent reports of it, but it remains a structural
constraint. The Pretty Legs AB interview, at fourteen minutes, reflects the
interviewee's scheduling constraints and limits the depth of coverage on downstream
partner relationships and future programme ambitions. This constraint is partially offset
by the firm's organizational minimalism: with a single person holding complete
operational responsibility for the take-back programme, the interviewee's account was
necessarily comprehensive in scope. The study's analytically most significant finding
from that case, that material composition eliminates entire categories of operational
challenge that existing frameworks treat as universal, emerged clearly within the
available time. Nonetheless, a longer interview would have allowed fuller exploration

of the firm's downstream creative partnerships and long-term programme ambitions.

4. Presentation and analysis of the empirical data

4.1 Case Presentation: Kladdax
Kladdax is a Swedish fashion company headquartered in Gothenburg, operating 442

stores across multiple European markets with an online store available in 32 markets.
Its three product categories are women's wear, lingerie, and kidswear, and it holds a
market-leading position in lingerie across the Nordic region. In 2024, the Kladdax
division generated revenue of under EUR 700 million, with Sweden accounting for 53
percent, Norway for 20 percent, and Finland for 12 percent. Digital sales represented
20.8 percent of revenue. The company operates as a division of Kladdax Group plc, a
publicly listed entity on Nasdaq Helsinki. Among the cases studied in this research,
Kladdax represents the largest operation, the most geographically dispersed take-
back programme, and a brand positioned in the mid-market segment, which
distinguishes it from both the premium positioning of Koko & Co and the niche

operation of Pretty Legs AB.

Kladdax launched its in-store garment collection programme in 2021, accepting used
clothing of any brand at collection points in stores across Sweden, Norway, Finland,
and Lithuania. Collected garments are handed over to sorting partners, primarily
Fretex in Norway and Myrorna in Sweden and Finland, who sort items for reuse before
diverting remaining material to recycling streams. The programme operates through
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outsourced downstream handling, with Kladdax responsible for the collection interface

and partners responsible for sorting and redistribution.

According to the company's 2024 annual report, the division's target is for circular
business models (including take-back, recommerce, rental, and repair services) to
comprise five percent of total revenue by 2030. At the end of 2024, circular business
model revenue stood at 0.02 percent, a figure the report attributes primarily to second-
hand sales, which constitute the only circular revenue stream currently tracked within
the division's budgeting system. The distance between the stated target and current
performance points to the structural complexity of scaling garment collection within a
large, geographically dispersed retail operation. For this study, Kladdax offers the
opportunity to examine what a closed-loop supply chain orientation looks like when it
is still being built into an established linear organisation, and what orchestration

capabilities emerge in that process (Kladdax Group, 2024).

4.2 Within-Case Analysis: Kladdax

The Kladdax case offers an empirical view of take-back scheme implementation in its
organizational early stages: a programme running since 2021 that remains deliberately
small in scale, governed by a test-and-learn philosophy, and not yet integrated into the
company's core operational systems. Four analytical themes emerge from the
interview and secondary data: the gradual construction of a closed-loop supply chain
orientation within an established linear organization; the operational challenge of
managing reverse flows through systems designed exclusively for forward supply
chains; the downstream governance arrangements through which collected garments
are routed to sorting partners and charitable organizations; and an emergent practice
of using returned garments as internal quality feedback, which extends the programme

beyond its stated circular function.
Building a closed-loop orientation within an established linear organization

Defee et al. (2009) argue that effective closed-loop supply chain management requires
an organizational orientation expressed through the behaviours of personnel across
multiple levels. At Kladdax, this orientation is being institutionalized incrementally
through the firm's Strategic Initiatives Framework, a formal mechanism through which
emerging programmes are pitched to the leadership team and granted cross-

functional priority. The Business Analyst describes how the second-hand programme
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was lifted as an initiative so that it could be more prioritised across different teams.
This framing reflects a structural response to the challenge Defee et al. (2009) identify
as central: without organizational backing, reverse logistics investments fall short
because the broader system continues to treat them as peripheral. The Strategic
Initiatives Framework functions as the organizational vehicle through which a nascent
closed-loop orientation is given enough institutional standing to survive alongside

competing priorities.

The programme operates with a gates system governing its progression from pilot to
scale. The Business Analyst describes moving through defined stages before an
initiative is considered ready to scale, with each gate requiring demonstrated learning
from the previous phase. This approach reflects what Klein et al. (2022) describe as
the practice of individual champions operating below formal top-management level,
who sustain circular momentum through accumulated organizational knowledge rather
than through formal authority alone. After four years, the programme operates in ten
of Kladdax's 442 stores, a scale the Business Analyst frames as a deliberate condition

for learning rather than a failure of ambition.

The long commercial horizon framing the programme is equally significant. The
Business Analyst situates profitability at five to ten years, and frames the programme's
current purpose in direct terms: "this might not be profitable today and that might not
be the goal today, but it should be profitable in five years and ten years." This temporal
framing functions as an organizational justification that absorbs short-term cost
pressures while keeping the programme institutionally alive. Moktadir et al. (2020)
identify precisely this kind of long-horizon strategic patience as dependent on top-
management commitment, and the Kladdax Annual Report confirms that the Director
of Sustainability sits within the group management team and reports directly to the
CEO (Kladdax Group, 2024), providing the structural backing that makes this patience

organizationally sustainable.
Reverse flow coordination and the IT/SKU barrier

The most operationally significant challenge in the Kladdax case concerns the
incompatibility between existing IT infrastructure and the data requirements of reverse
flows. The Business Analyst articulates this incompatibility directly: "we have all the

product data available, we know everything about the color, the size, who have made
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it, what material it's in, and then when we are in our take-back registration, we have a
piece of garment... But we have very much trouble to create a new SKU for that."
Returned garments cannot generate equivalent SKUs, both because the original data
is unavailable and because physical condition may have altered the item's
specifications. The Business Analyst illustrates this further with the question of
whether a returned body is still size 62 after washing, pointing to how basic product

attributes become uncertain under reverse flow conditions.

Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular supply chain activities as requiring a
designed infrastructure covering the full scope from collection to the point where
material re-enters the market, with the case company treating this process as a
matchmaking operation between supply and downstream demand, guided by the
objective of optimizing value creation across circular supply chains. At Kladdax, this
infrastructure is not yet in place. The firm lacks the systems to track, classify, and
financially account for returned garments at the granularity that forward operations
require. The three-tier manual quality classification, with items assessed as directly
resaleable, potentially recoverable through washing or minor repair, or directed toward
recycling and charitable redistribution, functions as the organizational substitute for
what a developed circular supply chain activity management capability would

systematize.

The firm's choice of a centralized collection model reflects a deliberate organizational
response to this constraint. The Business Analyst describes the benefit as the ability
to send even volumes to stores, standardizing the downstream flow in ways that
compensate for the unpredictability of the upstream collection process. This
workaround substitutes physical sorting and centralized dispatch for the data-driven
routing that a fully integrated system would enable. The matchmaking Sandberg
(2023) describes as continuous coordination work remains at an early stage at
Kladdax: routing decisions are not fully resolved, and some garments are held in

storage pending technological developments that would make processing them viable.

Cross-functional coordination presents a further layer of complexity. The Business
Analyst describes where the programme has stumbled most in direct terms: "you can
imagine being quite a big company with goals that are very growth minded. And then
we have second hand that is small scale, something that has been tested and maybe
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not be prioritised." The Strategic Initiatives Framework addresses this by lifting the
programme to a level where cross-departmental engagement can be formally
requested, but the Business Analyst notes that clarity about which department is
needed and when remains a persistent coordination challenge. This pattern is
consistent with Sawe et al. (2021), who identify strategic alignment as one of the most
causally influential people-driven factors for circular economy adoption, and its
absence at Kladdax produces exactly the coordination friction the Business Analyst

describes.
Downstream governance and partnering

Sandberg (2023) identifies partnering as one of three orchestration capabilities
required for circular supply chain management. At Kladdax, the downstream
governance structure rests on established social service organizations: Fretex in
Norway and Myrorna in Sweden and Finland handle sorting and redistribution for the
majority of collected garments, with charitable organizations receiving items below the
resale threshold and research institutions including [Swedish Innovation and
Collaboration Companies] receiving selected items for textile testing. This ecosystem
is not governed through a single coordinating mechanism, and the routing logic is not
fully resolved. Mokhtar et al. (2019) show that trust and legal-legitimate power function
as governance mechanisms that mediate the relationship between supply chain
leadership style and reverse supply chain performance, a finding that draws attention
to how the relational conditions a buying firm cultivates shape downstream outcomes
beyond what contract terms alone can govern. Sandberg (2023) describes the
underlying coordination task as a matchmaking process between collected material
supply and downstream demand, one that remains continuous organizational work
rather than a stable configuration. At Kladdax, this is visible in the Business Analyst's
description of stockpiling garments with no current downstream destination while
awaiting advances in recycling technology, a holding strategy that presupposes a level

of mutual trust extending the partnership beyond transactional exchange.
An emergent practice: the design feedback loop

One organizational practice emerging from the Kladdax case has no direct equivalent
in the theoretical framework. "We always see that there's a hole," the Business Analyst

explains. "I'd say maybe it's near a bottom or near a drawstring or something. So then
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it could be useful for us as a company. That has also been like creating a feedback
loop back to the designers." Buyers and designers are invited to examine returned
items and identify patterns of degradation attributable to product design decisions.

Items showing consistent failure points are used to inform future product development.

This practice extends the take-back programme beyond its circular economy function.
It creates a reverse information flow from the end-of-use phase back into product
design, generating intelligence that the forward supply chain would not otherwise
capture. This feedback loop was not anticipated in the programme's stated objectives
and is not addressed in any of the theoretical frameworks deployed in this study. It
represents an emergent organizational capability: the use of reverse flow data to
improve forward product performance, which may reduce future end-of-life complexity

by influencing material and construction choices upstream.

4.3 Case Presentation: Koko & Co
Koko & Co is a Swedish premium fashion brand founded in the early 1990s and

headquartered in Stockholm, offering women's and men's clothing through its own
stores and wholesale partners across Europe. According to the company's public
communications and sustainability reports, the brand's identity is built around
longevity, timeless design, and reduced consumption, a positioning that shapes both
its product philosophy and the design of its circular economy programme. Among the
cases in this study, Koko & Co represents the longest circular economy history and

the most explicit integration of take-back into brand positioning.

The company's engagement with garment take-back began in 2008 through a second-
hand collaboration, was extended to in-store resale in 2020, and expanded to a digital
resale platform in 2021. By the time of this study, the programme encompassed three
distinct circular streams: in-store resale of Koko & Co garments, digital resale through
the brand's own platform, and a remake offering in which returned garments are
reworked into new products. Each stream targets a different condition tier of returned
garments, with resale handling items in good condition and remake absorbing pieces
that do not meet resale standards. According to the company's 2024 sustainability
report, the resale platform recorded a decline in activity despite continued investment,
a development the company attributes to the unpredictability of consumer participation

rather than to programme design (Koko & Co, 2024).
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Koko & Co frames its circular programme explicitly as a component of its brand
promise, treating the ability to return a garment as part of the value proposition offered
to the customer at the point of purchase. The company also acknowledges that
upcoming regulatory requirements will demand significant technology and financial
investment without a clear profitability benchmark, reflecting the ongoing tension
between circular ambition and commercial viability that characterises the programme.
This combination of long programme history, premium brand positioning, and explicit
acknowledgement of unresolved commercial tensions makes Koko & Co a productive
case for examining a specific dynamic that the theoretical framework predicts but does
not yet empirically detail: how brand identity creates obligations that constrain the
managerial responses available when circular operations fail to meet commercial
expectations (Koko & Co, 2024).

4.4 Within-Case Analysis: Koko & Co

The Koko & Co case offers a view of take-back scheme management in a qualitatively
different organizational condition from Kladdax: one where circular economy
commitment is constitutive of the brand's identity and consumer promise, built from
within the brand rather than layered onto an established linear operation. With
programme history stretching back to 2008, the case presents a mature take-back
operation whose central challenge has shifted from gaining organizational legitimacy
toward sustaining commercial viability across three distinct circular streams while
navigating consumer behaviour that resists organizational control. Four analytical
themes emerge: the brand promise as both driver and constraint of circular operations;
the evolution of consumer-facing circular offerings in response to changing consumer
behaviour; volume as the binding operational constraint in downstream coordination;
and the differentiated commercial logic across circular streams that shapes how the

Environmental Sustainability Manager frames the programme's future.
Brand-embedded circularity and its organizational implications

Defee et al. (2009) describe a closed-loop supply chain orientation as a behavioural
property of the organization as a whole. At Koko & Co, this orientation is not
constructed through formal initiatives but embedded in the brand's product promise.
The Environmental Sustainability Manager makes this obligation explicit: "if we don't

offer somewhere to find good pictures of your items so you can resell them
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qualitatively, or we don't offer repair advice or spare items, then how would we live up
to that promise?" This framing makes circular operations organizationally non-
discretionary in a way that differs from Kladdax's situation, where the programme's
continuation depends on sustained senior-level backing and formal prioritization
mechanisms. Kapferer's (2012) brand identity prism provides conceptual grounding
for this dynamic: the culture and relationship facets of Koko & Co's brand identity, built
around longevity and products worth keeping, create obligations that extend into the
circular economy domain. For consumers who hold strong associations between the
brand and durable quality (Keller, 1993), the absence of a credible end-of-life pathway
would undermine the core brand promise. The Environmental Sustainability Manager
confirms this directly, describing circularity not as an add-on but as a condition of brand
credibility: without repair advice or resale support, the brand cannot claim to sell

products built to last.

Brandstrom et al. (2024) demonstrate that barriers to circular business model adoption
vary with firm-level characteristics, including the type of circular approach pursued and
sector-specific conditions. For garment firms specifically, they find that consumer
behaviour constitutes a significant market barrier for service and platform-oriented
circular approaches, and that the sector lacks the competitive pressure that would
otherwise drive circular adoption. At Koko & Co, this dynamic is directly observable:
the brand's publicly stated sustainability commitments create a form of competitive
pressure from within, as the Environmental Sustainability Manager describes a
customer base that is older, has worn clothes extensively, and expects the brand to
deliver on its stated commitments. According to the company's 2024 sustainability
report, upcoming regulatory requirements will demand significant technology and
financial investment without a clear profitability benchmark, and the brand frames this
as a tension to be managed rather than a reason to scale back (Koko & Co, 2024).
The brand promise constrains the range of commercially rational responses available

to managers.
Managing circular consumer offerings: following rather than steering

Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular consumer offerings as an orchestration
capability requiring the integration of multiple resources, including stores, logistics, and
digital infrastructure, to engage consumers as both customers and suppliers of used
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material, and to use consumer interaction as a source of information about circular
behaviour. At Koko & Co, the evolution of the resale programme from 2008 to the
present illustrates this capability in active development, though with a distinctive
character: the Environmental Sustainability Manager describes the programme's
strategic shifts as driven by changes in consumer behaviour rather than by the firm's

own steering.

The programme began with a brand-led second-hand store in Stockholm where
consumers could return and purchase Koko & Co garments, a model the
Environmental Sustainability Manager describes as working well for several years
before physical space and footfall costs made it unsustainable. Following the closure
of the final dedicated second-hand store during COVID, the company launched its own
digital brand-led resale platform, enabling consumer-to-consumer transactions within
a Koko & Co-governed environment. This model also worked initially, but the
Environmental Sustainability Manager describes what happened next in direct terms:
"after a while, seeing where the consumers went, they started going to multi-brand
platforms where they could sell all of their different stuff in one place. They didn't want
to have Patagonia here, Koko & Co here, H&M there, in different sites." The company
responded by partnering with a platform serving the mid-premium Scandinavian
fashion segment, accepting that consumer convenience on a multi-brand platform
outweighed the advantages of brand-controlled ownership. The Environmental
Sustainability Manager describes the company's current orientation as ensuring that
a circular solution is available to consumers wherever they choose to engage, rather

than requiring them to engage on Koko & Co's terms.

This trajectory differs from the orchestration logic Sandberg (2023) describes, where
the focal firm actively uses its loyalty programme to steer consumer behaviour toward
circular channels. At Koko & Co, the capability of managing circular consumer
offerings has developed through adaptation to consumer preferences rather than
through active behavioural shaping. The analytical implication is that managing
circular consumer offerings may take different forms depending on brand positioning
and scale: larger firms with high consumer touchpoint density may be able to steer

behaviour, while smaller premium brands must follow it.
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Volume as the binding operational constraint

Among the operational challenges at Koko & Co, volume proves the most
consequential at the downstream tier. The Environmental Sustainability Manager
confirms that the same IT/SKU incompatibility identified at Kladdax exists here too,
describing systems as built on linear economies. At Koko & Co, however, this is a
secondary concern. Downstream recycling and sorting partners operate with minimum
mass requirements that Koko & Co cannot meet independently, requiring the company
to aggregate collected material across other brands before a shipment becomes

viable.

At Koko & Co, the first mile problem operates at the consumer level in the conventional
sense Jaamaa and Kaipia (2022) describe: organizing the collection of used materials
from individual consumers in ways that generate sufficient volume and quality for
downstream processing, with return rates remaining modest and consumer
participation unpredictable. A related but distinct challenge operates at the inter-
organizational level: small collected volumes limit the company's ability to meet the
minimum mass requirements of recycling partners, requiring aggregation across
brands before a shipment becomes viable. Sandberg (2023) identifies partnering as a
core orchestration capability in circular supply chains, and at Koko & Co this capability
must compensate for scale constraints: without the volume to negotiate independently,
partnership arrangements with other brands become an organizational prerequisite for

completing the circular loop.
Differentiated commercial logic across circular streams

Koko & Co operates three distinct circular streams with different cost structures and
revenue potentials. The Environmental Sustainability Manager states this
differentiation without qualification: "for take-back for recycling, it is not profitable at all.
For the other ones, yes, | think both resell and remake can have really big profitability
potentials, especially if it is done in-house. Doing it with partners limits that potential."
On the question of ownership specifically, the logic is equally direct: "you need to own
it to make money out of it, for real, because otherwise there are too many people
sharing the same piece of the pie." Lindqvist & Son, the brand also managed by the
same Environmental Sustainability Manager, is described as having built resale and

remake into its own operations with measurable commercial returns after the initial

35



investment period, illustrating what in-house ownership of circular streams can yield

over time.

This differentiation has direct implications for how the programme is organized. Resale
and remake generate returns that can partially justify their operational costs; recycling
collection operates at a structural loss and is sustained as a brand obligation. The
Environmental Sustainability Manager frames brand loyalty and perception as indirect
returns that offset direct costs, while acknowledging that these cannot be cleanly
attributed to any individual circular activity. The result is a programme whose
commercial logic is composite: some streams are commercially self-justifying in
principle, others are sustained by brand logic, and the overall portfolio is evaluated at

a level that does not resolve cleanly into activity-level profitability.

This differentiation is not addressed in the existing theoretical frameworks deployed in
this study, which treat take-back schemes as a single analytical unit. The Koko & Co
case suggests that the commercial viability question requires disaggregation by
activity type before meaningful analysis is possible, and that the organizational

practices sustaining each stream may differ substantially even within a single firm.

4.5 Case Presentation: Pretty Legs AB

Pretty Legs AB is a Swedish hosiery brand whose business model centres on product
longevity and sustainable materials. With an annual production of approximately
180,000 pairs, and operating as a micro-firm with a small office team, the company
represents the smallest and most niche case in this study. Some 82 percent of
products are made from recycled polyamide, with all production located in Italy through

long-term supplier relationships.

The company launched its Recycling Club in 2016, representing a distinct approach
to take-back among the cases studied in that it accepts tights of any brand and
condition. Returned tights are processed by weight, ground down, and used as filler
material in combination with recycled fibreglass to produce furniture and, from 2025,

textile art pieces.

Pretty Legs AB frames its take-back programme as commercially unprofitable, treating
it as a structural component of its circular business model rather than a revenue
stream. Product longevity functions as the primary sustainability lever, with the
Recycling Club covering the end-of-life phase. Collection is organized through direct
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consumer shipments, retail partner collection points, and a research partnership with
a Swedish Innovation and Collaboration Company established in 2024. Since the
programme's launch in 2016, the company estimates having recycled tens of
thousands of tights, producing close to 200 tables from the collected material. The
company's stated ambition of collecting more tights annually than it produces had not
been achieved by the end of 2024 but remains a central target for 2025 (Pretty Legs
AB, 2024).

4.6 Within-Case Analysis: Pretty Legs AB

The Pretty Legs AB case occupies a distinctive analytical position in this study. With
six office employees, an annual production of approximately 180,000 pairs, and a take-
back programme operating since 2016, it is the smallest case and the one furthest
from the operational challenges that dominate the Kladdax and Koko & Co analyses.
The IT/SKU barrier is absent, quality grading does not exist, and cross-functional
coordination is minimal. What emerges instead is a set of challenges and practices
shaped almost entirely by two factors: the material composition of the product and the
behaviour of the consumer. Three analytical themes structure the analysis: product
composition as the primary determinant of take-back logic; consumer behaviour as the
binding operational constraint; and the organizational and commercial framing that

positions the programme as a structural necessity accepted to be unprofitable.
Product composition as the primary structural determinant

The most analytically distinctive feature of the Pretty Legs AB case is that the material
composition of tights makes conventional take-back challenges irrelevant. Asked
directly about quality grading, the Product and Sustainability Manager's answer is
unambiguous: "We don't. We take back everything, all brands. We just pile them up,
we save everything. And then when we make the tables, it is 500 pairs in one table.
And it does not matter if they are sanitized or dirty or different colors, it does not
matter." The material explanation is equally direct: "it melts because it is the plastic,
so it melts." This is possible because elastane-based hosiery melts during processing,
meaning the condition, cleanliness, or brand origin of individual items has no bearing

on downstream usability.

This material reality eliminates the entire category of operational problems that

structure the Kladdax and Koko & Co analyses. There is no SKU incompatibility
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because tracking occurs by weight. There is no sorting labour because differentiation
between items serves no purpose. There is no quality assessment because the
downstream process treats all input as equivalent raw material. When asked about IT
challenges, the Product and Sustainability Manager is equally direct: "No, no, we go
by weight. What we collect is like kilos. We just state how much it is. So we know how
much we collect and how much we get out. So that is a big difference working with

taking back clothes with a higher value. The old stockings do not have a value."

Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular supply chain activities as requiring the
design of an infrastructure covering the full scope from collection to re-entry into the
market, treating the process as a matchmaking operation between supply and
downstream demand. At Pretty Legs AB, this infrastructure is radically simplified by
product composition: the matchmaking problem reduces to volume accumulation
rather than condition-based routing. The theoretical frameworks applied in this study
assume that inspection, quality classification, and condition-dependent routing are
universal features of take-back operations. The Pretty Legs AB case demonstrates
that these assumptions do not hold when material properties eliminate the need for

differentiation entirely.
Consumer behaviour as the binding operational constraint

With the operational and IT challenges that dominate the other two cases absent, the
binding constraint at Pretty Legs AB shifts entirely to consumer behaviour. The
Product and Sustainability Manager is explicit: "it's the customer that need to
understand that they should bring their old tights back." The challenge shifts entirely
to generating sufficient inflow, with sorting playing no meaningful role. The company's
stated ambition of collecting more tights annually than it produces had not been
achieved by the end of 2024, reflecting a return rate of 1.2 percent and a claim rate of

0.25 percent on new products (Pretty Legs AB, 2024).

Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular consumer offerings as requiring active
engagement with consumers in their dual role as customers and suppliers of used
material, using loyalty programmes and targeted campaigns to shape collection
behaviour. At Pretty Legs AB, no equivalent infrastructure exists. The mechanism for
driving returns is a minimum collection threshold of five pairs per consumer shipment,

designed to limit freight costs rather than to shape behaviour positively. The Product
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and Sustainability Manager frames this as a structural limitation of the product
category: tights represent a small fraction of most consumers' wardrobes, and the
behaviour of returning worn-out pairs requires a habit that has not yet been normalized

at scale.

This consumer behaviour challenge is compounded by the characteristics of retailer
partnerships. The Product and Sustainability Manager describes take-back
arrangements with wholesalers as attractive in principle but difficult to activate in
practice, because the obligation of returning tights ultimately rests with the end
consumer regardless of what the retailer commits to. A structural gap exists between
the willingness of retail partners to host collection points and the willingness of
consumers to use them, a gap that no organizational arrangement within the firm's

control can close directly.
Organizational minimalism and the explicit commercial framing

The programme is coordinated by a single person who simultaneously holds the roles
of Product Manager and Sustainability Manager, covering everything from design
through sustainability strategy to take-back operations. Sales is explicitly excluded
from the programme's organizational scope. The Product and Sustainability Manager
describes the take-back work as not one of the biggest priorities, framing this as a
realistic reflection of the programme's position within the company's overall operations

rather than as a failure of commitment.

The commercial framing is equally direct: "this is not something we earn money on, to
be clear. So this is something we do to make sense of our business model and create
a circular system." This framing reflects what Defee et al. (2009) describe as the
recognition of the strategic and environmental implications of managing reverse flows,
though at Pretty Legs AB this recognition takes a minimal form: the programme exists
because the brand's logic of sustainable materials requires an end-of-life mechanism,
and the company accepts the cost of providing one. There is no expectation that the
programme will contribute commercially in the short or medium term. The brand
positioning moderator identified in the theoretical framework (Kapferer, 2012; Keller,
1993; Brandstrom et al., 2024) operates differently here than at Koko & Co. Pretty
Legs AB's brand identity is built around material sustainability and product longevity,

but the circularity obligation flows from material logic rather than from consumer-facing
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brand promise. The result is a CLSCO that is genuine but minimal: structurally

necessary, commercially accepted as a loss, and organizationally contained.

Brandstrom et al. (2024) find that firms founded as circular enterprises, as distinct from
incumbents transitioning toward circularity, tend to face fewer internal organizational
barriers and concentrate their challenges in external conditions. This pattern is
observable at Pretty Legs AB: internal coordination demands are minimal and internal
resistance is absent, while the programme's principal obstacles lie outside the firm in

consumer behaviour and downstream processing requirements.
Downstream creativity and the limits of material specificity

The downstream pathway for collected tights reflects the constraints imposed by
material composition. Elastane cannot be recycled through conventional textile
processes, making remanufacturing and fibre recovery unavailable as circular
pathways. The company's response has been to develop processing routes that use
the melting properties of the material as a resource: tights are combined with recycled
fibreglass and compressed into furniture, with artist collaborations introduced in 2025

as an additional downstream application.

These downstream pathways generate a coordination challenge specific to creative
use: artists require predictable material characteristics, including colour and texture
consistency, that a waste input stream cannot guarantee. The Product and
Sustainability Manager describes the constraint concretely: "we had the challenge of
finding the right color for the artist we were working with, because she chose white,
nude, and brown colors. And she also found a dotted version of a tight that she liked
a lot, but we only had one." The implication is clear: waste inputs cannot be curated to
creative specifications, and creative partners must understand this before
commitments are made. This constraint requires ongoing expectation management,
communicating that returned materials are waste inputs with inherent variability rather

than a standardized supply.

This downstream coordination challenge does not appear in any of the theoretical
frameworks used in this study. Sandberg (2023) describes partnering as managing
relationships with commercial recyclers and sorting companies oriented toward
efficiency and volume. The Pretty Legs AB downstream ecosystem includes artists

and designers whose requirements are aesthetic and compositional, creating a
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governance challenge for which trust and creative dialogue are more relevant
coordination mechanisms than the supply chain leadership and power dimensions
Mokhtar et al. (2019) describe. This is an empirical finding that points to the limits of
applying frameworks developed for industrial reverse supply chains to creative and

artisanal circular pathways.

4.7 Cross-Case Analysis
The within-case analyses have established detailed accounts of take-back scheme

implementation at Kladdax, Koko & Co, and Pretty Legs AB. This cross-case analysis
draws on those accounts to identify patterns that hold across all three cases, patterns
that diverge along theoretically meaningful lines, and findings that exceed what the
existing theoretical frameworks anticipate. The analysis follows the replication logic of
multiple case study design: convergent patterns across cases provide grounds for
analytical generalization, while divergent patterns reveal how firm-level characteristics

shape the practices managers employ.
The IT/SKU barrier as shared structural legacy

All three cases confirm that organizational IT infrastructure constitutes a significant
constraint on take-back scheme management. At Kladdax, the Business Analyst
describes systems built only from the linear system, where every product requires a
known SKU with full attribute data. At Koko & Co, the Environmental Sustainability
Manager confirms the same condition with notable directness: "everything that comes
to logging old items, having singular SKU inventories, like all of those things, | think
we are in the same seat as everyone. It's system-wise, it's very much built on linear
economies." Pretty Legs AB represents the only case where this constraint is absent,
and its absence is explained entirely by material composition: elastane-based
products processed by weight require no SKU-level data, making the constraint

structurally irrelevant.

This convergent finding across all three cases points to a shared organizational legacy
preceding take-back implementation. The systems through which fashion firms
manage their forward supply chains were designed around the premise that every
product entering the system is new, uniquely attributable, and of known quality.
Returned garments violate all three premises simultaneously. The organizational

response, in both cases where the constraint applies, is to develop manual
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workarounds: three-tier quality classification at Kladdax, experience-based condition
assessment at Koko & Co. These workarounds are labour-intensive, scale poorly, and
introduce person-dependent variability. Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular
supply chain activities as requiring designed infrastructure from collection to re-market
entry. What the cross-case comparison reveals is that this infrastructure must be built
against the grain of existing systems, a condition Sandberg's single-case study could

not establish because it examines a firm already further along the development path.
Three cases, three primary barriers

While IT infrastructure is a shared structural constraint, the primary operational barrier

differs across all three cases in ways that map directly onto firm-level characteristics.

At Kladdax, the IT/SKU problem is the most frequently cited challenge and the one
with the broadest organizational consequences, affecting financial tracking, product
classification, and downstream routing simultaneously. This reflects the firm's size: at
442 stores across 17 countries, the inability to integrate returned garments into
existing data systems is a structural obstacle to scaling rather than a marginal

inconvenience.

At Koko & Co, the primary constraint is volume. The Environmental Sustainability
Manager describes the inability to meet minimum mass requirements of recycling
partners as the most practically significant challenge in the programme's downstream
tier. This reflects the firm's scale relative to its circular ambitions: premium positioning
generates high-condition returns suitable for resale, but collected volumes at Koko &
Co's size are structurally insufficient for the recycling tier of its programme without

aggregation across other brands.

At Pretty Legs AB, the primary constraint is consumer behaviour. The Product and
Sustainability Manager names this directly as the binding challenge, and the data
confirms it: a return rate of 1.2 percent reflects a consumer participation problem that
no operational investment within the firm's control can resolve. This reflects the
product category: hosiery represents a small fraction of most consumers' wardrobes,

worn until unusable, and the habit of returning it has not been normalized at scale.

This pattern is consistent with what Brandstrom et al. (2024) demonstrate at the sector

level: barriers vary with firm-level characteristics, and the type of circular approach
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pursued shapes which barriers are most salient. The cross-case comparison extends
this finding by showing that within a single sector and institutional environment, firm
size and product characteristics are more decisive in determining the primary

operational barrier than shared regulatory or cultural context.
CLSCO as a developmental spectrum

Defee et al. (2009) describe a closed-loop supply chain orientation as a behavioural
property requiring organizations to treat reverse flows as strategically central. The
three cases represent distinct positions on a developmental spectrum of this

orientation.

At Koko & Co, the orientation is most fully developed and most durably embedded.
The Environmental Sustainability Manager describes circularity as inseparable from
the brand's core offering: "it's part of our customer promise and our product promise."
With programme history stretching back to 2008 and circularity integrated into the
brand's value proposition, the firm's personnel treat take-back operations as
constitutive of what the brand stands for. The Environmental Sustainability Manager
frames the programme's continuation as an obligation regardless of its commercial

performance.

At Kladdax, the orientation is under active construction. The Strategic Initiatives
Framework, the gates system, and the five-to-ten-year commercial horizon are
organizational mechanisms through which the firm is incrementally building the
behavioural commitment that Defee et al. (2009) describe. The orientation is present
but requires continued formal backing to compete with the growth logic governing the

rest of the organization.

At Pretty Legs AB, the orientation is implicit and minimal. The Product and
Sustainability Manager describes the programme explicitly as unprofitable and not a
primary priority, framing its continuation as necessary for business model coherence.

The CLSCO exists as structural acceptance rather than active organizational pursuit.

This spectrum suggests that CLSCO development is a gradual process shaped by
programme maturity, brand identity, and the organizational mechanisms through
which circular priorities are institutionalized. Programme age alone does not determine

position on the spectrum: Pretty Legs AB has operated since 2016, longer than
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Kladdax, but occupies a less developed organizational position. Brand positioning and
the degree to which circularity is embedded in the consumer-facing value proposition
appear more decisive than programme age in determining how durably the orientation

holds across organizational pressures.
Downstream governance: three distinct ecosystems

All three cases develop downstream partner ecosystems, but the character of these
ecosystems differs substantially and reveals limits in Sandberg's (2023) partnering

capability framework.

At Kladdax, the downstream ecosystem is built around established social service
organizations: Fretex and Myrorna handle sorting and redistribution, with charities
absorbing garments below resale threshold and research institutions receiving items
for textile testing. The governance logic is trust-based and long-term, consistent with
what Mokhtar et al. (2019) describe as the relational conditions that sustain reverse

supply chain performance.

At Koko & Co, the downstream ecosystem is commercially oriented and strategically
variable. The shift from brand-owned stores to a digital platform to the specialized
external resale platform partnership reflects ongoing adaptation to consumer
behaviour and commercial conditions. Revenue-sharing arrangements with resale
partners create governance tensions requiring ongoing negotiation, a dynamic that
Mokhtar et al.'s (2019) framework captures well in its distinction between trust-

mediated and power-mediated governance.

At Pretty Legs AB, the governance challenge takes a structurally different form. The
Product and Sustainability Manager describes partner relationships with characteristic
directness: "when you go into a partnership and it's very attractive to have this take
back system. But in reality, it's quite hard to get it to work. So even though everybody
has a good will to make it work, in the end, it's the customer that need to understand
that they should bring their old tights back." The governance problem here is not
coordinating commercial flows or negotiating revenue shares but managing the
structural gap between partner willingness and consumer behaviour, a challenge for
which neither Sandberg's matchmaking logic nor Mokhtar et al.'s power and trust
mechanisms provide adequate tools. Downstream creative partners add a further

layer: artists and designers whose requirements are aesthetic and compositional
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create a governance modality organized around expectation management, for which

the supply chain governance literature provides no established vocabulary.
Emergent findings: what the frameworks did not anticipate

Three patterns emerge across the cases that exceed what the theoretical frameworks

applied in this study were designed to capture.

The first is product characteristics as a primary structural determinant of take-back
logic. The Pretty Legs AB case demonstrates that material composition can eliminate
entire categories of operational challenge. This finding suggests that the existing
literature on take-back scheme management implicitly assumes garment-type
products with high compositional variability, and that product design choices upstream
of the take-back programme shape its operational requirements more fundamentally

than any organizational or governance decision made within it.

The second is stream-level profitability differentiation. The Koko & Co case
demonstrates that within a single circular programme, different activities carry
fundamentally different commercial logics: recycling collection is structurally
unprofitable, resale is potentially profitable especially when managed in-house, and
remake occupies an intermediate position. This differentiation is obscured when take-
back schemes are treated as single analytical units, as they are in most of the existing
literature. The organizational practices required to sustain a structurally unprofitable
recycling stream differ from those required to operate a commercially viable resale

stream, even when both run within the same programme.

The third is the design feedback loop as an emergent reverse information flow. The
Kladdax case reveals that returned garments are used as internal quality research,
with designers and buyers examining failure patterns to inform future product
development. This practice converts the take-back programme into a source of
product development data that the forward supply chain would not otherwise generate,
extending the value of reverse flows beyond the circular economy function they were

established to serve.
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5. Discussion
5.1 The Linear Infrastructure as the Primary Organizational

Barrier
Across all three cases, the most consistent finding is not a failure of managerial

commitment, programme design, or strategic ambition. It is the incompatibility between
the organizational systems through which fashion firms manage their operations and
the data requirements that reverse flows generate. Pretty Legs AB alone is exempt
from this constraint, and its exemption is explained entirely by material composition
rather than organizational investment or programme maturity, a boundary condition

addressed in section 5.2.

At Kladdax, the Business Analyst describes systems built exclusively around the linear
flow, where every product carries a known SKU with full attribute data covering colour,
size, material composition, and supplier origin. At Koko & Co, the Environmental
Sustainability Manager describes the same condition in near-identical terms: systems
built on linear economies, without provision for logging returned items or managing
singular SKU inventories. The convergence of this finding across firms of very different
sizes, brand positionings, and programme histories points to a structural conclusion:
the barrier is not specific to any firm, it is embedded in the organizational infrastructure

that all fashion firms share.

This finding extends the argument Defee et al. (2009) make about the relationship
between operational investment and closed-loop supply chain orientation. Defee et al.
argue that firms cannot manage reverse flows effectively through operational
investment alone, and that what is required is an organizational orientation expressed
through the behaviours of personnel. The present findings suggest a further constraint:
even where orientation exists, the systems through which firms track, classify, and
financially account for products were designed around assumptions that returned
garments systematically violate. Every product entering the forward system is new,
uniquely attributable, and of known quality. Returned garments violate all three
premises simultaneously. The organizational consequence is that take-back
programmes cannot be integrated into the core operational systems of the firm, and
so must operate in parallel, as workaround processes that are labour-intensive, scale
poorly, and introduce person-dependent variability. At Kladdax, this takes the form of

a three-tier manual quality classification that substitutes for the data-driven routing a
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fully integrated system would enable. At Koko & Co, it takes the form of experience-
based condition assessment performed by warehouse staff. These workarounds are
not failures of implementation. They are the rational organizational responses to a

structural incompatibility that investment alone cannot resolve.

Sandberg (2023) describes managing circular supply chain activities as requiring
designed infrastructure covering the full scope from collection to re-market entry, and
treats this as an orchestration capability the focal firm must develop. What the cross-
case comparison in this study adds is that this infrastructure must be built against the
grain of existing systems, a condition Sandberg's single-case study could not establish
because it examines a firm already further along the development path. The firms in
this study are attempting to build circular infrastructure within organizations whose
core systems actively resist its integration, and the manual workarounds they have
developed reflect not the absence of orchestration capability but the organizational
cost of developing it in a hostile technical environment. The implication for Sandberg's
framework is significant: managing circular supply chain activities is primarily a
systems integration question, with capability development as the secondary challenge,
and the gap between the two is wider than the orchestration literature has so far

acknowledged.

Hultberg and Pal (2021) identify a structural dynamic across the fashion retail value
chain in which circular business model initiatives tend to remain as side or niche
activities, decoupled from the main business model. The present findings provide a
specific organizational mechanism for this decoupling: the IT/SKU incompatibility
makes integration structurally costly in ways that have nothing to do with managerial
reluctance or strategic prioritization. At Kladdax, the programme operates in ten of 442
stores after four years precisely because integration into the core operational systems
has not yet been achieved. The decoupling Hultberg and Pal describe is a structural
consequence rather than a strategic choice. This reframes the challenge of scaling
take-back schemes: the question is not how to expand a programme that works but
how to rebuild the systems that make expansion technically feasible. The practical
implication for firms attempting to scale take-back schemes is therefore that scaling
efforts directed at operational processes, such as collection logistics or sorting

capacity, will consistently fall short until the underlying systems incompatibility is
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addressed. Investment in circular operations without concurrent investment in systems

integration addresses the symptom, not the cause.

One observation from the Kladdax case complicates the otherwise uniform picture of
the linear infrastructure as an obstacle. The design feedback loop, in which returned
garments are used to generate internal quality feedback for buyers and designers,
represents a use of reverse flows that the firm's operational infrastructure can
accommodate without IT integration, because it operates outside the financial and
tracking systems entirely. It requires only physical access to returned items and
organizational willingness to invite the design team into the process. This practice
suggests that the value of reverse flows is not exhausted by their circular economy
function, and that some forms of organizational learning from returned materials are
available even before the infrastructure to process them at scale exists. The theoretical
frameworks deployed in this study do not anticipate this dynamic, and it points to a
broader question about what reverse flows produce for organizations beyond the
circular outcomes they were established to serve. This question is returned to in
section 5.5. What the infrastructure finding cannot explain, however, is why the nature
of the barrier differs so substantially across the three cases: why IT integration
dominates at one firm, volume at another, and consumer behaviour at a third. That
variation is not a product of organizational systems. It is a product of the material the

programmes are built around.

5.2 Product Characteristics as the Overlooked Structural

Determinant
The second significant finding to emerge from the cross-case comparison concerns a

variable that the existing theoretical frameworks do not treat as analytically central: the
material composition of the product being collected. The Pretty Legs AB case
demonstrates that elastane-based hosiery, processed by weight and indifferent to
individual item condition, eliminates the entire category of operational challenges that
structures the take-back problems at both Kladdax and Koko & Co. There is no SKU
incompatibility because tracking occurs by weight. There is no sorting labour because
differentiation between items serves no downstream purpose. There is no quality
assessment because the processing stage treats all input as equivalent raw material.
What makes this finding theoretically significant is not that Pretty Legs AB faces fewer

challenges than the other cases, but that the challenges it faces, principally consumer
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participation and downstream volume accumulation, are structurally different from
those of the other two cases in ways that cannot be explained by firm size, programme
maturity, or brand positioning. Pretty Legs AB has operated its take-back programme
since 2016, longer than Kladdax, yet occupies the operationally simplest position in
the cross-case comparison. The explanation lies entirely in what the product is made

of.

This finding reveals an assumption embedded in the reverse logistics and take-back
literature that has not been made explicit. Sandberg (2023) describes managing
circular supply chain activities as requiring the design of an infrastructure covering the
full scope from collection to re-market entry, treating the matchmaking between supply
and downstream demand as the central coordination challenge. Defee et al. (2009)
identify inspection and disposition as one of five central processes that make reverse
flows fundamentally different from forward flows. Jadmaa and Kaipia (2022) frame the
first mile problem as the challenge of organizing collection from individual consumers
in ways that generate sufficient volume and quality for downstream processing. Each
of these frameworks assumes, without stating, that the items being collected are
heterogeneous in condition, composition, and residual value, requiring classification,
sorting, and condition-dependent routing. These assumptions hold for garments. They
do not hold for elastane-based hosiery, and the Pretty Legs AB case demonstrates
that when material properties eliminate the need for differentiation, entire tiers of
operational infrastructure become structurally unnecessary. The matchmaking
problem at Pretty Legs AB is reduced to volume accumulation, a fundamentally
simpler coordination task, and the first mile problem is stripped of its inspection

dimension, leaving only the consumer participation challenge.

The implication for the existing literature is that product characteristics function as a
structural determinant of take-back logic at a level upstream of the organizational and
governance decisions that most research examines. Brandstrom et al. (2024)
demonstrate that barriers to circular business model adoption vary with firm-level
characteristics including sector and CBM type. The present findings extend this by
showing that within the garment sector, material composition shapes which barriers
are structurally present independently of organizational capability. A firm collecting
elastane-based products does not face sorting complexity regardless of how well it

manages its programme. A firm collecting multi-material garments cannot eliminate
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sorting complexity through organizational investment alone. Brandstrom et al.'s
framework treats the garment sector as relatively homogeneous. The cross-case
comparison shows it is not, and that material composition is a more fundamental

source of barrier variation than the firm-level variables their study examines.

The finding also carries an implication for how product design and take-back
management are connected. The literature on circular economy and sustainable
product design treats design for recyclability as a strategy for reducing downstream
processing costs (Piribauer & Bartl, 2019; Ngrup et al., 2018). The Pretty Legs AB
case illustrates the organizational consequence of this at the take-back level: when a
product's material composition makes condition-based routing unnecessary, the entire
organizational apparatus of sorting, classification, and disposition dissolves. This
suggests that product design decisions made upstream of the take-back programme,
particularly decisions about material composition and processing compatibility, shape
the operational demands of the take-back programme more fundamentally than any
governance or coordination decision made within it. For firms seeking to reduce the
organizational burden of take-back implementation, the most consequential leverage

point may be in the design studio, not in the logistics department.

This finding does not diminish the importance of organizational capabilities in take-
back management. It reframes where those capabilities are most needed. For firms
collecting heterogeneous garments, the capabilities Sandberg (2023) describes,
managing consumer offerings, coordinating supply chain activities, and partnering,
remain central. For firms collecting materially homogeneous products, consumer
engagement and downstream volume aggregation become the binding constraints,
and the orchestration capabilities required are qualitatively different. This has direct
implications for the second research question of this study. The factors listed in RQ2,
firm size, brand positioning, and programme maturity, are outweighed by product
composition as determinants of the primary operational barrier. Pretty Legs AB's
programme is operationally simpler than Kladdax's because the product it collects
eliminates the problems that organizational scale and programme development are
otherwise required to solve. The explanation lies in what the product is made of, rather

than in firm size or programme maturity.
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5.3 Brand Positioning as the Decisive Moderator of CLSCO

Development
The developmental spectrum of closed-loop supply chain orientation across the three

cases resists explanation through the variables that most circular economy research
treats as primary. Programme age does not determine position on the spectrum: Pretty
Legs AB has operated its take-back programme since 2016, longer than Kladdax, yet
occupies the weakest organizational position. Firm size does not determine it either:
Koko & Co is smaller than Kladdax but holds the most durably embedded orientation.
What the cross-case comparison reveals instead is that the degree to which circularity
is encoded in the consumer-facing brand promise is the most decisive predictor of
where a firm sits on the CLSCO spectrum and, more precisely, what organizational
mechanisms are required to sustain that orientation against competing commercial

pressures.

Defee et al. (2009) propose transformational supply chain leadership as the
mechanism through which closed-loop supply chain orientation is developed. Their
framework is conceptual, and it does not address the question of what sustains the
orientation once developed, or why some firms require more active organizational
investment to maintain it than others. The present findings suggest that brand identity
functions as a structural substitute for formal organizational mechanisms in sustaining
CLSCO. At Koko & Co, the Environmental Sustainability Manager frames circular
operations as an obligation that flows from the brand's commitment to longevity: if the
company does not offer repair or resale support, it cannot credibly claim to sell
products built to last. This framing makes the CLSCO organizationally non-
discretionary. Its continuation does not depend on sustained senior-level backing or
formal prioritization mechanisms because it is enforced by the consumer expectations

the brand itself has created.

Kapferer's (2012) brand identity prism provides conceptual grounding for this dynamic.
The culture and relationship facets of Koko & Co's brand identity, built around longevity
and the promise of products worth keeping, encode circularity as a condition of brand
coherence rather than a sustainability initiative. Consumers who hold strong,
favourable associations between the Koko & Co brand and durable quality (Keller,
1993) generate expectations that constrain the managerial responses available when

circular operations fail to meet commercial targets. The Environmental Sustainability
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Manager confirms that the brand's circularity commitments create competitive
pressure from within, as a customer base that has worn clothes extensively and
expects the brand to deliver on its stated values. This is precisely the mechanism
Kapferer identifies through the relationship facet of brand identity: the brand defines a
mode of conduct that the firm is expected to maintain. When that conduct includes
circularity, the CLSCO is self-reinforcing in a way that no internal organizational

mechanism can fully replicate.

At Kladdax, the brand does not provide this self-reinforcing mechanism, and the
organizational response reflects the difference. The Strategic Initiatives Framework,
the gates system, and the five-to-ten-year commercial horizon are all formal
organizational mechanisms through which the firm attempts to sustain a CLSCO
orientation against the growth logic that governs the rest of the organization. Moktadir
et al. (2020) identify top management commitment as the most causally decisive
success factor for CE implementation, and the structural signal at Kladdax, the
Director of Sustainability sitting within the group management team and reporting
directly to the CEO, confirms that the firm has responded to this requirement. What
the Kladdax case demonstrates is that formal organizational backing compensates for
what brand identity does not provide: the orientation exists, but it requires continuous
institutional support to survive alongside competing priorities. The contrast with Koko
& Co is instructive. Both firms face commercial pressures on their take-back
programmes. At Koko & Co, brand logic constrains the available responses. At
Kladdax, commercial logic could in principle discontinue the programme if formal
backing were withdrawn. The CLSCO is present in both cases but rests on

fundamentally different organizational foundations.

Pretty Legs AB represents a third and distinct pattern. Here, neither brand promise nor
formal institutional backing drives the CLSCO. The programme exists because the
brand's material sustainability logic requires an end-of-life mechanism, and the
company accepts the structural cost of providing one. Brandstrom et al. (2024) find
that firms founded as circular enterprises tend to concentrate their challenges in
external conditions rather than internal organizational resistance, and this pattern is
observable at Pretty Legs AB: internal alignment is effortless and the programme faces
no competing organizational logic. The CLSCO is genuine, but minimal: it takes the

form of structural acceptance rather than active organizational pursuit. The brand
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positioning moderator identified in the theoretical framework operates here through a
different channel than at Koko & Co. Pretty Legs AB's brand identity encodes material
sustainability, not product longevity in the consumer-facing sense, and the resulting

circular obligation is accepted without resistance but also pursued without urgency.

Taken together, the three cases reveal that CLSCO development is a brand-mediated
process. The source of the behavioural commitment that Defee et al. (2009) treat as
the defining property of a CLSCO-oriented organization varies systematically with how
deeply circularity is embedded in the consumer-facing brand promise. Where the
brand encodes circularity as a condition of its core value proposition, the CLSCO is
self-sustaining. Where it does not, formal organizational mechanisms must
compensate. This finding extends Defee et al.'s framework by identifying brand
positioning as a structural antecedent of CLSCO development, and extends
Brandstrom et al. (2024) by showing that brand positioning shapes not only which
barriers firms face but which organizational resources they can draw on to sustain

circular orientation when those barriers create commercial pressure.

5.4 Governance Diversity and the Limits of Industrial Supply

Chain Frameworks
The downstream governance arrangements across the three cases differ not only in

their specific mechanisms but in their underlying logic. At Kladdax, the governance
ecosystem is built around established social service organizations whose primary
orientation is charitable redistribution rather than commercial efficiency. At Koko & Co,
the ecosystem is commercially oriented and strategically variable, with governance
tensions centred on revenue-sharing arrangements with resale platforms rather than
material routing. At Pretty Legs AB, the downstream partners are artists and designers
whose requirements are aesthetic and compositional rather than logistical or
commercial. These differences are not variations in how well the same governance
problem is solved. They are structurally different governance problems that call for
different coordination mechanisms, and the existing frameworks capture them with

unequal precision.

Mokhtar et al. (2019) identify trust and legal-legitimate power as the governance
mechanisms that mediate the relationship between supply chain leadership and

reverse supply chain performance. Their framework is most analytically productive at
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Koko & Co, where the shift from brand-owned stores to digital platform to third-party
partnership reflects ongoing adaptation to changing commercial conditions, and where
revenue-sharing arrangements with resale platforms create governance tensions that
require active negotiation. The distinction between trust-mediated and power-
mediated governance maps directly onto the Koko & Co experience: the transition
from a brand-controlled resale platform to a multi-brand partner involves accepting a
redistribution of margin that the brand cannot control through contractual terms alone,
and where commercial alignment rather than formal authority becomes the operative
governance mechanism. The Environmental Sustainability Manager's observation that
market share expansion has aligned partner incentives with the brand's circular
objectives captures precisely the trust-mediated governance dynamic Mokhtar et al.
describe: not contractual enforcement but convergent commercial interest sustaining

the relationship.

At Kladdax, Mokhtar et al.'s framework also applies, but through a different channel.
The governance relationships with Fretex and Myrorna are not commercially
negotiated but relational and long-term, consistent with the trust-mediated governance
that the framework identifies as the mechanism through which transformational
leadership produces reverse supply chain performance. The most telling evidence for
this is the stockpiling practice: Kladdax holds garments with no current downstream
destination while awaiting technological developments that would make processing
them viable. This holding strategy requires a level of mutual trust extending beyond
transactional exchange, because no partner is obligated to accept material that
generates no immediate value. The governance relationship persists because trust
extends the partnership's time horizon beyond what contractual terms could sustain.
Mokhtar et al. capture the relational logic but do not address the temporal dimension
of trust in reverse supply chains, where uncertainty about future material value
requires partners to accept present-period costs in anticipation of eventual processing
viability. The Swedish Innovation and Collaboration Company appears in two of the
three cases in structurally different roles: as a textile research partner receiving
garments for testing at Kladdax, and as an operational collection partner for the
Recycling Club at Pretty Legs AB, illustrating how the same ecosystem actor can serve

different functions across firms at different stages of circular programme development.
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Pretty Legs AB reveals the outer boundary of supply chain governance frameworks.
Sandberg (2023) describes the partnering capability as involving the management of
relationships with commercial recyclers and sorting companies oriented toward
efficiency and volume. Mokhtar et al. (2019) develop their framework in a
manufacturing context in which downstream partners are suppliers subject to
performance measurement and contractual governance. Neither framework
anticipates a governance context in which the downstream partner is an artist with
aesthetic requirements for material consistency that a waste input stream cannot
guarantee. The governance challenge at Pretty Legs AB is expectation management:
communicating to creative partners that returned tights are waste inputs with inherent
colour and texture variability, not a standardized supply. This requires neither the
exercise of legitimate authority that Mokhtar describes nor the matchmaking logic that
Sandberg identifies. It requires a form of collaborative dialogue that aligns creative
expectations with material reality, a governance modality for which the supply chain
literature provides no established vocabulary. Three elements appear necessary for
this modality to function in practice: transparency about material variability as a
constitutive property of waste inputs rather than a quality failure; expectation
management that communicates range and probability of available material
characteristics before creative commitments are made; and a co-production logic in
which the creative partner's design adapts to material constraints rather than requiring
the material to conform to design specifications. These elements differ qualitatively
from the performance monitoring, contractual enforcement, and trust-building that
Mokhtar et al. (2019) and Sandberg (2023) treat as the central governance
mechanisms in reverse supply chains. Naming them is a first step toward a
governance framework adequate to the full range of downstream pathways that

circular take-back schemes are beginning to open.

The variation across these three governance ecosystems is structured by two factors
that emerge from the cross-case comparison: the commercial orientation of the
downstream circular pathway and the type of value recovered. Where the downstream
pathway is commercially oriented and value recovery is economic (Koko & Co resale,
Kladdax redistribution), the governance challenges Mokhtar et al. identify are
recognizable and their framework's analytical tools apply. Where the downstream

pathway is creative and value recovery is material and aesthetic (Pretty Legs AB
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furniture and art), the governance challenge moves outside the scope of supply chain
frameworks altogether. Downstream governance modality in take-back management
is shaped primarily by what the collected material becomes, with managerial choice
and organizational capability as secondary factors. The theoretical implication is that
the governance frameworks developed for industrial and commercial reverse supply
chains require extension before they can adequately theorize the full range of circular

pathways that take-back schemes are beginning to pursue.

5.5 Disaggregating Take-Back Economics: Why Activity-Type

Matters
The most practically consequential finding of this study for how take-back schemes

are evaluated is also the one that current frameworks are least equipped to capture:
within a single take-back programme, different activity types carry fundamentally
different commercial logics that aggregate into a misleading picture when treated as a
single unit. The question of take-back commercial viability is answerable, but only at
the right level of analysis. Programme-level assessment obscures the distinctions that
matter. Activity-type assessment makes them visible. Jadmaa and Kaipia (2022)
examine take-back economics at the collection level. Hultberg and Pal (2021) assess
circular business model viability at the firm level. Sandberg (2023) describes
orchestration capabilities as properties of the circular supply chain as a whole. None
of these frameworks provides analytical tools for distinguishing between the
economics of recycling collection, resale, and remake within the same programme,
and the Koko & Co case demonstrates that this distinction is not a refinement but a

precondition for meaningful analysis.

The Environmental Sustainability Manager at Koko & Co articulates a threefold
distinction that the programme-level literature cannot represent. Recycling collection
operates at a structural loss and is not expected to generate returns: its continuation
is sustained by brand obligation and regulatory anticipation, and commercial viability
is not a relevant criterion for its organizational justification. Resale and remake carry
genuine profitability potential, and this potential is highest when operations are
managed in-house, because external partnerships distribute margin across parties in
ways that reduce what the brand retains. Lindqvist & Son, operating under the same
manager with a more fully developed in-house model, demonstrates what this

ownership structure yields after the initial investment period. The three streams are
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not different points on the same profitability trajectory. They are categorically different
economic propositions requiring different organizational justifications, different
governance arrangements, and different criteria for evaluating continued investment.
A programme that combines them will appear financially marginal at the aggregate
level because recycling losses offset resale potential, and this aggregate signal
produces the misleading conclusion that the programme as a whole is commercially
unviable when the more precise conclusion is that one stream is structurally

subsidized while others are capable of self-justification.

The organizational implication extends beyond accounting practice. Managers who
evaluate take-back profitability at the programme level cannot identify which activities
warrant investment in capability development and which require an alternative
justification logic. They cannot determine whether declining programme performance
reflects a failing resale stream or an expected recycling subsidy. They cannot design
partner governance arrangements that are appropriate to each stream's commercial
logic, because the streams are not visible as distinct units in the evaluation framework.
The present findings suggest that the organizational practices required to sustain a
structurally unprofitable recycling stream, brand logic, regulatory framing, and
tolerance for commercial loss, differ so substantially from those required to develop a
commercially viable resale stream, capability investment, in-house ownership, margin
management, that treating them as a single management challenge produces both
analytical confusion and organizational misallocation. Activity-type disaggregation is

the analytical move that makes these distinctions visible.

The cross-case evidence allows a direct empirical response to the cannibalization
concern raised in section 2.2: across all three cases, circular stream volumes remain
too small to displace primary sales at any measurable level. Cannibalization becomes
relevant only at a scale of circular operations that current fashion take-back
programmes are far from approaching. The organizational energy devoted to
managing this risk is better directed toward the structural challenges this study
documents: infrastructure incompatibility and activity-level economics, not consumer

substitution.

The final finding in this section concerns a form of organizational value that take-back
programmes generate which the circular economy literature does not anticipate and
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for which no existing framework provides analytical tools. The design feedback loop
at Kladdax, in which returned garments are used to generate quality intelligence for
buyers and designers by revealing patterns of degradation attributable to product
design decisions, represents a reverse information flow that operates independently
of the programme's circular economy performance. It does not require IT integration,
downstream partner coordination, or financial return to function: it requires only
physical access to returned items and organizational willingness to involve the design
team in the process. The theoretical significance of this finding lies in what it reveals
about the nature of reverse material flows: they generate bidirectional informational
value, producing data about end-of-use conditions that the forward supply chain
cannot generate through any other means, and this data improves forward product
performance by influencing design decisions upstream of the next production cycle.
The circular economy frameworks deployed in this study treat reverse flows as inputs
to circular operations. The Kladdax finding requires this framing to be extended:
reverse flows are also inputs to forward operations and take-back programmes that
are evaluated solely on their circular economy performance will systematically

understate the organizational value they generate.

The five sections of this discussion collectively establish a coherent argument about
where the organizational challenges of take-back management are located. These
challenges are found upstream of governance decisions, partner arrangements, and
programme design choices: in the systems infrastructure through which firms manage
their operations, in the material composition of the products they collect, and in the
brand identity commitments that determine whether circular orientation is structurally
self-sustaining or requires formal organizational support. Three theoretical
contributions emerge from this argument. First, product composition functions as a
structural determinant of take-back logic at a level prior to organizational capability,
extending Sandberg's (2023) orchestration framework and qualifying the assumption
of sectoral homogeneity in Brandstrom et al. (2024). Second, brand positioning
moderates CLSCO development by determining which organizational resources
sustain circular orientation against commercial pressure, extending Defee et al.'s
(2009) conceptual framework through the brand identity mechanisms that Kapferer
(2012) and Keller (1993) describe. Third, take-back economics require disaggregation

by activity type before programme-level assessment is meaningful, qualifying the
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analytical adequacy of existing programme-level frameworks including those of
Jaamaa and Kaipia (2022), Hultberg and Pal (2021), and Sandberg (2023). The
subsidiary findings, including a temporal dimension of trust in reverse supply chains,
a creative governance modality beyond industrial frameworks, and the bidirectional
organizational value of reverse material flows, point toward theoretical development
that this study opens but does not complete. Chapter 6 addresses the research
questions directly, reflects on contributions and limitations, and identifies directions for

future research.

6. Conclusions and Future Research

6.1 Answering the Research Questions
RQ1 asked what organizational practices and coordination mechanisms emerge when

managing reverse flows from garment collection through sorting, processing, and
material recovery or resale in Swedish fashion firms. Three categories of
organizational practice sustain take-back operations across the cases. Manual
compensation practices substitute for absent digital infrastructure: firms develop
labour-intensive  workarounds, including condition-based classification and
experience-dependent assessment, that allow reverse flows to proceed without
systems integration. Governance practices are adapted to downstream ecosystem
type rather than designed from a common template: trust-extended partnerships at
Kladdax, commercially negotiated revenue-sharing at Koko & Co, and expectation
management with creative partners at Pretty Legs AB each reflect the type of value
being recovered rather than managerial preference. A third category consists of
emergent practices that existing research has not documented: the design feedback
loop at Kladdax, platform-following at Koko & Co, and weight-based tracking at Pretty
Legs AB each extend the organizational repertoire of take-back management beyond

what the theoretical framework anticipated.

RQ2 asked how firm-level factors, including size, brand positioning, and programme
maturity, shape the organizational practices through which take-back schemes are
implemented and sustained. Among firm-level factors, brand positioning proves the
most theoretically consequential. At Koko & Co, circularity is constitutive of the brand
promise, making the CLSCO self-sustaining: brand logic enforces what organizational
mechanisms would otherwise need to provide. At Kladdax, the absence of this brand-

embedded obligation means that formal mechanisms, including the Strategic
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Initiatives Framework, a gates system, and sustained senior-level backing, must
compensate permanently. At Pretty Legs AB, material sustainability logic generates a
genuine but minimal circular obligation, accepted as a structural cost. Firm size shapes
the scale at which IT incompatibility becomes consequential; programme maturity

alone predicts neither operational position nor CLSCO development.

RQ3 asked to what extent product composition functions as a structural determinant
of take-back scheme complexity, independently of organizational capability and
governance decisions. Product composition functions as a structural antecedent of
take-back scheme complexity at a level prior to organizational capability. The
elastane-based composition of hosiery eliminates sorting, SKU integration, and
condition-based routing entirely, because downstream processing melts all input
regardless of condition, colour, or brand origin. The primary constraint at Pretty Legs
AB is consumer participation, a challenge categorically different from those the other
two cases face. Firms collecting materially homogeneous products face a qualitatively
simpler coordination task regardless of how well or poorly their programmes are
managed, while firms collecting heterogeneous garments cannot eliminate sorting

complexity through organizational investment alone.

Taken together, the three research questions point toward a consistent conclusion.
Take-back schemes are sustained through accumulated organizational workarounds
that compensate for the incompatibility between existing linear infrastructure and the
demands of reverse flows. What enables their continued operation is a combination of
three conditions: an organizational orientation toward reverse flows that is either
brand-embedded or formally backed; governance arrangements adapted to the
specific downstream ecosystem the programme operates within; and a tolerance for
commercial loss in specific activity streams justified by brand logic, regulatory
anticipation, or the recognition that resale and remake can generate returns that
partially offset recycling costs. No firm in this study has resolved the tension between
circular ambition and commercial viability. All three have found ways to sustain their
programmes despite it, through organizational arrangements that single-case
research has not been positioned to establish comparatively.
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6.2 Theoretical Contributions
This study makes three main theoretical contributions, alongside three subsidiary

findings that open directions for further theoretical development.

Sandberg (2023) treats sorting, condition assessment, and condition-based routing as
universal features of circular textile supply chain management. Jaamaa and Kaipia
(2022) formulate the first mile problem as inherently involving both volume and quality
dimensions. The Pretty Legs AB case identifies the assumption both frameworks rest
on: that collected items are heterogeneous in condition and downstream usability.
Where material composition renders individual item differentiation irrelevant, the entire
operational apparatus of sorting, SKU integration, and condition-based routing
becomes structurally unnecessary. Sandberg's orchestration framework is not
incorrect; it describes the management demands of heterogeneous garment take-
back. A boundary condition applies: where material composition eliminates the need
for differentiation, a qualitatively simpler coordination challenge obtains, and the

capabilities required shift accordingly.

The contribution to Brandstrom et al. (2024) is a qualification of their sectoral
homogeneity assumption. Brandstrom et al. demonstrate that barriers vary with sector
and CBM type, treating the garment sector as a coherent analytical category. The
present findings show that within the garment sector, material composition shapes
which barriers are structurally present independently of firm size, programme maturity,
or brand positioning. Product composition therefore functions as a structural
antecedent of take-back logic at a level prior to the firm-level variables Brandstrom et
al. examine, and future barrier research in the fashion sector should treat it as an

independent variable.

Defee et al. (2009) treat transformational supply chain leadership as the primary
development mechanism for closed-loop supply chain orientation. Their framework
does not address what sustains this orientation against competing commercial
pressures once developed, or why some firms require more active formal investment
to maintain it than others. The present findings identify brand positioning as a structural

moderator operating through a mechanism Defee et al. do not theorize.

At Koko & Co, the culture and relationship facets of the brand's identity, as Kapferer
(2012) formulates them, encode circularity as a condition of brand coherence.
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Consumers holding strong associations between the brand and durable quality, in the
sense Keller (1993) describes, generate expectations that constrain managerial
responses when circular operations fall short of commercial targets. The CLSCO is
self-sustaining because brand logic enforces it. At Kladdax, where no equivalent
brand-embedded obligation exists, formal mechanisms must compensate for what
brand identity does not provide. At Pretty Legs AB, the circularity obligation flows from
material sustainability logic, producing a CLSCO that is genuine but minimal. The three
cases collectively establish that the source of the behavioural commitment Defee et
al. treat as the defining property of CLSCO varies systematically with how deeply
circularity is encoded in the consumer-facing brand promise. This extends Defee et al.
by identifying brand identity as a structural antecedent of CLSCO sustainability, and
extends Brandstrom et al. (2024) by showing that brand positioning shapes not only
which barriers firms face but which organizational resources are available to sustain

circular orientation when those barriers generate commercial pressure.

Jaamaa and Kaipia (2022) examine take-back economics at the collection level.
Hultberg and Pal (2021) assess circular business model viability at the firm level.
Sandberg (2023) describes orchestration capabilities as properties of the circular
supply chain as a whole. All three treat the take-back programme as a single analytical
unit. The Koko & Co case establishes that this aggregation is a distortion rather than
a simplification: within a single programme, recycling collection operates at a structural
loss sustained by brand obligation, resale carries genuine profitability potential that
increases when managed in-house, and remake occupies an intermediate position.
These are not different points on the same commercial trajectory. They are
categorically different economic propositions requiring different organizational
justifications, different governance arrangements, and different criteria for evaluating
continued investment. A programme-level assessment that aggregates them
produces the misleading signal that the programme as a whole lacks commercial
viability, when the precise conclusion is that one stream is structurally subsidized while
others are capable of self-justification. Activity-type disaggregation is therefore a
precondition for meaningful analysis, not a refinement of existing approaches. This
qualifies the analytical adequacy of the programme-level frameworks that Jaamaa and

Kaipia, Hultberg and Pal, and Sandberg each employ.
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Three additional findings point toward theoretical developments this study opens
without completing. First, the stockpiling practice at Kladdax reveals a temporal
dimension of trust in reverse supply chain governance that Mokhtar et al. (2019) do
not address: partnership relationships that absorb present-period costs in anticipation
of future processing viability require a form of trust that operates across time horizons
contractual governance cannot span. Mokhtar et al. treat trust as a relational condition
that either exists or does not at a given point in time. The present findings suggest that
trust in reverse supply chains has a temporal structure: it must extend across periods
of material uncertainty in which no transaction occurs and no immediate return is
generated. This suggests a distinction between transactional trust, which governs
exchange under known conditions, and prospective trust, which sustains relationships
across uncertain futures. Second, the Pretty Legs AB downstream ecosystem
identifies a creative governance modality organized around transparency about
material variability, expectation management, and co-production logic, for which
neither Mokhtar et al. nor Sandberg provide adequate analytical tools. Naming these
three elements is a first step toward a governance framework adequate to the full
range of downstream pathways that circular take-back is beginning to open. Third, the
design feedback loop at Kladdax establishes that reverse material flows generate
bidirectional organizational value: data about end-of-use conditions that the forward
supply chain cannot produce through other means, and that improves forward product
performance by shaping upstream design decisions. Circular economy frameworks
treat reverse flows as inputs to circular operations. This finding requires that framing
to be extended: reverse flows are simultaneously inputs to forward operations, and
take-back programmes evaluated solely on circular economy performance will

systematically understate the organizational value they generate.

6.3 Practical Implications
The findings of this study carry direct implications for sustainability managers,

operations directors, and product designers in fashion firms pursuing take-back
scheme implementation. Five implications stand out as having particular practical

consequence.

Systems integration must precede scaling ambitions. The most consistent finding
across all three cases is that the incompatibility between existing IT infrastructure and

the data requirements of reverse flows is the primary structural constraint on take-back

63



programme growth. Firms that invest in expanding collection logistics, sorting capacity,
or partner relationships before addressing this incompatibility will find that operational
scale exposes the systems problem more acutely, not less. The practical implication
is sequencing: investment in IT systems capable of accommodating returned
garments without SKU-level product data, including weight-based tracking, condition-
tier classification, and financially accountable reverse product records, should be
treated as a prerequisite for scaling, not a consequence of it. The Business Analyst at
Kladdax describes this gap as the central obstacle after four years of programme
operation. Firms beginning take-back implementation should treat it as the central

obstacle from day one.

Evaluate programme economics by activity type, not programme total. A take-back
programme that combines recycling collection, resale, and remake will appear
commercially marginal at the aggregate level because the structural losses of the
recycling stream offset the potential returns of resale. This aggregate signal is
misleading and organizationally costly: it prevents managers from identifying which
activities warrant investment in capability development and which require an
alternative justification logic. The practical implication is disaggregation. Recycling
collection should be evaluated against brand obligation and regulatory compliance
criteria, not profitability. Resale and remake should be evaluated against commercial
returns criteria, with particular attention to whether in-house ownership generates
meaningfully higher margins than partnership arrangements. Koko & Co's experience,
where Lindqvist & Son built commercially self-sustaining resale operations through in-
house ownership after an initial investment period, provides a concrete model for what

this evaluation framework yields when applied consistently over time.

Recognize brand positioning as an organizational resource, not merely a market
signal. For firms whose brand identity encodes product longevity and durability as core
consumer promises, circularity is not a discretionary sustainability investment but a
structural condition of brand credibility. This means that the internal organizational
investment required to sustain a take-back programme against competing commercial
priorities is substantially lower than in firms where no equivalent brand obligation
exists. Managers in premium firms with longevity-oriented brand identities should
communicate this to finance and operations counterparts explicitly: the programme is

not sustained by strategic patience or sustainability conviction alone but by a brand
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logic that makes its absence commercially damaging. Conversely, managers in mid-
market or mass-market firms, where this self-sustaining mechanism is absent, should
anticipate that formal organizational backing through senior-level sponsorship, ring-
fenced budgets, and cross-functional prioritization mechanisms is not a temporary

scaffold but a permanent structural requirement.

Treat product design as a take-back management decision. The Pretty Legs AB case
demonstrates that material composition shapes the operational demands of a take-
back programme more fundamentally than organizational capability, governance
arrangements, or programme maturity. A product designed for mono-material
processing eliminates sorting complexity, SKU incompatibility, and condition-based
routing simultaneously. For product designers and materials managers, this means
that decisions made at the design stage, specifically decisions about material
composition and processing compatibility, have direct and measurable consequences
for the operational burden of take-back implementation years later. Firms that treat
design for recyclability as a sustainability aspiration separate from operations
management are forgoing the most consequential leverage point available to them.
The decision to use elastane-based mono-material construction at Pretty Legs AB
produced a take-back programme requiring minimal operational infrastructure, a result
that no governance or logistics investment could have replicated for a multi-material

product.

Establish an expectation management framework before engaging creative
downstream partners. As take-back programmes explore circular pathways beyond
conventional recycling, including artistic reuse, upcycling collaborations, and material
art, the governance challenges they face move outside the scope of standard supply
chain management. Creative partners have aesthetic and material requirements that
a waste input stream cannot guarantee by design. The Pretty Legs AB case illustrates
what happens without an explicit framework: an artist selects specific colours that the
available return stock cannot reliably supply, creating friction that neither party
anticipated. Firms entering creative downstream partnerships should establish three
conditions before committing: transparent communication of material variability as a
constitutive property of the input stream, not a quality failure; pre-project specification
of the range and probability of available material characteristics; and a co-production

logic in which the creative partner's design adapts to material constraints. Framing
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these conditions as partnership terms from the outset protects both the relationship

and the programme's operational continuity.

6.4 Limitations
Several features of this study's design bound the scope and transferability of its

findings in ways that readers should consider alongside the conclusions drawn in the

preceding sections.

The Swedish institutional context shapes the organizational conditions within which all
three case firms operate. Comparatively strong regulatory support for circular
economy adoption and high consumer awareness of sustainability issues mean that
the practices documented here may be more developed, and the organizational
tolerance for take-back losses more durable, than what firms in less supportive
institutional environments could sustain. Readers assessing transferability to other
national contexts should treat the Swedish setting as a condition of the study, not a

neutral background.

The cross-sectional design captures organizational practices at a single point in time.
Take-back scheme management is an evolving phenomenon, and the practices
observed at each firm reflect a particular moment in their development. The CLSCO
spectrum identified across the three cases is a snapshot, and the factors that shift
firms along it over time, including regulatory change, consumer behaviour, and

advances in textile recycling technology, remain outside what this study can establish.

Three further constraints bound the empirical material, as discussed in section 3.5.4.
H&M Group, the largest operator of garment collection in the Swedish market, could
not be secured as a primary case, meaning the practices of the industry's highest-
volume actor are absent from the cross-case comparison. Relying on one informant
per case introduces the risk that other organizational actors, including finance,
procurement, or frontline retail staff, hold perspectives on implementation that diverge
from those of the managers interviewed; triangulation with secondary documents
partially offsets this, but it remains a structural constraint. The Pretty Legs AB
interview, at fourteen minutes, limited coverage of downstream partner relationships
and future programme ambitions, though the study's analytically most significant

finding from that case emerged clearly within the available time.
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6.5 Future Research
The findings of this study open six directions for future research, each motivated by a

specific gap that the present study identifies but cannot close.

The longitudinal development of brand-mediated CLSCO.

This study establishes that brand positioning shapes where firms sit on the CLSCO
spectrum and what organizational mechanisms are required to sustain circular
orientation against commercial pressure. What it cannot establish is how this
relationship develops over time. A longitudinal study tracking the same firms across
multiple years would allow researchers to examine whether brand-embedded CLSCO
is as stable as the cross-sectional evidence suggests, or whether commercial
pressures erode it as take-back programmes scale and their cost structures become
more visible internally. It would also allow examination of whether formally backed
CLSCO at firms like Kladdax gradually becomes brand-embedded as circularity
accumulates in the consumer-facing identity, or whether it remains permanently
dependent on senior-level support. These are questions that only a longitudinal design
can address.

A theoretical framework for creative governance modality.

The Pretty Legs AB case identifies a governance modality, organized around material
transparency, expectation management, and co-production logic, that the existing
supply chain governance literature does not anticipate. The three elements named in
this study are a first step, not a framework. Future research should examine other firms
pursuing creative downstream pathways, including upcycling collaborations, material
art, and artisanal reuse, to develop a governance framework adequate to the full range
of circular pathways that take-back schemes are beginning to open. Such a framework
would need to move beyond the performance monitoring and trust-building
mechanisms that Mokhtar et al. (2019) describe for commercial reverse supply chains
and theorize the coordination logic specific to aesthetic and material requirements.
Activity-type economics at larger scale.

The present study documents the commercial logic of recycling, resale, and remake
at the programme scales of three Swedish fashion firms, none of which operates
circular streams at commercially self-sustaining volume. The analytically
consequential question, at what scale does resale become self-sustaining without
brand obligation or formal subsidy, remains open. A study combining financial data

across firms of substantially different sizes, or tracking a single firm longitudinally
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through scaling, would allow researchers to identify the thresholds at which different
activity types shift from requiring organizational justification to generating commercial
self-reinforcement. This would provide the most practically consequential evidence yet
available on the economics of take-back scheme investment.

The design feedback loop as an organizational capability.

The Kladdax case reveals that returned garments are used to generate product
development intelligence by revealing degradation patterns attributable to design
decisions. This practice emerged informally and operates outside the firm's financial
and tracking systems. Future research should examine whether and how this feedback
loop can be institutionalized as a formal organizational capability: what governance
structures, personnel roles, and information systems would be required to make it
systematic, and whether firms that institutionalize it produce measurably different
forward product outcomes than those that do not. Defee et al.'s (2009) observation
that CLSCO-oriented firms are more likely to engineer products for disassembly
suggests a theoretical connection, but the specific mechanism through which reverse
flow data shapes design decisions has not been empirically studied.

Product composition as a systematic variable in take-back research.

This study treats the contrast between elastane-based hosiery and multi-material
garments as a theoretically productive analytical distinction. A systematic study
examining take-back management across a broader range of product categories,
including denim, knitwear, outerwear, and synthetic activewear, would allow
researchers to develop a more comprehensive model of how material composition
shapes operational demands, governance challenges, and commercial viability
independently of firm-level variables. Such a study would provide the empirical basis
for the boundary condition this study identifies in Sandberg's (2023) orchestration
framework, moving from a single-case illustration to a generalizable proposition about
the relationship between product characteristics and take-back logic.

Comparative research in other institutional contexts.

All three cases in this study operate within a Swedish institutional environment
characterized by strong regulatory support for circular economy adoption,
comparatively high consumer sustainability awareness, and an established ecosystem
of sorting and recycling partners. Whether the organizational practices documented
here, including manual compensation for IT incompatibility, trust-extended

governance partnerships, and brand-embedded CLSCO, transfer to institutional
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contexts with weaker policy frameworks, different consumer expectations, or less
developed circular infrastructure remains an open question. Comparative research
across institutional contexts, for instance between Sweden, Southern Europe, and
Southeast Asian manufacturing economies, would allow researchers to disentangle
which findings reflect universal organizational dynamics and which reflect conditions

specific to the Swedish environment.
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Appendix A: Interview Transcript — Kladdax

Interviewee: Sofia Lindberg, Business Analyst — Value Chain Analytics,
Kladdax Date: 22 April 2026 Duration: 50 minutes 36 seconds
Language: English Conducted by: Cem Taha & Sara Mohamed

22nd April 2026, 11:16AM
50 Min. 36 Sec.

Cem Wasim Taha

Cem Wasim Taha

Okay, cool. Well, thank you so much for coming. I'm just going to quickly read
something out for you so we know that everything is according to GDPR. So before
we begin, we would like to inform you about how we handle your data according to
the General Data Protection Regulation. This interview will be audio recorded with
your consent. The recording will be used solely for the purpose of transcription and
analysis as part of our master thesis at Sodertérn University, plus video, of course.
You will be identified in our research by role, not by name, ensuring your personal
and company anonymity. The audio recording and transcript will be stored securely
and accessed only by the two of us, Sara and me, as researchers.

Lindberg, Sofia
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha

The data will be retained only for the duration of the research project and deleted or
anonymized upon completion. Participation is entirely voluntarily and you may
withdraw at any time without consequence your consent, including after the
interview. Do you consent to being recorded and your responses being used for
academic research purposes.

Lindberg, Sofia
Yes.

Cem Wasim Taha
Great, awesome. Thank you so much.

74



Lindberg, Sofia
That's yeah. Yeah.
Mhm.

Cem Wasim Taha

To start off, though, we would like to ask you, can you describe your role in relation
to Kladdax take-back and second-hand initiatives? And how long have you been
involved in this work?

Lindberg, Sofia

Okay, | have been involved, it's four years now, and my role have sort of shifted a bit,
but I'm, how to say, I'm responsible for the daily work and the operations of the take-
back, that it works and that it's, how to say, that we have alignment in different
systems that Kladdax works with in other, like that the, we call it like the ordinary flow
that we buy from [various global production countries] and so on, so that we also can
use that kind of flows for the second hand initiative and the project that we have
worked on. So right now we're in a phase of more like aligning the second hand
business with the Kladdax business so that we talk the same language, use the
same systems and have the operations, how to say, running parallel, not in isolation.
Because from the beginning when | started, second hand was more like an initiative,
something that we explored and tested. So then the role was more, maybe, how to
say, it was more to test and we were in a small group of just people who worked with
second hand at Kladdax and exploring new business models, one can say. But now
I'm more a part of the buying organisation and second hand is one part of my role.
So, it's I'm not full time at working with second hand, so it's something that | had that
| do in combination with my other work.

Cem Wasim Taha
Interesting, interesting. Okay.

Lindberg, Sofia
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha

So you're also like, we saw in your sustainability report that you also have
partnerships like [an external online marketplace]. Are you also like in charge of
that?
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Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah.

That was a test that we did, but it was the people that worked with second hand that
did that test as well. So | was a part of that. So that was, how to say, when we collect
our garments in our take-back system, we use them either for selling in our own
stores, which is where we have come, | have to say, the furthest in exploration. And
then we had [an external online marketplace] as a test to sell online because we
have seen in other research and in like in society overall that Kladdax is a quite
known brand and it has a high secondhand value.

Yeah, so then we, [an external online marketplace] wanted to test if they can sell in
the second hand in our name.

Cem Wasim Taha

Interesting. Okay. So coming to like our first sub question that we have, we have two
questions here basically. So when coordinating the take back programme across
different parts of the organization, and with external partners like [an external online
marketplace], for example, but not only, what does the coordination work actually
look like in practise on a day-to-day basis?

Lindberg, Sofia

| mean, it's a lot of communication between different roles and identifying which roles
that should be involved because our organisation is quite big and it's, | mean, it's
been [running for several decades], but the second hand business is quite new and it
has to be, as | said before, integrated in the other business, but then we also need to
understand what kind of... Um... Yeah, what kind of alterations do we need to do in
the second-hand business or in our ordinary business and ordinary systems to make
them align. So it's both, | would say, a lot of system-related questions. So IT people
have been involved a lot because it's a lot about data and how to handle, handle
data moving through different systems, and...

And what else is there? Yeah, maybe also because we have a sustainability team,
but those are, they work kind of at a strategic level. And then we have our, how to
say, our different departments that work with the strategy in our daily work. So that is
also something that has been connected to the role that you have alignment on the
sustainability strategies. That is, that we might have some goals, how much do we
want to collect in a year or how much do we want to sell of second hand and so on
And. So, | don't know if it's a clear answer to the question, because it's, but it is like...
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Cem Wasim Taha
Oh, itis, itis, itis, yeah.

Lindberg, Sofia
| guess it's a bit, yeah, you are very, it's very cross-functional work that we have
done and that is that has been required.

Cem Wasim Taha

Okay, and so when you do this work with different teams, as you said, like how do
you align priorities since like different teams have probably different goals? Like how
does that work?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, that's a good question because that is where we have maybe stumbled the
most because it's, | mean, you can imagine being quite big company with like goals
that are on a high level and that are very like growth minded and so on. And then we
have second hand that is like small scale, something that has been tested and
maybe not be prioritised in terms of here we can see like we see a potential, but the
potential might be not tomorrow, but in five or 10 years. So | would say here at
Kladdax, we... To like to prioritise cross group, we have, it's called strategic
initiatives. So then, so we have kind of lifted second hand as an initiative that we
have, how to say, pitched to the leadership team. So then we, then it can be more
prioritised across different teams, because then it's lifted, or | have to say, so it's...

Cem Wasim Taha

And are these, yeah, are these, are these goals like, um, like long term? Are they
like, like on a strategy level? Are they like longer than five years? Are they on like a
under five year level? Do you like?

Lindberg, Sofia
Yeah.
Yeah, approximately 5 year, | would say. Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha
Approximate 5. Okay. Interesting. Okay.
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Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Can | ask you the second question? So what have been the most significant
challenge that you faced encountering like making the take by programmes like work
operationally? And how do you usually navigate through them?

Lindberg, Sofia

The most challenging part has been the kind of like IT structure and the systems that
needs to work to have this running. Because infrastructure, yeah. And to make it,
yeah, because we have, | mean, we have built a lot of systems that we use here at
[Kladdax], but they are built only from the, how to say, the linear system. So it's built
on like we create a product and it's created in a system and then we have an order
and that kind of like is the link to everything else. But on second hand, we have no
order, we have no product, we have the used products that we can identify as maybe
a baby body in size 56. So we are quite different in how we like start the different
flows and what kind of data we have access to. So that has been challenging, |
would say.

Cem Wasim Taha
Interesting.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

So, looking at Kladdax size and organisational structure. How do you, like this is the
sub questions for us, how do you implement and scale these initiatives compared to
what you imagine smaller or larger firms might experience?

Lindberg, Sofia

| think in smaller firms, it might be easier to develop quicker because they may not
have these established structure, established systems. They may be more easily
adaptable. And maybe | wouldn't, I'm not sure if they are more eager to take risk, but
maybe they are more eager to try and like learn from it. | feel that here we might be, |
mean, we have it ... We're not like hesitant to try and risk, but we are doing itin a
small scale. And we do it like | feel like it's um... It takes, my take of it is that it takes
more time for it to become something big when we have this large company already
established and already running and already focusing on sales targets and so on.
So it's a bit tricky to adapt the business model when you have it so established. |
think it might be easier when you're maybe a smaller company or a startup that you
can change structures and systems more easily.
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Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

And if you compare it to like a bigger sized companies, bigger than Kladdax, like how
compare it? Like, do you think they face in the same problems or do you think maybe
they found other ways or like how do see it?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah.

| mean, based on what we have seen, a lot of companies seems to be facing the
same issues and are moving in quite the same pace. But | guess it's also kind of a
qguestion of resources, like what resources are available both in financial and also in
like personnel. Like, do you have resources and time to spend on it? Because that is
what it will take to like actually put time and effort in to build something new. And
also to have, like, | mean, for us, it has also been important to have a, how to say,
input from customers and our like loyalty programme and so on. And that might also
be good when you are a big company, have a lot of customer base and can integrate
that. So yeah.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Mhm.

Cem Wasim Taha

Before we before we move on to the next, Sara, can | quickly like cycle back to the
IT systems that were mentioned by Sofia? Because | thought that was actually
because quite interesting because | read like a piece the other day ago that like kind
of supported that a little bit. Can you quickly like in regards of time, can you just
quickly summarise for someone who's not in your position what the biggest
challenges with the IT systems are. Is it because those systems are, yeah, just like,
like in connection to like the whole big operation and therefore they don't allow the
take back as much as you wish it would be or how is that?

Lindberg, Sofia
Yeah, | think it's...
How to phrase it? It's...

It's definitely related to that when we have these systems that are built for a linear
flow, we know exactly, we can go into the, like we have all the product data
available, we know everything about, like we call it like, | don't know if you know,
SKU.
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Okay, you like the, yes, you, so we know everything about the color, the size, who
have made it, what material it's in, and then when we are in our take-back
registration, we have a piece of garment and we can see the size and we can see
pattern and there might be a label that is like with the carrier instructions and so on.
But we have very much trouble to create a new SKU for that.

Cem Wasim Taha
Mhm.
SKU was single, just so we have it for the data.

Lindberg, Sofia
Sing, yeah, I'm not sure, yeah, but it's like the lowest level on products hierarchy, or
also it's...

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, it's the stockkeeping units, right? All right, just so we just so we have it for the
transcript.

Lindberg, Sofia

Units, yeah.

Yeah, yeah. So that is so very clear and it's the process in the systems and so on
are all built on that. And in the takeback, we have only like a product we can identify
it is a body and we have might have a size, but we have not any systems or how to
create new skills and all the product data that we need to like enrich it with. | mean,
we could build it, but it will take time and we will maybe need some Al or something
to identify a few things on the product. And are we really sure that it's still size 627 |
mean, has it been watched? Maybe It's not 62 anymore and so on. So it's, | mean,
there we have a lot of issues too.

Cem Wasim Taha

| can also, | can also see that maybe when you have like a certain dress that you
take back that shrunk, you don't know if it was like from the Kladdax side because
they used like subpar fabric maybe by accident or like someone just washing it at like
100 degrees instead of like 30 or 40 or whatever.

Lindberg, Sofia
Exactly. We don't know what have made the impact on the garment and so on. And
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we also have, | mean, when we take back the garments, we of course would like to
financially track them as like now we have this in store. And then how would we do
that on the lowest?

Cem Wasim Taha
That's very interesting.

Lindberg, Sofia
like SKU level when we are not so sure on all the product information. So that is also
something that we are looking into.

Cem Wasim Taha
Would you say that like the quality degradation could also be like a problem on the
profitability side?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, | would say. | mean, when we collect garments, we can access the garments
when they arrive. So are they in good condition? Are they in bad condition? And then
we have different kind of bad conditions and so on. So, | mean, we own, of course,
we want as much as possible in the good condition because then we can

Cem Wasim Taha
Mm.

Lindberg, Sofia

sell them for a good price as well. But it's of course what we put on the market is also
on us to have a good design and have good longevity and so on in our products and
good materials that can last long.

Cem Wasim Taha

But you can also like maybe understand that maybe if | need like a certain coloured
shirt for a photo shoot and | want to just like have it in the background somehow, |
don't care if like the backside is maybe ripped, right? So in that case, it would be like
the perfect product for me, but Kladdax would, or like not Kladdax, but as a
company, you might be afraid.
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That it might put you in a bad lighting when you sell, when you sell like really cheap
clothes for like, like that are barely wearable, yeah, that might be like a mismatch,
yeah.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah.

Exactly, and the...

Yeah, and of course, in the second-hand business, we have also had the market
team marketing team with us to like, do we want to have a second-hand concept that
is Kladdax and how should we like package that, or do we want to be more, like you
say, maybe more like a charity when they, where they take all kind of garments
conditions, all kind of product groups, and so on, but we have made like a second-
hand concept with which what we accept and how we access that this is a good
condition and so on, so...

Yeah.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

How do you really like measure that? Like how do you say like, okay, this shirt, we
can sell it back and this shirt, we cannot like put it on the market again. What'’s the
measurement?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah.

Yeah, we have some kind of, how to say, rules, but it's also because there are
people that access the garment, so it's individual, how they like think it's good or bad,
but we have like stains or if it's any holes or if it's just, | don't know, peeling and so
on.

That we don't approve. So it should be like, it should be washed when it arrives and
no signs of stains, peeling, no holes and so on. But then we have for the. so that is
like, okay, then we can sell it. And for the garments that we say, maybe we can't sell
it by us because we don't think it's Kladdax second-hand concept. So we have
different kind of this is like the worst condition and then it might be like stains all over,
it can have different holes and so on. So then we have, we're looking at some kind of
collaboration with recyclers and so on. And in between we also have a category that
is It's not sellable as it is right now, but maybe if it's washed, it can be sold again. Or
if it's like we have explored some kind of different washing methods that can remove
peeling and that can like bring colour back to life in garments. So that is also an area
that can be part of the take back program, even if the garments might not go back
directly to sales, that we can safe some of them to sales.
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Cem Wasim Taha
Before we keep on, Sara, do you know what question was answered last? Was it 4?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Yeah, it was a question. | can ask you the second question. Like Kladdax described
its approach as a pilot and test. How does that philosophy shape what you can and
cannot do? And what have you learned from the pilot so far?

Lindberg, Sofia

| mean, it phrases that we are in like small scale. We are selling in [a few] stores and
[the company] has total of [several hundred] stores. So it's, | mean, we're not full
volume, how to say, in how we act in our normal business.

And we are, | mean, the packages that we receive, we communicate them on the on
our app and in our web page, but it's not like in emails, it's not like you can see it on
the streets that you have, but that we have this kind of take-back program. So it's
small scale in terms of how we communicate that we have it and that we don't, like
we are only in as few selected stores. And we have, | think it's, Let me see. We are
locating the take back system in our warehouse, but it also like a small testing area.
So, I mean, if you are a part of the company, you would see that, okay, yeah, but it's
still just a test because it's so small in scale in, Like, all the different angles that you
can look at it.

Cem Wasim Taha

And what did the pilots teach you so far about like what works and what does not?
Like, how do you really like, | mean, you said that like most pilots has so far been on
small scale, but like, do you have a plan on like how to decide when something
should be launched like larger scale-ish?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, we have this kind of, like | said, we have, we work in initiatives and then we
have like these gates, like where you go from an initiative to being ready to scale.
And what we have learned so far is it's both learning concerning the take-back
programme in terms of how we need to organise the take-back, like in the ordinary
work.

Who should work there? What kind of education or knowledge is required? How
should we structure the take back? Like in terms of how do we store the garments?
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How do we, how to say, design the process? Do we take one package at a time? Do
we take several packages at a time?

Lindberg, Sofia

So a lot have been like related to maybe efficiency. How do we like design a good,
yeah, a good flow of the garments, but also good working environments for the
people that like stand and take or look at all the clothes and so on. And because it's
quite manual to take one garment.

Lindberg, Sofia
and then another and then another. So we have like some reverse moments.

Cem Wasim Taha
Can | quickly jump in? You said good flow. Do you have the fear because...

Lindberg, Sofia
Mm.

Cem Wasim Taha

| have like some um with BPMN (Business Process Model and Notation) and going
into companies and basically mapping their workflows. And there | thought a lot of
times the more progressive a division is, the more they are also like plugged away
from the, yeah, regular organisation tree and they are also in turn more progressive
organized, do you have to feel as well that this take back scheme, like that this whole
sustainability take back initiatives, like make the work in your company more
progressive, more bottom up for example, or something like that?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, | think we have seen that we have, since we have built this kind of product on
testing and evaluating every time or everything we test, and that can be, | mean,
assessed in the different or in different ... different, how to say, different stages in
what the other people do, especially in the warehouse and how they work and how
we rotate and so on. And how we, because we had a company, | don't remember
exactly what they work with, but they are a logistic team. So they were there to see
how can we like minimise all the handling of the garments because from a like
second hand perspective, you are like assessing the garments and then you like
maybe put it there and then you take all the other garments in that package and then
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you go to storing and then you store those garments, and then you go to pick it,
maybe to sell in a store, and you will put it down in a box, and then the store will take
it up. So it's a lot of handling of one single garment. And there we have taken a lot of
lessons from other industries that they had worked with. And that could also be used
in some of our ordinary flows.

Cem Wasim Taha

Interesting.

And can |, can | also like quickly ask, like, because for us, although this is like not the
regular make, wear, dispose cycle, | think what we still do is like measure it up to like
classic KPIs, which is among others, profitability. Do you think that at the moment as
it is right now, does that like, is it adding to the profitability of Kladdax, or is it more
like part of your sustainability goals, or maybe even both, or like how do you evaluate
that at the moment?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah. Right now, it's a part of both goals. So we have a sustainability goal that it's
like 1 tackles the second hand and circularity of Kladdax. And we also have
profitability goals. And those are related to like the business of second hand should
be this part of the company and so on. But we know that the, like when you're
looking at the secondhand business, you're also looking at, like you look at the other
business on the product cost and what is included in the product cost and how does
it compare to the product cost of our ordinary flow. Like is it profitable enough and
what are the costs involved? And | know that's ... We have the, like, we call it central
take back where customers send all the garments to us centrally. So we have one
location, but other companies in our industry have tested like customers can come
into the store where they collect the garments instead. So we have a, then we have
the cost of freight that the customer, we pay the fright of the packages. So that is
included in the cost for us. So that is something that has been discussed like is it
necessary? Yeah, or should we have both, maybe central and in stores? Because
what we have learned in the central system is that it gives us a lot of benefits when
we are sending out to the stores, because we can send like even volume, even
volume of [different garment types] and so on. We are not restricted to what a certain
store receives so we can send the same volume to each store.

But then, of course, there comes a cost, and there comes like... We have employees
that are hired that we pay salary to and so on. So it's, | mean, even if it's in a pilot
project, the costs and the profitability is assessed.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
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Would you say like that would be the biggest like challenge or like from like those
take back programs? Like would you say like the cost of like those small steps like
that would be a challenge that you?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, the handling cost is a challenge, | think. Or it's a challenge if you look at it from
a profitability perspective, because then it's, it was, you will see that it costs a loss
because it is a lot of manual handling involved. But then again, | mean, the profit
might not be here tomorrow, but maybe in 10 years where we can combine our
ordinary sales with secondhand sales and that the customers are really there. So, |
mean, from a sustainability perspective, if you ask the people here at Kladdax, they
are seeing this more like we are securing the future, but we are looking at, this might
not be profitable today and that might not be the goal today, but it should be
profitable in five years and 10 years. And then we have learned how to maybe take
down the costs or work differently with the flow and have, like | said, maybe we have
take back both in stores and both central. And so on.

Cem Wasim Taha

And then regular consumption models, scalability is usually like what drives up the
profits, right? Like making things hyperscale. Do you think it's the same, like
according to your learnings, do you think it's the same with take-back schemes and
sustainability? Like scaling the operations is like something that would make it
profitable in the long run.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, | think so. That is at least what is discussed here. But it should, but maybe
also it should be scalable to like a limit, maybe not the sky's the limit, but it should be
like in this level, then it's like, then it's enough, and then we will be pleased with it.
But yeah, because | mean, | think you know that the fashion industry is not maybe
the cleanest industry. So we need to do something to not produce so many new. And
can we like have a similarity in the products already produced and earn money on
that? Then we can still earn money as a company. Oh, but yeah, it requires that we
do some shifts.

Cem Wasim Taha

Yeah.

Because | think it's interesting because like somehow the scalability that you as not
only Kladdax, but also as like a fashion retail company, have as many people coming
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into the store and buying as much as possible as desirable, but at the same time,
you kind of like don't want this because then you would like have a bigger like CO2
footprint as a company. So | think that creates like really interesting tension in like
how you want to market things, how you want to operate things, right?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, | mean, yeah, one of our biggest challenges, | think, in all the companies in
our industry is like the tension between the goals of growing and the goals of
reducing our emissions. So how do we do that? And | mean, we don't need to
produce as much as we do today.

| mean, if we, if we are like frank, we don't need more clothes. We, so yeah, | think
it's a challenge, but | also think the second hand business should not be marketing
as something that is also just consumption, because that may also be a risk that you
consume in the same way, but you justify it like it's your second hand, but then you
should also like use the product for a long time, not buy it and sell it, because that
could also be a consumer behaviour that not might be sustainable.

Cem Wasim Taha

What | think is like a bit questionable a lot of times about like, like rebuying used
clothes basically is that | think it also sometimes leaves like a weird taste for me
because when | think about my friends who, for example, since you can probably
hear my accent, me being German, a lot of my friends come from like Berlin and
Cologne and like Munich, Hamburg, so like the biggest cities. And when like you
think about, oh, | want to make a deal, | want to get something fashionable for a low
cost, right? Then you go on to these into suburbs, into these secondhand stores,
usually from the Red Cross or something. And what | think is weird is like the like
people who can easily afford something a bit more upscale, like for example, like
Adidas or Uniglo or Kladdax or you name it, that they start buying like two euro pants
or two euro shirts for from maybe like taking that away from people who are maybe
like in a bigger financial like needs. And then I'm sometimes like wondering, okay,
this is, but this is also like something like social, right? | think like these take back
schemes and stuff there, yes, they should be profitable. At the same time, | think
there's also like a bigger social mission behind it somehow.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah.

Mm.

Yeah, and we have also discussed that, like, who, more like, who is the customer
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that we are looking for in this with this assortment? Like, we can we attract other
customers or sell this to customers that might not buy it in this today, because this...
| mean, one of the industry's biggest issues is also that we have a lot of sale, like in
the end of the seasons, we have sale on a lot of garments. And if we can sell
secondhand that are cheap, then we can support those families that might not have
the financial, economical resources to buy at full price.

Cem Wasim Taha
Who do you think is the customer of like Kladdax secondhand?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, that is a good question that we have, that we want to look into. Yeah, because
| mean, it's in, we have, like | said, | think, yeah, it's [a limited number of] cities in
Sweden where we sell secondhand and we have had the stores open. Like one store
has been open for a long time, and there we would like maybe think that the
customer or we think that the customer there is the like conscious customer. And
because it's in a location where a lot of conscious people live, like it's maybe, | don't
know, accurate to say that, but so then it might be like we buy secondhand because
it's the right thing to do in our community, like it's seen as trendy. But then in some
cities, we think that it's more like the customer that might not have the financial
support to by new clothes. And we can see that, | don't know if | said this in the
earlier, because right now we are only focusing on [a specific product category] and
they take back in the second hand. So then of course, | mean children need clothes
because they grow. So then we see like it's like, it's more like a need product when it
comes to children's clothes than when you compare with [other product segments].

Cem Wasim Taha

And, yeah.

And can | quickly ask, like, do you think, or like, have you, have you at Kladdax
talked about that maybe this could be seen as like a gateway to find new customers?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, and those customers could be, like | said, more like the secondhand customer
that like already buys secondhand, but in other stores, and also the customer that
maybe not shop at Kladdax.

Cem Wasim Taha
But will they will they shop at Kladdax one day? Like, will they will they go and buy
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like full, like full valued, like non-discounted clothes at Kladdax one day? Is that like
one part of the goal, or do you do you think it's just a nice byproduct?

Lindberg, Sofia

No.

No, | think it's a byproduct, but we are also wanting to know, like, because of course
we would our already existing customers to also find the second-hand assortment,
because those customers we already have, so we are also like trying to target our
own customers to buy both, maybe new and second hand. Yeah, in like 1 basket. So
they combine second hand with new clothes because that would also be a way to
like affect our customer behaviour from our already existing customers to instead of
buying new, they can buy second hand. But we can still like earn money on it
because they are shopping by us.

Cem Wasim Taha

So, yeah, so to summarize, like basically right now, it's more like depending on
where the Kladdax secondhand situation is, is situated, it's either like the more
ekonomi [Swedish: financially] conscious customer and like the more sustainable
conscious customer, OK, OK.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, yeah, yeah, | would say that. And then of course we have these, | wouldn't say
random customers, but customers that we don't know why they shop. Maybe it's
because they thought, oh, | really want this garment and it's again and | don't care.
So yeah, but we have seen some clusters in that conscious and the ... .

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Can | like ask you the last question? So if you could change one thing about how
take back programmes are supported, whether internally or by broader industry,
what would that be like?

Lindberg, Sofia

Mm. Good question. | mean, | think it would be too. Like. start testing but not to wait
too long to integrate it with the already running business and start involving people
from different departments early on. Maybe not that, oh, we need you here now, but
maybe we will need you in the future because we are working on this and this to like
prepare the organisation and different roles and different smooth, yeah.
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Cem Wasim Taha
So, like, smoother operations.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Yeah, this different department in Kladdax, like do they like usually like work together
like well, or like...

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, yeah, | would say that, but it's more like it's, | mean, in projects, it needs to be
clear what is like expected from different departments and different roles, like who is
the leader in this project. So that would also maybe be a lesson that it needs to be
like, not involve everyone at the right time maybe, but to like clean job to the different
departments or people when they are needed so that it becomes clear like we need
you now because you are expected to solve this from us and then we can move on
to this.

Cem Wasim Taha

But do you think that's also maybe because like the other arm of the company is, |
want to exaggerate a little bit right now, but because they're more stiff than like your
arm maybe is?

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, yeah. | mean, | will, | mean, we are an organisation that has been around for a
long time and a lot of people have worked here for a long time and they get used to
how we work and how, what their role is and so on. Yeah, so | mean, and this is
what we do secondhand. It's quite different. It's like testing and it's learning and it
has so it's a different kind of.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, probably like a lot of people do like this thing and then someone does that at
the same time.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, so they have exactly and they have their different like, okay, this is only my
part. | don't need to be involved there, but this what we do in second hand is quite
different approach.
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Cem Wasim Taha

Can | ask you like, we're quick because we haven't really touched upon it, but
usually it comes off quite a lot in the sources that we worked on. How about
regulation? Are like EU laws, are Swedish laws like somehow a big challenge in this.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, they are definitely like in our minds because we know that there will come
regulations. | mean, both from EU and national. | mean, the extended producer
responsibility will come. So that is kind of like the sustainability team departments
that have that role and to then inform further down what do we need to do and what
do we need to like change and what processes do we need to have.

Cem Wasim Taha
But it, but it doesn't really sound like you get like conflicted with that a lot of times in
your everyday work life.

Lindberg, Sofia

No, not right now. And I think it might be also that it's not super clear, like what is to
be expected yet. | mean, there's a lot of discussions of what could happen, but |
don't think, or we are on to different kind of initiatives, but we are not sure like what
should we really focus on, because we are not sure what will be like

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Okay.

Lindberg, Sofia

be like the most, how to say, the regulation that will affect us the most. But we have
a different role that are looking into it. We have a quality department, they are very
much affected and looking into different kind of regulations upcoming. Like do we
need to have this kind of recyclability assessment on our products when we put them
on the market? Or do we need to, what kind of information do we need to have on
our products? | don't know if you heard of the digital product passport that is coming.
Yeah, so those sort of things as well.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, like, yeah.
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Lindberg, Sofia 42:31
but not so much focus on it in the daily work right now.

Cem Wasim Taha 42:36
Okay, interesting. So, do you have like something else? No? All right.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 42:47
No.

Cem Wasim Taha 42:48
Okay.
| think me neither.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 42:53
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha 42:56
Can | also like just quickly since we got to a moment, it's like ask you like, how do
you think?

Lindberg, Sofia 42:58
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha 43:04

Since you get anonymized, like, how do you think...

Are you, are your positions like, what would you say? Are you positioned better or
worse than other companies when it comes to when it comes to the take-back
schemes on a profitability scale?

Lindberg, Sofia 43:20
Mm.

Cem Wasim Taha 43:21
Are you the wrong person to ask that, because you don't aren't controlling?

92



Lindberg, Sofia

I'm not so sure, but | mean, we do. | mean, in the fashion industry, there are a lot of
like projects that brings brands together and different kind of research initiatives and
so that's going on where we meet other companies and see what are their
challenges. Uh, how far have they they come, and so | think...

| wouldn't say that we are in the forefront, but | wouldn't say that we are in the back
either. | think we are like in the middle. Maybe some have come further, but some
have not started. So it's, yeah, | think we're in the middle. Yeah.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Because we understand it's important to like also make money out of the take-back
schemes, you know? So we just wanted like to understand more like deeply like how
is it like, you know, to make money out of it to not just being sustainable, but also out
of it.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, and | mean, for us, it has also been like an issue with, like, we are, how do we
price the second-hand garments to be like, how much can we sell them for to be
both fresh, but also to be like, it shouldn't be our original prices because they are
secondhand and so on. So that has been a question, how do, how far can we go?
Because the higher the price, of course, then we can make more money, but it
should also be like a secondhand price. So that is.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, but at the same time, you're not the Swedish Red Cross, right? You don't want
to give it out for free.

Lindberg, Sofia

No, exactly. And we do some kind of like when we do the assessment, it's kind of like
a... | don't know, but a quality stamp, like, okay, this is actually has been checked by
Kladdax and it's in good condition. So, yeah, of course, we would give a quality
cheque that should also be taken into consideration. Yeah.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Can | ask: What do you do when it's like a bad quality, something that you cannot
sell? Like, what do you do with that garment?
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Lindberg, Sofia

We store them as well. Like | said before, we either like treat them as, okay, this way
we need to find a recyclability actor for. So we have a lot of like bags with garments
that have still not been used or anything. And we have done some tests with, there's
a company in [Nordic country] and also one in [Swedish city] where we have sent
clothes for them to do some research on. And then we have this kind of like,
because it's the condition might not be so bad that it needs to go to recycling, but it's
not so good that we can sell it in Kladdax stores. So then we have different kind of
corporations with other charity. Charitable organizations, yeah, shared, yeah.

So, I mean, one focus from the beginning has been to like save all the garments that
we get to see what we can do with them, because we don't know what will also
happen in research. | mean, how maybe they will be in five years, we will have this
kind of like super good recycling technology that could take anything.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Yeah.

Lindberg, Sofia

and so on. And a lot of garments has also been used in different kind of yeah,
research projects that we have been a part of. Some with [Swedish Innovation and
Collaboration Company]. | don't know if you've heard of them. They do a lot of
different tests with different companies. And we have done some tests of our own,
sent some to a washing factory nearby. They have done some washing tests and so
on. And then also used a lot of garments and that's it, collected them in different
reasons. We'll say that this is pilling, this is maybe due to bad quality from beginning
and then we have invited the buying organisation and the designers to come and
have a look so that they can learn from.

Cem Wasim Taha
So like for internal research kind of. Okay.

Lindberg, Sofia

Exactly, for like internal feedback. Like we always see that there's a hole. I'd say
maybe it's near a bottom or near a drawstring or something. So then it could be like
useful for us as a company. So like, okay, that we need to fix. That has also been
like creating a feedback loop back to the designers.

94



Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Or it could be a new design, you never know.

Lindberg, Sofia
Yeah, exactly. Like, oh, maybe we can do this and that. So yeah, that was also being
good to have the design team and the designers a bit involved.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Can | ask also, like, there is for some companies, the sustainability department, they
face problems with, like, if there is a new initiatives for other departments to be like
on board and, you know, be a part of it. Does, like, does Kladdax face that kind of
problems? With, like, internally.

Lindberg, Sofia

Yeah, yeah, we have like this, | don't know, but we call it like to integrate
sustainability is also part of like internal goals, because it shouldn't be, or it's difficult
when it's just a strategy set by the sustainability team, and then someone here
should take care of it, but they don't know how or when or like how to do it. So that
has been a challenge for us as well, to make it clear and to involve more people.
and the right people to do it in the daily work. Because a lot of sustainability
challenges can be tackled in the product design, like we don't do this, so we do this,
then it could help the end of life and so on. So it has also been about educating.
Like designers and our buying teams.

Cem Wasim Taha
Okay.

Lindberg, Sofia
Mm.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
You, you have been helpful, like.

Lindberg, Sofia
Okay, that's super, yeah.
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Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 49:58
Just learn to.

Cem Wasim Taha 49:58
There was a lot to soak up.

Lindberg, Sofia 50:00
Yeah, maybe a bit a mix of all different things, but glad you helped. Okay.

Cem Wasim Taha 50:03

No, that was that was good actually. It's actually like really interesting because all the
struggles that you basically told us is like to 99% what we found in the literature. So it
was like very insightful to hear that like from someone who is in the driver's seat
basically.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 50:09
Yeah.

Lindberg, Sofia 50:13
Yeah, okay.

Mhm.

Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha 50:23
Okay, cool. | would, yeah, Sara, do you have any more questions? Because then |
would stop the recording.

Lindberg, Sofia 50:23
Very good that you...

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 50:29
No, | don't think | have any more questions. Thank you for answering all of our
questions.
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Cem Wasim Taha 50:33
Yeah, thank you so much.

@® Cem Wasim Taha
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Appendix B: Interview Transcript — Koko & Co

Interviewee: Emma Karlsson, Environmental Sustainability Manager,
Koko & Co Date: 23 April 2026 Duration: 44 minutes 5 seconds
Language: English Conducted by: Cem Taha & Sara Mohamed

23. April 2026, 04:03PM
44 Min. 5 Sek.

Cem Wasim Taha

Cem Wasim Taha

Okay, before we begin, we would like to inform you about how we handle your data
in accordance with the general data protection regulation. This interview will be audio
recorded and video recorded with your consent. The recording will be used solely for
the purpose of transcription and analysis.

as part of our master's thesis at Sédertdrn University. You will be identified in our
research by your role, not by name, ensuring your personal and company anonymity.
The audio recording and transcript will be stored securely and accessed only by the
two of us, Sara and Cem, as researchers.

The data will be retained only for the duration of the research project and deleted or
anonymized upon completion. Participation is entirely voluntarily, and you may
withdraw at any time without consequence your consent, including after the
interview. Do you consent to being recorded?

and to your responses being used for academic research purposes.

Emma Karlsson
Yes.

Cem Wasim Taha

Awesome. All right, to start things off, our first question out of six would be, could you
describe your role in relation to Koko & Co's circular economy initiatives, including
resale and take back?

And how long have you been involved in this work?

Emma Karlsson
So my personal role, you mean? Yeah. | work as an environmental sustainability
manager at Koko & Co and Lindqvist & Son, actually, since a year back. And I've
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been in this role for three years, or at Koko & Co for three years. And | work mostly
with all of our circular and environmental strategies and project executions.

So | help set us up for compliance, competitiveness, and finding good solutions to
work towards our environmental targets within the circularity space. So it's all about
finding the right partners for collect and resell and remake programs, making sure
that we have like an equal distribution of

commitment and value from our partnerships and trying to see how we can build on
that to further ameliorate the customer experiences and the performance of the
service.

Cem Wasim Taha

Okay, cool. Thank you so much for that. When coordinating the take-back programs
across different parts of the organization and with external partners, whether there's
a research platform, logistics providers, or others, what does the coordination work
actually look like in practice on a day-to-day basis?

Emma Karlsson

That's a good question. | mean, if we start by looking at how the collection actually
looks is that we only offer Take-back in our stores, in our physical stores. We do not
have any other ways today to send back through mail services, our customers. So
that's how we provide take-back services. And how that's done is we don't have, |
mean, we're a big medium sized brand, so we don't have too many stores, but it's
about setting up that process, getting physical places to store and have the take
back systems or the take back items, and then we usually send them with our
regular logistic flows to our select partners. So we don't have specific logistic
providers for take back. They're rather treated as a different kind of parcel or a
different kind of shipment within our ordinary logistics partner network. However, the
recipients are obviously different people.

and different organizations that we use for either reselling service or reselling
purposes, repairs sometimes, sending to outlets sometimes. So we have a flow that
we follow depending on the condition of the item. And

Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha

And the condition of the item, like it probably arrives at like a collection facility or like
storage facility, | imagine. How do you like do like the quality grading? Is that like a
manual selection? You just like collect it or?
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Emma Karlsson

Mm.

Yeah, | would say that it is a manual selection. | think everyone, when we do, when
we sort for reselling, it's most often returns that are in one way damaged, so that we
can guarantee that they haven't been frequently used, because if you have a collect
item in store, then obviously that looks different and has been worn over a long
period of time. And then we don't have a set scheme to like wash and repair and
restore, because it's very costly for the amount of profit that you get out of it in the
long run. But | would say that since we base our whole business on items and
conditions, and it's how we return value as a brand, then the people working with it
are quite good at detecting what is an acceptable level of defect and how can we, is
it worth making a small mend to be able to resell it again or will it be too costly? So
since we have

quite experienced staff, both in warehouses and in stores, that yes, it's manual, and
it's a bit person dependent. But overall, | would say that it works quite well, as this is
a key part of their daily work.

Cem Wasim Taha

Mhm.

Okay, interesting.

| might come back to that later, but for now, I'm going to go to the next question.
What have been the most significant challenges you have encountered in making the
circular initiatives work operationally, and how have you navigated them?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah.

There are so many things, always. | mean, setting up for like a process that's not
meant to be there from the beginning. | mean, now a lot has been in place for quite
some time, but it's everything from finding like a physical space to place things in the
store areas that are quite small to managing relationships with the sorters or other
partners where we have quite small volumes and getting them to accept that and
finding other partnerships with other bands to kind of get up to a volume
requirement. But also ensuring that all of the people involved in the collect scheme
has the time to make a condition shake, actually spend the time operationally on this
like logistic flows because it is them in the end that does the sending, does the
collecting, does the pre-sorting in our facilities. So it's everything from finding
physical space, time, educating on conditions, requirements, and then like who to
send, what to send to who. All of that | think is, they are not obstacles, but | think that
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needs to be solved. And then when it comes to working further along the line, like
further down the reuse recycling stages, when we have something that is deemed to
be in a condition that cannot be saved in any way and it's not worth sending it to.

to even a donation facility than sorting facilities today where you can send directly to
textile recycling. They have very high minimums on mass. So it's a lot of different
requirements from different partners.

Cem Wasim Taha

Oh, okay.

Okay, and how do you like navigate that? Like, is it like...

How do | say that? Is it like tides? | mean, you obviously, at Koko & Co, probably
have like certain goals within your company that you want to work towards, like, say,
like, let it be like sustainable and or monetary. When you navigate those
relationships with

collection partners or other platforms, other brands, like how do you like navigate
that like?

Emma Karlsson
Mm.

Cem Wasim Taha

Do you have there like a certain, do you like cling to towards your goals and you and
you basically say, okay, this is like Koko & Co, where you need to like push this
through? Or do you try to like set up like long-term relationships or is it like
something in between?

Emma Karlsson

Maybe something in between, if I'm understanding your question correctly, like, of
course, we have our own. | think commonly targets on collect can be a bit
contradictory because we want our products to live for a very long time. Of course,
we also have responsibility of the things that we put on the market.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah.
Mm.
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Emma Karlsson

But we also don't want to collect things for the sake of collecting them and
incentivizing a new purchase. So here | think it is like we have to really look all of our
goals all of the time. We have, of course, our North Stars and we know where we
want to go. But it's mostly, | think, related to the way we want people to manage our
products, how long we want them to wear them for. And | would say that when it
comes to collection then, and whether we work with long-term relationship with
partners, yes, | say that's having a well-oiled machinery in terms of collaboration with
partners and having partners that you trust in this quite sensitive area of textile waste
management. | think that's really one of the key things that is a big focus. So there
always.

| don't think the targets are contradicting one another, but it is some kind of mix
between like finding a good relationship with every partner that you need to be with
and then seeing like how much are you able, how much value can we as brands get
out of our product prior to it going there and then still keep everyone happy in the
very end. So it's a bit of a puzzle. So | will go with your a bit of everything answer.

Cem Wasim Taha

Mm.

Good. Obviously, | wanted to polarize it a little bit to get certain reactions. But what
we saw in our literature a lot of times was like the big fear of cannibalization. How do
you navigate that with the take-back scheme? Because, | mean, obviously, every
company wants to sell as much as possible, but on the other hand, every company
wants to be sustainable and offer as much value to the customer as possible, which
is, for example, being able to either... as from the customer point of view, give back
your clothes and maybe get like a certain incentive from that, or being able to buy
pre-owned Koko & Co or other textiles. How do you guys deal with that?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah.

| think in the best of cases, and now | will, | don't, | will also answer for Lindqvist &
Son a bit, given that | have the experience from their brand as well, and they host

their own preloved or second-hand service. Koko & Co works with a lot of different
partners when it comes to different stages of Take back.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, please.
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Emma Karlsson

But from what we see is that it's not that much cannibalization and it might be
because we have different customer groups in different areas. Also when we host
sample sales there and there a lot of people come, they're huge.

Cem Wasim Taha
Interesting.

Emma Karlsson

shop a lot because it's a lot cheaper, like it's also nothing that we notice a lot in our
stores around that time. So for us, it can depend on price range, it can depend on
who our consumer is, but we don't see that much cannibalization. | think we rather
see it as our promise to our consumers that since we promise our consumers that
we will sell clothes that have high quality, they will live for a long time, if we don't
then offer somewhere to find good pictures of your items so you can resell them
qualitatively or we don't offer you repair advice or repair like spare items, then how
would we live up to that promise? So | think it's more about meeting consumer
expectations here as well. Hello [to Sara].

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Hello, Sarah. Hi.

Cem Wasim Taha

For the protocol, Sara just joined into the conversation. Yeah, we're glad you could
make it. I'm already like around the half of the questions were answered, so I'm
doing like a little bit of follow-ups just so you know.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Thank you.

Cem Wasim Taha

Yeah.

So, basically.

Because from the interviews that we had before, this kind of what we feel like is like
a red thread that is visible throughout every company, that not much cannibalization
is actually happening. Would you say that's the, that the way how like the pre-loved
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items are being sold, do you think it actually is a gateway for new kind of customers
to come in and thinking that, oh, this company is so great, next time I'm going to buy
full price items or maybe first sale items and then all the way up to the full price?

Or do you think it's just like a nice to have?

Emma Karlsson

Both, | think. So both, as | mentioned previously, that | think it's part of our customer
promise and our product promise. But then, of course, we see, as we truly believe in
the qualities that we produce and this kind of long-lasting promise, then | think it's
also a way for us to meet other consumers that might get to know our products
through shopping us secondhand or shopping us remade or whatnot. And then
absolutely we see that as a way to get them into our world and our, not we don't
have a big ecosystem, but we see them as a way to get them into to our solutions, to
our partners and get to know us better. And of course, | think any brand would say
that like by getting to know us more, you obviously like us more and then you would
probably be more inclined to make your next purchase with us. And then, | mean,
that's branding logic. So | think bit of both here.

Cem Wasim Taha
So your experience basically says that it is financially like viable. It is like a, it pays
off, let's say it like this. Would you?

Emma Karlsson

| think.

I'm not sure if | would say that | have the numbers to prove it. | think we have the
sense. Yeah, | think we have the sense of it. And | think Lindqvist & Son, who has
put a lot of effort into actually creating second-hand concepts where they do remake
and everything, | think for them, it has been something that actually pays off. Like
after a while when it's all up and running, not in the very beginning.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, | mean, from your gut feeling or something, yeah.

Emma Karlsson

but that it's actually something that gives back. But | think it requires it to be within
your own premises. Like you need to own it to make money out of it, for real,
because otherwise there are too many people sharing the same piece of the pie.
Yeah.
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Cem Wasim Taha

Interesting. Okay. Sara, | would say we're going to move on with the questions so
that you're also up to speed.

Yes, so question number four: How does Koko case size and premium position
shape the way you implement and scale these initiatives?

Emma Karlsson

| think we already touched upon this a bit because obviously, like us being present in
Europe and especially in like Northern European countries, it obviously makes the
size quite manageable. It's not too big a shipments. Of course, we do sell, we do
only provide the services to people that are in proximity to our store networks, | think,
which is a which is a bit of a shame, but at the same time, | wouldn't want people
shipping items from Australia or the US to us either for it to just enter into back into
our ownership in a way. So | think size makes it manageable, but also difficult
depending on how you look at it. So we can't reach everyone, but we can absolutely
reach them.

absolute majority of all our consumers within our solutions. And then given like our
size and our price range and our branding, then | think as we spoke about before,
having like building our brand and building our products on the promise of longevity
and quality, that gives us certain requirements from the consumers. And that is
some, | think that's something that incentivizes us as a brand.

to also take it and run with it in a way that both makes us trustworthy and we stand
behind our word. So | would say it's very key, like our size and our place of being in
Europe and in the world, | think it's very key to why it's

quite easy to do what we do, but then you can also see limitations in terms of
partnerships. We are quite small, as we spoke about before, so sometimes we never
come up to economies of scale in terms of repair services, collect services, or sorting
for recycling for things that are completely damaged. So, |, it's it comes with both its
own incentives, but also the some of the some of the challenges.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah.
Okay, let me quickly check. Sara, do you have anything to add in that regard?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Uh, no, actually, um, listening right now.
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Cem Wasim Taha

OK.

All right.

Yeah, would you say premium brand identity creates specific expectations around
how circularity is communicated or operationalized?

Emma Karlsson

A bit. And maybe for more mid, | think it's a mid-range price point. Or it's more
specific to mid-range price point. | don't think that people expected the same level
when it comes to luxury brands because their value proposition is completely
different. But for us, yes. | think it's a big thing. We have, | mean, our customer group
is quite special. They're a bit older. They have lived and worn clothes a lot, and they
do expect a lot from the brand. So absolutely, | see it as one of the

Yes, it's something that really like the customers care about and are pushing us like
in that direction. And | think a lot of the brands within our range feel the same, and
especially the ones that are more targeted or have like an outspoken focus on
sustainability related topics. | think some get away with it more, even though they
have not get away with it, but | don't think that everyone noticed it as much for, like it
depends on what brand you are. | think [another premium competitor] probably has a
great collection and take back service, but | don't think that their customers wouldn't
necessarily require it. And that might be because they're not as outspoken in their
sustainability.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah.
Yeah.

Emma Karlsson
Like to to their to media and consumers, but that's it's just a guess now, | don't really
know, but it's different depending on brand, but | think this segment is quite...

Cem Wasim Taha

Mhm.

No, no, no, yeah, | get it, yeah.

Challenging in that regard. Interesting. Yeah.
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Emma Karlsson
Yeah.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

So, | was thinking of asking, Koko & Co circular journey they started and you guys
[nearly two decades ago] in second hand and have evolved gradually since then. So,
what has been the most important lesson for that gradual development? And where
do you feel the programme still faces unresolved challenges?

Emma Karlsson

It's a good question and I'm happy that you found a lot of our history because | think
it was so fun, like being one of the first brands in Stockholm to open a brand-led
resale where we just sold the taken back Koko & Co items and the consumers were
able to hand in their items to a specific store in Stockholm and it was fantastic. And |
think we lived a lot on that for several years and have had both those and the archive
stores and it has shaped the way we see second hands and what our consumers
expect of us, of course, in that regard. We did close down our last store that are sold
only second hand and archive pieces around COVID. So we faced, of course, like
physical space challenges, having enough footfall to cover for those costs and to
make the service valuable. So | think then what happened at the companies that we
started looking at, how did the consumers? How did they behave today? A lot of
brands went into having like white label online solutions since everything shut down
and so did Koko & Co. So we had for a while our own brand led site where you could
shop and sell only Koko & Co items.

And it was purely like consumer to consumer with a business layer in between, but
the shipments were all between the consumers. And then after it, it worked really
well in the beginning. And then after a while, seeing where the consumers went, they
started going to like multi-brand platforms where they could

sell all of their different stuff in one place. They didn't want to have like only
Patagonia here, Koko & Co here, H&M there, like in different sites. So | think then
what we've done today is that we've consolidated or that we started working and
partnering with platforms that allow our consumers to do that, not necessarily fitting
the need to own the solution all by ourselves. But rather making sure that the way we
communicate to our consumers around the circular journeys and what we feel is
most valuable to do with our products that that has that we have a solution to offer
them, even though it's now done in partnership with someone else. And | think going
forward, seeing now a second hand has become more and more physical, it's not
But again, it's not unsaid that we might get back into that space and see what we can
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do within our own operations and on premises again. So | think we have quite a
moving way of looking at this since it is purely consumer driven and it is something
that we would like that we want to offer in a convenient way to our customers as we
like to see them use that type of mentality when shopping. So it's a good question
because it has developed so much over the years and it's purely because of
changing habits.

Cem Wasim Taha

And can | quickly ask to that? | mean, you're talking about platforms that are
probably like, | mean, without having to drop any names, but just so that | know,
because I'm not Swedish. So it's probably like, kind of like, you're talking about
vintage, for example, or?

Emma Karlsson

Mmbh.

We collaborate with a platform that's called [a specialized external resale platform].
[Name of the app]. So they work with also like a mid-premium segment of
Scandinavian fashion where they also ...

Cem Wasim Taha

Right.

And how does, not with like may or my app specifically, but in general, how does the
work, the collaboration with those platforms or partners, how is that? Is that as
desired? Are there sometimes some hurdles or some challenges? Are there
sometimes like some miscommunication happening in certain regards or like does
Koko & Co have like different visions or goals than these partners or something like
that?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Like, what did he teach you?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah, no, but | think it's always with mai specifically, or like these partners in general,
it's quite easy to set up. | think we have the approach that we try to set things up as
pilot projects, more or less. So we do a testing period that enables us to.

to feel out like the collaboration a bit and so where we have pin points prior to
scaling. Big, obviously, with some of the partners that are not present in all of our
markets, which makes it a bit challenging. But otherwise, here it feels like a lot of the
time.The solution providers, repair partners, resell partners, whatnot, they were born
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out of the desire to fix a problem for brands and consumers. So usually | find it to be
quite efficient in the collaborations. But it is of course | mean, if you do a revenue
share model or something like that, then of course the economics incentives can
differ. And | think that's when, like we, how do you need to prove if you actually as a
brand do drive traffic, do it like support the feeling of the of the service in any way.
And | think finding a good balance in that, yes, that's difficult. But | think as we've
been starting out now, a lot of the partners that do resell or offer resell services,
they've also been keen to take market share. And | think then all interests have
aligned, at least for a bit. | think it's going to be more competitive and more like
numbers driven going forward. But | think as online resell has grown the way it has
and that so many players have been popping up on the market for so many different
services, then | think market share has really been one of the things that has been
the focus for them. And in that way, | think finding alignment on priorities has been
quite simple.

Cem Wasim Taha

But it doesn't really sound like sustainability is in the forefront there, right? | mean, it
sounds it sounds to me like the partnership at 1st place is more like monetary
incentivized, right?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Yeah,

Emma Karlsson
For the resell partners or for us or both.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha
Both.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
both.

Emma Karlsson
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Okay.| think that it would like our way of looking at it is that it would, and | mean, this
is not an argument that you can use. So don't quote me on this, but it is like probably
the items would be sold anyway. Like when something is resold or it's already
someone that has decided to resell it. And when it comes to what you do when you
want to get rid of an item as a consumer, either you sell it to someone else, you
donate it, you throw it in the trash, like you only have so many options. And we
believe that if we make a seamless customer experience with a partner that would
lower the threshold to resell something compared to throwing it in the bin, then we
are prolonging the life of that item. So even though, like, yes, when | talk about how
we collaborate with the resell partners, yes, it might sound very economically
incentivized, but that is, | think, because that partnership kind of is.

Because the thought of it, like the whole idea behind the partnership is to make it
simple and you make it simple by allowing more people to join in and more people to
sell it. Then you can talk about all of the negative consequences of people buying
things to resell them and they don't care so much about what they buy because they
can be a bit spontaneous, because they know that they can resale it. But that's a
completely different question, | think, at this stage. But so yes, it might sound
economic, but it's all based on like scaling something that is more sustainable than
what the alternative solutions would be.

Cem Wasim Taha

And when we talk about platforms and stuff, they obviously run on software. When it
comes to software internally, though, in some of our interviews, we had a lot of times
one of the biggest internal challenges being that the software is not

made for, yeah, circular economy for taking back clothes. Do you face like the same
problem internally?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah.

Yeah, absolutely. | think obviously everything that comes to logging old items, having
singular SKU inventories, like all of those things, | think we are in the same seat as
everyone. It's system-wise, it's very much built on linear economies.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Emma Karlsson
not really like loyalty and life spanning like initiatives. So yes, | can only agree.
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Cem Wasim Taha

Mhm.

Okay, interesting.

Yeah, coming to our next question, if you could change one thing about how take
back and resale schemes are supported, whether internally or by broader industry,
what would that be?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Like for example, is there something about the regulation, consumer behavior or
technology or internal organizational support that you wish were different?

Emma Karlsson

Mm.

It's a very difficult question and it's a very good question. | want to change a lot of
things.

Cem Wasim Taha
Mm.
What pops to your mind at first when you think about that question?

Emma Karlsson

My first thought, but that's because it's one of my biggest interest, is that | would love
to see like better collection and like value valorization of items that are collected for
anything. Like it can also be for fiber sorting and whatnot. | would really love to see
like the whole thing coming into practice because now | feel like sometimes we are
sorting to fill an empty void that doesn't have a solution somewhere, which | think is
like the system is a bit broken and it is. And | would just love for the system not to be
broken. | think that would be my first answer to actually have solutions for everything
where you actually get to monetize and valorize all of the all of the value that are in
the items so that we could like close the loop a bit of our resource use in the very
end because | think that's where we're getting at with all of this. How can we keep
things?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Oh.
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Emma Karlsson

in use for a longer time and then when they're not in use and can't be used anymore,
how do we make the most of it? And right now | think we're doing okay. Like we're
getting there. We're working on solutions that like ticks all of the boxes or ticks some
boxes in the very start of this journey, but we still don't have that way of getting it
back.

And I think that's where, like, my my one, if | had one silver bullet, that's where |
would place it, but if you want a more resale.

like a more resale targeted answer, it would probably be to, and that would be more
like egoistical right now. | think it would be to have.

To have more demand for.

And like to change the customer behaviors to see uniqueness in individuality, like in
several pieces, because | think there's something about the shopping experience in
like a regular store that doesn't really like where the second hand pieces, they don't
really fit. So then the consumers, they don't, they stay away from it a bit. They're not
always curious to go in and watch. And | think having those, like, | think it comes
from having separate pieces that kind of feel a bit lonely or out of place and just
making everything that is secondhand feel in place in the same environment as
linear production. | think that would be.

A really nice fix for a lot of logistical problems.

Cem Wasim Taha

Alright.

Yeah, sounds interesting. | personally think that...

a pre-owned piece also like has so much charm and there's a reason why it's like
pre-owned, right? Do you think it's like sometimes like a challenge to communicate
that a little bit? | mean, to pose another provocative question, you're sitting in the
office and you're not with the customer in the fitting room looking behind their
shoulder. You don't know what's really happening at the store right now. So how do
you try to like translate this like feeling that you have this passion for the charm of
pre-loved items? Right into the fitting room. Like how do you think, do you, or | don't
know, is that something you have active control over? From your position within the
company or is it like something like a marketing person does?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah, so | would say that, like, I'm not, | think that we have a lot better sales people
than me. | think that what | can do when what we like when we have worked with
resell and repairs in store is to educate our fantastic store personnel. | think they are
they are hired to be experts on meeting people, telling stories about our items, telling
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the story about who we are. And | think that creates this emotional value also of the
product that you're buying. And I think it relates to whether you buy it new, but
especially if you buy it secondhand, and it has that story behind it as well. | think
here, one thing that we could come back to is the difficulty about telling that story of
the item. If we have systems that

maybe don't, like how do you collect that information and how does that item carry it
with it until, so that that story can be conveyed until its next owner. But | would say
that for me, it wouldn't be me doing the most, like | wouldn't be the one to sell it and |
think we would be in a tough position and people much better than me. But what we
could do when doing this is absolutely getting people in the stores excited, working in
the stores and getting them excited about this and seeing what to drive, what are
their needs, what are consumers looking for and how do we kind of cater that
towards second hand and how do we translate that into second hand. That | think
would be the solution to kind of create that excitement in store and in the fitting
rooms.

Cem Wasim Taha
Yeah.
Uh, Sara do you have another question? Otherwise, | would like shoot one out.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Yeah, you can, you can ask.

Cem Wasim Taha
Cool, thanks. Yeah, regarding the quality grading that you talked about.

Emma Karlsson
Yeah.

Cem Wasim Taha

| personally.

thought about it being like quite a sticky situation because | mean, sometimes you
have a customer who wants just something pre-owned for a photo shoot and maybe
they just have photo shoot from the front so the back can really be ripped up, like the
customer doesn't care in that moment. Sometimes someone wants something for
just like one event, something that looks green in a certain green color that, for
example, is hanging in your pre-loft section. Also just needing it for like one time and
sometimes someone wants a jumper for 20 years or something from the pre-loved
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section. | think this, that there are seamless, endless possibilities of needs that a
customer can have when wanting to buy pre-loved items. | think that makes it as like
a seller really hard sometimes to know what kind of quality grading is acceptable for
the customer and which one is not. Do you internally have like certain like goals or or
like visions towards that? Like how do you know if equality is acceptable for [Koko &
Co?]

At the same time, what kind of like price is good or acceptable? Like how do you
position these pre-owned materials?

Emma Karlsson

| think that's, It's very difficult to cater for everyone's need. And we don't have a set
rule for this, but | would say that in general, when we do these types of guidelines,
we try to base it on like thinking a bit 80-20. If we can cater for 80% of all the needs,
then that would be quite a simple effort. Then if we try to cater for everything, then
that would be a huge effort, of course. | think we would never have a t-shirt with a
trashed bag, because | think that one, the customer that wants it for that photo shoot,
but that might just be one person. It's more likely that someone would buy something
with a makeup stain, or that has a repair in the seam. But maybe no one would buy
something that has like moth holes in the middle of the sweater, so yes, | think
condition is tricky. You don't know what the customers are expecting and what
tolerance grade they're at. However, for our consumers, | think having like whole
items that they and that look, they are clean and that feel clean is quite a good
baseline. And then they can, if they are still in some areas, then we can obviously fix
that with smaller, with washes or smaller repairs or whatnot. But |, so | understand
your question on condition. And | think here we as many others kind of need to make
it, make the complex simple if we can. And | think we base it on what our consumers
would buy.But then maybe that closes us off to another consumer group that might
have a bigger tolerance. And | think that's left for us to learn. But at the moment, |
think going into if we were to expand in our stores to have secondhand retail again,
then | think the ones that would be buying would be our consumers. So it would
make sense as a start and then | think we can always test that grid of tolerance as
further along will we go and the more we learn about the secondhand consumer as
well.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Can | just add to Cems question? So you said that there was standard that you guys
have, like some things that you cannot sell, for example, if it has a stain or if it has
like holes in the clothes. So like, what do you do with those clothes that you cannot
resell or like you cannot do anything with?
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Emma Karlsson

Here we try to find partnership with directly with textile sorters. You probably read the
news last year when we introduced textile sorting and it all went to sorting,
regardless of whether it's your old underwear or your broken sock or whatnot. So we
have partnerships with like charities and donations, but to them also recognizing
their efforts here. We don't need to us sort it once and them to sort it again. So we'll
try to everything that's too broken to be used again or that's really worn out or so
there we find collaborations with different

partners that do textile recycling directly. And | told cem in the very beginning of this
interview as well that here we as a smaller brand have quite big challenges because
all like the textile sorters that are in place today, they usually only take quite large
quantities. So here we try to team up with other brands and the co-work so that we
can collectively like save it up in a pile for a very long time. And then when we have
like the required amount, then we can ship it. But it's very seldom that we get. |
mean, it's not seldom that we get those items, but we don't get them at scale.

So, it's not a lot, it's not a lot to manage, so it's quite seldom that we that we use this
partnerships.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Yeah. And when you compare the cost of collecting those items with the profit that
you're like making, like, do you think it's like a profitable with this like take back
programs or do you think like it's kind of barely making it through or what do you
think? Is it like a challenge to make it like profitable also?

Emma Karlsson

Yeah, | think for take back for recycling, it's not profitable at all. For the other ones,
yes, | think both the resell and remake can have really big profitability potentials,
especially if it's done in-house, doing it with partners, | think limits that potential. And
then | think there are values that you don't really see.

when it comes to loyalty, brand perception that drives the overall value for the brand,
but that can't necessarily be directly connected to like one specific thing. But | think
it's part of our bigger brand promise and the brand DNA.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
Do you have another question Cem?

Cem Wasim Taha
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All right.

Uh, yeah, we we kind of like uh talked about that in the beginning, but no worries, all
good. Um... Yeah, | think, | think that would be it, like.

Do you have any other questions Sara?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed 44:01
No, | don't think.

Cem Wasim Taha 44:05
Um...
Yeah, cool. Yeah, thank you so much. | would like stop the recording now then.

@ Cem Wasim Taha
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Appendix C: Interview Transcript — Pretty Legs AB

Interviewee: Maria Bergstrom, Product & Sustainability Manager, Pretty
Legs AB Date: 08 May 2026 Duration: 14 minutes 24 seconds
Language: English Conducted by: Cem Taha & Sara Mohamed

8. Mai 2026, 11:07AM

14 Min. 24 Sek.

Cem Wasim Taha

Cem Wasim Taha

Well, thank you so much for coming. I'm just going to quickly read something out for
you so we know that everything is according to the GDPR. So before we begin, we
would like to inform you about how we handle your data according to the General
Data Protection Regulation. This interview will be audio recorded with your consent.
The recording will be used solely for the purpose of transcription and analysis as part
of our master thesis at Sédertdrn University, plus video of course. You'll be identified
in our research by role, not by name, ensuring your personal and company
anonymity. The audio recording and transcript will be stored securely and accessed
by only the two of us, Sara and me as researchers. The data will be retained only for
the duration of the research project and deleted for anonymization upon completion.
Participation is entirely voluntarily and you may withdraw at any time without
consequence your consent, including after the interview. Do you consent to being
recorded and your responses being used for academic research purposes?

Maria Bergstrom
Yes.

Cem Wasim Taha

Great, thank you so much. Yeah, to start off, we would like to ask you, can you
describe your role in relation to Pretty Legs AB, take back and secondhand
initiatives?

Maria Bergstrom

So my role is a product manager and sustainability manager. So | handle everything
from design to product development to sustainability issues. And in terms of the
take-back system, I, It's not one of my biggest like priorities, of course, because this
is something we do, as | said, this is not something we earn money on, to be clear.
So this is something we do for to make sense of our business model and create a

117



circular system and this takes time. So we're building up step by step and increasing
our goals and so what | do exactly is that | make sure that we have an inflow of old
stockings and also that we are using the old stockings, for example, the tables that
we are making and also for artists if they want to, like small artists that want to make.
get some art out of all tights. I'm also a contact for them. And if we do collaborations,
we have a big collaboration coming up quite soon with a talented designer, then |
also have the contact with that person. So it's both both ways in flow and out.

Cem Wasim Taha
Interesting. How long have you been running that?

Maria Bergstrom
For 1 1/2 years.

Cem Wasim Taha
How is the take-back scheme coordinated across different internal functions, for
example, between sustainability, operations, and sales?

Maria Bergstrom

So | would say sales are not included at all. We're a small team. We are only six
people in the office, so we're small. So | coordinate with the wholesalers, for
example, and also the partners that we are working with to take back old tights.
That's on my part and arrange it to get to our warehouse. But then we also have
customers, end customers sending back. All tights and that's handled by the
customer service.

Cem Wasim Taha
Okay.

Maria Bergstrom

Yeah, and then we also, sorry, then we also have initiatives like with [Swedish
Innovation and Collaboration Company]. So they, yeah, we have initiative with them.
So they are also collecting for us. This is quite new, but they also define streams that
have bigger inflows.

Cem Wasim Taha
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Regarding the [Swedish Innovation and Collaboration Company] part, do you work
together with other, so to say, competitors as well there?

Maria Bergstrom
No.

Cem Wasim Taha
You work only with [Swedish Innovation and Collaboration Company] together.

Maria Bergstrom
Yeah, together with the some other different organizations, yes.

Cem Wasim Taha
Okay, interesting. Yeah, who are your main external partners involved in reverse
flow and how do you manage these relationships?

Maria Bergstrom

So you mean like, for example, the retailers and so, yeah, yeah, it's quite tricky,
actually, because when you go into a partnership and it's very attractive to have this
take back system. But in reality, it's quite hard to get it to work. So even though
everybody has a good will to make it work, in the end, it's the customer that need to
understand that they should bring their old tights back to the shop, for example.

To gain something maybe or maybe not. And just wearing tights might be a very
small part of your wardrobe. So it doesn't, it's a little bit tricky, but it also makes a lot
of sense because tights are delicate material. They break, even though we make the
best we can, they will break because it's very light material. And it's also mixed with
elastane, which is difficult to recycle. So it makes a lot of sense to take them back to
make something else out of it.

Cem Wasim Taha
Hey, Sara, do you have any follow-up questions to that?

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed

Okay, so | had a question. When you are coordinating the take back like programs
across different parts of the organization and with external partners, whether it is a
research platform, logistic providers or others, what does the coordination work
actually look like in practice a day like from day to day?
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Maria Bergstrom

So, yeah, it's quite simple. They, if it's a retailer, they collect like bigger boxes, and
when the box is full, they send it to our warehouse. And for the end customer, we, |
think we say that collect at least five pairs and then send to us, so it's so we don't we
don't want to have a lot of frights, of course, so, so, so that's we collect them in the
warehouse, so that's more or less how it works.

Cem Wasim Taha

And can you walk us through what happens when a product gets returned from the
moment it arrives back from collection through sorting to final destination, which
could, for example, be an artist? Where's the biggest coordination challenge in that
journey?

Maria Bergstrom

Mm. From where, when we used all types from that part, or yeah, so | would say the
challenge is to have the right material for the thing that are going to use it for, so
when an artist creates something. They don't want to work in blind. So they want to
know the textures, they want to know the colors. And if they are not making one of
each, if they make several, they want to know they have enough material to make all
these in the same color and same texture. And that's a big challenge. Because
mainly we get black tights back. Because that's what's selling the most, yeah. You
know, we had the challenge of finding the right color for the artist we were working
with now, because she choose white, nude, and brown colors. And she also found a
dotted version of a tights that she liked a lot, but we only had one. So yeah, so then
you have that working with the creatives, you also have to make them understand
that this is a waste material. Yeah, so you have to adapt a little bit, but it's also
explaining to the customers. This is one of a kind. The other one will not look the
exact same because they're working with the waste material.

Sara Abdirahman Mohamed
So how do you do the quality grading? Basically, when a customer brings back a
product, like what kind of quality grading do you guys do?

Maria Bergstrom

We don't.

We take back everything, all brands. So we don't, yeah, we just, we pile them up, we
save everything. And then when we make the tables, for example, it's 500 pairs in
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one table. And it doesn't matter if they are sanitized or dirty or different colors, it
doesn't matter.

Cem Wasim Taha
That's probably due to the nature of the product, right? Because it's, yeah, not
cotton.

Maria Bergstrom
No, exactly, it's melted because it's the plastic, so it melts.

Cem Wasim Taha

One quick question. When the clothes come back, is there an IT challenge as well?
Because we spoke mainly to other retailers who were mainly selling cotton clothes.
So not from the material that Pretty Legs AB uses. Is there a big challenge with, for
example, categorizing the incoming material as, for example, using SKUs, numbers
or do you not have such problem?

Maria Bergstrom
No, no, we go by weight.

Cem Wasim Taha
Ah, okay, interesting.

Maria Bergstrom
Yeah, yeah, yeah. So what we collect is like kilos.

Cem Wasim Taha

Okay.

Yeah, so does it get like a shipment number added with like by kilos or how does it
look like?

Maria Bergstrom

Yeah.

Yeah, we we just we collect like when we have a bunch, we weigh it and then we...
What's the English word? | don't know. We just state how much it is. So, so we know
like, like a bookkeeping thing. So we know how much we collect and how much we
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get out. So that's a big different working with, like, taking back clothes with a higher
value. The old stockings don't have a value.

Cem Wasim Taha 13:35
Yeah.

Maria Bergstrom 13:48
Sorry, | just need to say that our time is out and I'm really sorry because | have lots
of deadlines today, so I'm really...

Cem Wasim Taha 13:50
Thank you so much though.

Maria Bergstrom 14:00
| hope you can use anything.

@® Cem Wasim Taha
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