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Rationale. The verifiability school of thought (Albu & Flyverbom, 2019) emphasizes the importance of transparent and verifiable sustainability disclosures backed up by reliable data and third-party verification, rather than vague or ambiguous statements. Yet, the limited research in this area shows that fashion brands often flood the public domain with excessive levels of self-selected information to move the focus from other more questionable practices (Jestratijevic et al., 2020; Jestratijevic et al., 2022).  Further, many brands opt to reactively disclose information to increase transparency to combat noncompliance and mitigate the severity of social and environmental events and threats (Marshall et al., 2016). Researchers also anticipated differences in the supply chain disclosures among differently positioned retail brands (Karaosman et al., 2017) where luxury brands tend to be less transparent and more secretive about their corporate and supply chain practices mainly to maintain brand exclusivity (Strähle & Merz, 2017). The recent adoption of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) by the EU commission, however, promises to replace the existing Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD), which aims to substantially expand and increase reliable reporting requirements for companies in the near future (Directive EU, 2022). Till then, from the moral responsibility theory standpoint, fashion brands will continue with voluntarily reporting to manage corporate legitimacy and prevent corporate hypocrisy (Ha-Brookshire, 2015). The existing knowledge in this area has predominantly derived from content examination of annual sustainability reports (Albu & Flyverbom, 2019), however, dynamic assessments of transparency among fashion brands are critical to form a complex picture of how transparency in this sector has evolved across reporting areas, across brands and over time. 
Method and Approach. Longitudinal analysis of transparency among fashion brands is the first scholarly effort to investigate sustainability disclosures among the sample of 90 major brands over the period of six years (2017-2022). This research has three objectives: 1.) to assess progress towards greater transparency across reporting areas, across brands, and over the years; 2.) to examine the fashion brands’ tendency to selectively disclose information on policies and corporate governance as opposed to information on supply chain practices and issues; 3.) to examine the tendency that mass-market fashion brands are more than luxury brands inclined to increase supply chain disclosures. To overcome the limitations of the verifiability approach, that assumes transparency as a static disclosure (Wulff, 2019), six consecutive public Fashion Transparency Index (FTI) datasets were explored (Fashion Revolution, 2022). We analyzed FTI data as percentages (0 – 100%). We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to account for the longitudinal nature of the data. Since our research objectives were related to the changes in the mean of the transparency scores, we estimated saturated covariance structures correlating data across all time-points in an unstructured form for all models. Given that the data were highly non-normal for some areas, we relied on robust test-statistics, specifically the MLMV estimator (Maydeu- Olivares, 2017). All data analyses were done in R version 4.3 (R Core Team, 2023), with SEM models fit with the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012).
Findings. The progress towards greater transparency among explored fashion brands is evident. The amount of disclosed information across explored areas significantly increased prior to the Covid-19 years, while the progress was slower since then. Supply chain traceability and negative impact reporting, the two least transparent areas with median scores near 0 in 2017 reached around 20% of median scores in 2022. Such progress means that over the time, fashion brands increasingly published lists of their final stage manufacturers, as well as the annual carbon footprint in their own operations, strategies to eliminate the use of hazardous chemicals, or plans to support clothing longevity through renting and reselling. Further, the results confirm that brands continue to selectively disclose information about their policies, commitments, governance responsibilities and processes on human rights and environmental issues but disclose significantly less about the ultimate outcomes of their sustainability efforts. For example, in 2017, brands had higher corporate transparency scores in policies and governance areas than in supply chain transparency areas. Over the years, the amount of disclosed information has increased for both types of transparency. However, the difference between these two areas has remained constant over time, meaning that corporate transparency is greater than supply chain transparency. Finally, mass-market brands achieved higher transparency of supply chain disclosures. However, the median score for mass-market brands has not increased since 2019, while luxury brands have continued to improve transparency, especially in supply audits and negative impact reporting areas – hence the gap between both groups is narrowing. Although mass-market brands still have higher median scores in both these areas in 2022, the statistical evidence for the existence of a gap is not strong (95% intervals include 0). The reverse is the case for supply chain traceability with mass-market brands having higher median scores for 25% on average. Such findings indicate that unlike luxury brands that still do not share the names and the exact geographical location of their suppliers, mass market brands often disclose supplier lists and locations. 
Implications. Although this study’s findings pertain to 90 major fashion brands and not to the entire fashion industry, the results shed light on important reporting trends. Because transparency is a tool for systematic industry change, stringent legislation is required to mandate relevant disclosures and hold brands accountable for their commitments. Collective efforts through civil society and trade unions are needed to demand greater transparency from fashion brands. Ensuring public disclosure of credible, comprehensive and comparable information is needed to showcase failures, good practices, and work needed to make sustainable change not just a corporate wish but a business reality. 
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