Sustainable Development and Globalization

Background

Globalization — the increasing interconnection of national economies, cultures, and populations
— has defined the world economy in recent decades. For the past several decades, a global
economic order built on trade and interdependence has spurred robust growth and improved
living standards around the world (the-esg-institute.org). In parallel, the concept of sustainable
development has risen to prominence, aiming to balance economic advancement with
environmental stewardship and social well-being. In 2015, the United Nations launched 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a universal agenda for 2030, ranging from poverty
eradication and quality education to climate action and inequality reduction. However, progress
has been mixed. As of mid-2023 — the halfway point — the world was not on track: only about
15% of SDG targets were on course to be met, whereas 48% were lagging and 37% showed no
progress or even regression (nature.com). This shortfall underlines the urgent challenge of
aligning globalization with sustainable development.

Globalization’s impact on sustainable development is often described as a double-edged sword.
On one hand, global integration promotes efficient resource allocation, knowledge sharing, and
technological diffusion that can support economic growth and environmental solutions. For
example, global trade and communication networks help spread eco-friendly technologies and
best practices in healthcare and education to developing regions (nature.com). On the other
hand, globalization can exacerbate sustainability challenges by accelerating consumption,
resource extraction, and pollution. A globally linked economy often means higher material
footprints and carbon emissions (due to expanded production and long-distance transport),
potentially pushing environmental limits (nature.com). These contrasting effects set the stage for
examining globalization’s impacts across the economic, environmental, and social dimensions
of sustainable development.

Key Issues

The interplay between globalization and sustainable development can be analyzed through
three key dimensions:

e Economic Dimension: Globalization has driven economic growth and lifted millions out
of poverty by enabling trade, foreign investment, and access to international markets.
Greater openness has historically narrowed the income gap between nations and
improved living standards in many developing countries (the-esg-institute.org). Trade
has been a critical instrument in global poverty reduction and has helped many countries
integrate into the world economy (the-esg-institute.org). However, the benefits of
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globalization are unevenly distributed. Within countries, certain industries and workers
face job displacement or wage pressures when exposed to global competition, which
can widen income inequality without adequate safety nets or retraining policies
(the-esg-institute.org) . There is evidence that while globalization boosts overall GDP, it
can also concentrate gains among skilled workers or multinational firms, leaving others
behind. Additionally, aspects like financial globalization introduce risks — volatile capital
flows and speculative investments — that require careful management to avoid
exacerbating economic disparities or instability (nature.com). In summary, economic
globalization provides opportunities for growth and development, but it also poses
challenges in ensuring inclusive and equitable growth across societies.

Environmental Dimension: Globalization affects the environment in complex ways.
Increased global connectivity facilitates the spread of green technology and
environmental knowledge — for instance, renewable energy technologies and
pollution-control innovations can diffuse more rapidly when nations collaborate and trade
freely (nature.com). International cooperation (such as global climate agreements) and
trade in environmental goods are crucial for tackling issues like climate change.
However, globalization also intensifies environmental pressures by enabling mass
production and long-distance supply chains that contribute to pollution and resource
depletion (nature.com). The demand for goods in a global market often leads to higher
energy use, greenhouse gas emissions, and waste. For example, the global fashion
industry, a product of worldwide supply and demand, is now the second-largest
consumer of water and is responsible for about 10% of annual global carbon emissions
— more emissions than all international flights and maritime shipping combined
(earth.org). Such statistics highlight how a globally networked consumer economy can
strain planetary boundaries. Shipping goods across continents burns fossil fuels, and lax
environmental regulations in any part of a multinational supply chain can result in
pollution that impacts the whole world. These realities underscore the need for strong
global environmental governance. International agreements and standards — from the
Paris Climate Accord to cross-border pollution regulations — are essential to ensure that
globalization doesn’t undermine climate and ecological sustainability. Indeed, the
fragmentation of trade or retreat from cooperation could make environmental problems
worse; studies indicate that a fractured world would hinder the spread of clean
technologies, whereas continued global trade can accelerate the transition to renewable
energy if aligned with smart policies (the-esg-institute.org). In short, the environmental
impacts of globalization must be managed through collective action, innovation, and
enforceable standards to support sustainable development.

Social Dimension: The social effects of globalization are multifaceted, touching on
quality of life, equity, labor conditions, and culture. Globalization can improve access to
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education, information, and essential goods, contributing to social development. For
example, developing countries have benefited from access to affordable medicines and
knowledge through global trade and connectivity (nature.com). Global supply chains also
create millions of jobs in emerging economies — the growth of export industries (from
textiles to technology assembly) has provided livelihoods and improved income for many
communities, especially in Asia and Africa. In these ways, global economic integration
has promoted social advancement and has been “a critical instrument in poverty
reduction”, helping to narrow global income disparities (the-esg-institute.org). However,
globalization also poses significant social challenges. A major concern is the exploitation
of labor and poor working conditions in parts of global supply chains. Companies often
outsource production to countries with lower labor costs and weaker regulations, which
can lead to worker rights abuses (such as sweatshop conditions or child labor) if
oversight is lacking. There have been numerous instances of factories supplying global
brands that violated safety standards or paid sub-poverty wages. For example, in the
apparel and fast-fashion sector, some suppliers have been found breaking labor laws
and endangering workers, prompting corrective action (reuters.com). Additionally,
globalization can disrupt traditional communities and cultures — local industries can
decline under competition, and cultural homogenization may occur as global media and
brands spread (nature.com). Social inequality between and within countries can be
exacerbated if only a fraction of the population reaps the gains of global integration while
others are displaced or left without support. These issues highlight the need for robust
social safeguards: international labor standards, corporate social responsibility (CSR)
commitments, and inclusive policies (e.g. retraining programs, fair trade initiatives) are
all tools to ensure that globalization’s social benefits are widely shared and its harms
minimized. The social dimension thus challenges leaders to manage globalization in a
way that promotes equity, cultural respect, and human well-being.

Analysis

Balancing globalization with sustainable development is a complex task of maximizing synergies
and minimizing trade-offs across the economic, environmental, and social domains. A growing
body of research suggests that globalization can be compatible with sustainable development
under the right conditions. A comprehensive 2025 study analyzing 149 countries found that
higher GDP per capita and greater integration into the global economy tend to correlate with
better overall performance on the SDGs, whereas rapid unplanned urbanization and large
ecological footprints correlate with worse performance (nature.com). In other words, countries
that are wealthier and more globalized often have the resources and knowledge to invest in
health, education, and cleaner technology — leading to higher SDG index scores — while
countries strained by breakneck urban growth or heavy resource consumption face setbacks.
Crucially, the same study emphasizes that economic growth and globalization can support
sustainable development if their detrimental effects are effectively mitigated (nature.com).
Mitigation means implementing policies that, for example, curb pollution, ensure fair wealth
distribution, and guide urban development, so that the benefits of globalization are not
overshadowed by environmental degradation or social upheaval.
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Good governance and international coordination emerge as deciding factors in this equation. It
is evident that global challenges like climate change, pandemics, or financial crises cannot be
solved by nations in isolation — they require cooperative solutions that globalization makes
possible. Organizations such as the United Nations and World Trade Organization (WTQO) argue
that rather than retreating from global integration, the world needs a more inclusive and
managed form of globalization to address these challenges. The WTO’s World Trade Report
2023 introduced the concept of “re-globalization” for a secure, inclusive, and sustainable future
(the-esg-institute.org). This approach advocates not a reversal of globalization, but a
reinvigoration of it: integrating more people, more countries (especially developing and
marginalized economies), and more pressing issues (like climate action and inequality) into the
global trading system. By doing so, the global community can share the benefits of trade more
equitably and coordinate on solutions to environmental and social issues. For example, freer
trade in environmental goods (such as solar panels or electric vehicles) and services can
accelerate the green transition, and diversified supply chains can make the world economy
more resilient to shocks (the-esg-institute.org). Proponents of this view warn that a turn toward
protectionism or fragmentation would likely stymie economic development in poorer countries
and impede collective actions on climate change. International cooperation — through
agreements on carbon reduction, biodiversity, labor rights, etc. — is thus seen as vital to steer
globalization in a sustainable direction.

At the same time, there is recognition that unchecked globalization and growth can undermine
sustainability if left to market forces alone. Critics note that endless pursuit of GDP growth fuels
resource depletion and emissions on a finite planet, and they question whether true
sustainability is achievable under the current growth-oriented paradigm (nature.com). Some
economists and activists advocate for alternatives like the degrowth movement or circular
economy principles, which call for consuming and wasting less, redistributing wealth, and
prioritizing well-being over output. These perspectives highlight the need to reform how we
measure progress (beyond just GDP) and to ensure that global economic integration does not
come at the cost of environmental collapse or social crisis.

Overall, the path forward likely requires a balanced, multi-faceted strategy. Globalization itself is
not inherently at odds with sustainable development — but it must be guided by strong
institutions, enlightened policies, and stakeholder accountability. Governments have a role in
setting and enforcing rules (such as carbon pricing, labor standards, and trade incentives for
sustainable goods) that internalize environmental and social costs into the global market.
Businesses, especially multinational corporations, are increasingly expected to adopt
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria and align with global sustainability
frameworks (like the UN Global Compact and SDGs) in their strategies. Civil society and
consumers also influence corporate behavior by demanding ethical, environmentally friendly
products and by raising awareness of global issues. Indeed, researchers underscore that
globalization’s benefits should be harnessed to support sustainable development, with its gains
distributed equitably and its negative impacts mitigated through conscious policy intervention
(nature.com). In practice, this means leveraging the positives — technological diffusion,
international investment in green infrastructure, cross-border knowledge exchange — while
instituting checks on its negatives — carbon emissions, exploitation, and systemic inequalities.
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The next section examines a real-world case that vividly illustrates these dynamics and
challenges.

Live Example: Shein — Fast Fashion, Globalization, and
Sustainability Challenges

To put these concepts into a real-world context, consider the case of Shein, a rapidly growing
multinational in the fashion industry. Shein (pronounced “she-in”) is a Chinese-founded online
fast fashion retailer that by the mid-2020s has become one of the largest global e-commerce
fashion platforms. The company’s rise is a product of globalization: it sources clothes from a
vast network of about 7,000 supplier factories (primarily in China) and sells to consumers in
150+ countries through a digital platform (reuters.com). Shein’s business model centers on
ultra-quick design-to-sale cycles and low production costs. It leverages global supply chains and
data-driven trend analysis to produce massive volumes of trendy apparel at very low prices,
marketed via social media worldwide. In 2022—-2023, Shein’s revenue surged (over 40% growth
year-on-year) thanks to its global reach and popularity, far outpacing traditional retailers
(sustainabilitymag.com). This exponential growth has made fashion “accessible to all” at the
click of a button, exemplifying the economic promise of globalization — new markets, cost
efficiencies, and consumer benefits in the form of cheap, stylish clothes delivered globally.

However, Shein’s success also underscores significant sustainable development issues tied to
globalization. Environmental impacts are at the forefront. Shein’s supply chain and distribution
are designed for speed: the company relies heavily on air freight to ship products directly from
Chinese warehouses to customers around the world, rather than slower, consolidated shipping
methods. This logistics strategy is carbon-intensive. In 2024, Shein’s reported emissions from
transporting products were 8.52 million metric tons of CO-, up 13.7% from the previous year
(reuters.com). To put this in perspective, Shein’s transportation carbon footprint alone was more
than three times that of Inditex (the parent company of Zara, another major fast-fashion retailer)
in the same year (reuters.com). Overall, Shein’s operations emitted an estimated 16.7 million
metric tons of CO: in 2023 (sustainabilitymag.com) — a staggering amount, roughly equivalent to
the annual emissions of several coal-fired power plants. These figures illustrate how a globally
oriented business model can generate outsized environmental externalities. The continuous
production of inexpensive garments also contributes to textile waste and resource use (e.g.
water and energy for fabric manufacturing), compounding the environmental challenge common
in fast fashion. Shein argues that its on-demand production approach yields less waste than
traditional apparel retailers — because it produces in smaller batches and responds to real-time
customer demand, the company claims it ends up with less unsold inventory to discard
(reuters.com). While this may marginally reduce waste, the sheer scale of output means that
minimization of unsold stock does not fully offset the high volume of products sold (and
eventually disposed) worldwide.

On the social and governance side, Shein faces intense scrutiny regarding labor conditions and
ethical practices — reflecting broader social sustainability concerns of globalization. The
company has been criticized by labor rights groups and media investigations for allegedly poor
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working conditions at some of its supplier factories. Issues raised include long working hours,
low pay, and unsafe environments for workers who produce Shein’s low-cost clothing. In
response, Shein has increased audits of its suppliers and reports that it terminated relationships
with 12 manufacturers in 2024 due to violations of its code of conduct (up from 5 terminations in
2023) (reuters.com). This indicates an effort to enforce labor standards in its global supply
chain, though it also suggests that problems were identified. Moreover, Shein has come under
governmental and public pressure in Western markets over its social and environmental impact.
In France, lawmakers singled out Shein’s business model as particularly harmful to the
environment; in June 2023 the French Senate approved a bill (informally dubbed the “fast
fashion law”) that would ban advertising by ultra-fast fashion firms like Shein and its rival Temu,
citing their excessive contribution to waste and emissions (reuters.com). Around the same time,
regulators in Europe began probing Shein for possible “greenwashing” — accusing the company
of overstating its environmental efforts while still driving huge pollution. In the UK, a
parliamentary committee summoned Shein executives in early 2025 to question them about
supply chain transparency and the possible use of forced labor in sourcing (such as cotton from
regions with human rights concerns) (sustainabilitymag.com). These actions show a growing
regulatory push to hold globalized companies accountable for their social and environmental
footprint.

Shein’s response to these sustainability challenges is evolving, illustrating the difficult balance
global companies must strike. The company has announced a series of initiatives to improve its
sustainability profile. For example, Shein plans to localize parts of its supply chain by
establishing distribution centers and manufacturing hubs closer to key markets (such as in
Brazil, Turkey, and eventually the United States) to reduce the distance products travel and thus
lower transportation emissions (reuters.com). It has also started shifting more shipments from
air to sea freight, which, while slower, has a lower carbon per unit shipped. In terms of climate
commitments, Shein set a target (validated by the Science Based Targets initiative) to cut its
Scope 3 greenhouse gas emissions — which include supply chain and product transportation
emissions — by 25% by 2030 from a 2023 baseline (reuters.com). Achieving this would require
significant changes given the current trajectory of its emissions. Internally, Shein hired a global
head of sustainability and has joined industry coalitions focused on circular fashion and textile
recycling (sustainabilitymag.com). The company has touted investments in recycling technology
(for instance, developing a polyester recycling process) and launched pilot programs to collect
and resell second-hand clothing. It also increased the recycled content in its packaging
materials in 2023 (sustainabilitymag.com).

Despite these measures, critics remain skeptical about whether Shein’s efforts can compensate
for the fundamental impacts of its fast-fashion model. The concept of selling ever-increasing
volumes of cheap, short-lived clothing is inherently at odds with environmental sustainability,
critics argue, and incremental improvements may not be enough if the overall consumption
pattern doesn’t change. A commentary by sustainability experts pointed out that even if Shein
donates a few million dollars to environmental causes or improves packaging, that is only a tiny
fraction of the social and environmental cost imposed by its massive carbon footprint and labor
externalities (sustainabilitymag.com). In fairness, these challenges are not Shein’s alone — they
reflect a broader tension in the global economy between consumer-driven growth and planetary
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limits. What makes the Shein case instructive is its scale and recency: it starkly highlights how
globalization can create booming business success and consumer surplus on one hand, while
generating significant environmental and social strains on the other. The company’s journey is a
live example of the push for more sustainable business practices under the glare of public
opinion and regulatory oversight in a globalized market. As such, it provides fertile ground for
discussion on what businesses, governments, and consumers can do to ensure that the
globalization of industries like fashion becomes more compatible with sustainable development
goals.

Discussion Questions

1. Balancing Act: Considering the Shein case and the broader trends, how can
multinational companies balance rapid global growth with their environmental and social
responsibilities? What strategies or business model changes would you propose for
companies like Shein to become more sustainable while remaining competitive?

2. Globalization — Boon or Bane?: In your view, has globalization overall been more
beneficial or detrimental to sustainable development? Support your argument with
examples across economic, environmental, or social dimensions, and discuss whether
the positives can outweigh the negatives (or vice versa) in the long run.

3. Policy and Governance: What roles should governments and international bodies play
in ensuring that globalization aligns with sustainable development goals? For instance,
how effective are measures like France’s proposed fast-fashion law or global
agreements like the Paris Accord in addressing the negative impacts of globalization?
What additional policies or international collaborations would you recommend?

4. Stakeholder Influence: Beyond government intervention, how can other stakeholders —
such as consumers, investors, or NGOs — influence global companies to adopt more
sustainable practices? Discuss examples of how consumer awareness, shareholder
pressure, or industry-wide initiatives could drive changes in corporate behavior in the
context of globalization.

Sources: The case study is based on information and data from recent reports and studies,
including the United Nations and academic analyses on SDG progress (nature.com), the World
Trade Organization’s 2023 report on trade and sustainability (the-esg-institute.org), industry
research on fast fashion’s environmental impact (earth.org), and news/institutional reports on
Shein’s sustainability challenges and initiatives reuters.com (sustainabilitymag.com). These
sources provide a factual foundation for examining how globalization is intertwined with
sustainable development across different contexts.



https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-93360-3?error=cookies_not_supported&code=13a42472-99c3-466a-bb91-eb28a494aaec#:~:text=17%20Sustainable%20Development%20Goals%20,all%2C%20indicating%20stagnation%20or%20regression
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-93360-3?error=cookies_not_supported&code=13a42472-99c3-466a-bb91-eb28a494aaec#:~:text=Globalization%2C%20increasingly%20interconnecting%20nations%2C%20regions%2C,degradation%20due%20to%20increased%20transportation
https://www.the-esg-institute.org/blog/the-world-trade-report-2023-re-globalizations-path-to-a-sustainable-and-equitable-future#:~:text=Economic%20Inequality%3A%20Globalization%20has%20had,policies%20can%20cushion%20adverse%20impacts
https://www.the-esg-institute.org/blog/the-world-trade-report-2023-re-globalizations-path-to-a-sustainable-and-equitable-future#:~:text=Environmental%20Challenges%3A%20Addressing%20environmental%20issues,energy%20and%20exacerbate%20environmental%20concerns
https://earth.org/fast-fashions-detrimental-effect-on-the-environment/#:~:text=Fast%20fashion%20has%20a%20significant,are%20often%20overlooked%20by%20consumers
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/climate-energy/fast-fashion-retailer-shein-reports-transport-emissions-up-137-2024-2025-06-13/#:~:text=LONDON%2C%20June%2013%20%28Reuters%29%20,previously%20reported%20after%20a%20recalculation
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/climate-energy/fast-fashion-retailer-shein-reports-transport-emissions-up-137-2024-2025-06-13/#:~:text=Shein%27s%20emissions%20reduction%20targets%2C%20approved,by%202030%2C%20compared%20with%202023
https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/fast-fashion-esg-ghg-emissions-is-shein-greenwashing#:~:text=According%20to%20SHEIN%E2%80%99s%20Sustainability%20and,7mt%20of%20CO%E2%82%82%20in%202023

Thanks for going through the Case Study, To leave feedback email us at
info@easymanagementnotes.com or add reviews to our GBP and Facebook.

Disclaimer:

All data within this report has been compiled from publicly available online sources. If you
believe any information is inaccurate, please contact us via email to provide corrected details.


mailto:info@easymanagementnotes.com
https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&q=easy+management+notes#lrd=0x390d03804c55a967:0x6c962919b4fab0f2,3,,,,
https://www.facebook.com/easymanagementnotes/
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