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In Focus: Business Insights

The men’s wear brand discusses 
its latest venture into denim.

BY TRACEY GREENSTEIN 

Blue jeans are going greener. And 

as consumers’ demand for sustainable 

apparel speedily increases, new technolo-

gies have enabled cleaner manufacturing 

processes for the much-loved fabric, allow-

ing eco-conscious brands and retailers to 

integrate denim into forthcoming collec-

tions at long last.

For example, sustainable men’s wear 

brand Outerknown today launched its 

first-ever denim collection, debuting in 

three styles: mid-rise, slim fit and full cut. 

The firm was founded in 2015 by 11-time 

World Surf League champion Kelly Slater 

and creative director and designer John 

Moore with the objective to “create a 

connection between style and sustainabil-

ity.” For its denim, the company uses 100 

percent organic cotton from European 

mills Candiani and Isko and is partnered 

with Vietnam-based Saitex, a Bluesign-cer-

tified factory. Its jeans line is part of 

Outerknown’s SEA program, which stands 

for Social Environmental Accountability, 

a double-entendre acronym that nods to 

the firm’s environmentalism and Slater’s 

professional surfing career.

Slater told WWD, “I have been a spon-

sored athlete most of my life, which means 

I was paid to wear clothes. When I realized 

the social and environmental impact of 

what I was promoting, I started asking 

questions and realized just how backward 

and secretive the clothing industry is. John 

Moore and I started looking at how you 

could do something that was sustainable 

from the start. It took us a year and gather-

ing a team of really smart people to build 

a supply chain and a code of conduct that 

met the standards we were looking for.”

Slater said his career as a surfer “has 

been about pushing boundaries and trying 

new things. What I bring to Outerknown it 

is that instinct to constantly question how 
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we can push things forward and update 

our goals and vision.”

“As a kid, I thought nothing about these 

things,” Slater explained. “As I got older, 

I became interested in health and what I 

put into my body, and how our choices 

affect the planet. It’s a natural extension 

when you think about clothing and how 

we grow conventional cotton, for example. 

It takes something like 1,000 gallons of 

water to grow a pound of cotton. Using 

organic cotton saves 90 percent of that 

water. I believe the things we make should 

be a reflection of how we view the world 

around us and what’s important.”

And Outerknown is primed for a market 

that is ready: By 2021, the global jeans 

market is poised to generate $130 billion in 

retail sales, according to data from Statista. 

And the global premium denim market is 

anticipated to experience compounded 

annual growth of 8.4 percent between 2017 

through 2021, according to Technavio.

Mark Walker, chief executive officer of 

Outerknown, told WWD, “We at Outer-

known are ready. It took us time to find the 

right sourcing pipeline to make a jean that 

met our sustainability standards ‘For Peo-

ple and Planet.’ After lots of conversations, 

meetings and exploring, we found a way 

to make jeans that we are proud to put the 

Outerknown name on. Secondly, the cus-

tomers are ready and asking for it. People 

are asking more from brands in terms of 

being accountable for what their products 

are made from and where and how they’re 

produced. There is an audience that wants 

sustainability in their jeans. It’s time.”

Walker said Saitex helped the company 

realize that creating a sustainable denim 

collection was actually possible. Touted 

as a “clean” solar-powered denim factory, 

Saitex recycles 98 percent of the water 

used in denim development and trans-

forms the remaining 2 percent of sludge 

into building bricks, in addition to harvest-

ing rain water and air drying 85 percent of 

its jeans to save energy.

“Saitex offers innovative processes that 

help with water and energy conservation 

and chemical management that turns what 

is normally one of the dirtiest categories 

to produce into a sustainable practice,” 

Walker said.

The factory air-dries each pair of SEA 

jeans through a rail system in their work-

shop, according to the firm. Shelly Gotts-

chamer, head of sustainability and supply 

chain at Outerknown, added, “[Air-drying] 

may seem like a small factor in the grand 

scheme of the manufacturing process, but 

the energy savings are huge in comparison 

to using a conventional drier.”

Its ongoing use of sustainable materials 

has positioned the brand for its venture into 

denim, regularly integrating preferred fibers, 

recycled, regenerated and organic products 

in more than 90 percent of its merchandise.

“Aside from the denim, we work with 

organic cotton throughout the styles 

offered in our various categories and we 

also incorporate hemp, which is one of the 

strongest natural fibers in the world — it’s 

light, flexible and comfortable,” Moore 

said. “We’re proud to work with great 

partners who are aligned with us on this 

journey ‘For People and Planet,’ includ-

ing Oceanworks and Econyl that produce 

buttons from recycled ocean plastics, and 

regenerated nylon yarns, respectively, 

among others.”

Moore said jeans are an “integral part of 

our lifestyle, but we were adamant about 

producing denim only if the manufactur-

ing process could meet our strict social 

and environmental standards.”

“Once we found the right suppliers and 

manufacturers, we were able to bring our 

own innovation and personality into this 

significant category,” Moore said. “It was 

equally important for us to achieve great 

quality and the right look and characteris-

tics of our denim selections.”

And Outerknown’s denim is backed by a 

lifetime guarantee, which states that it will 

repair or replace damaged jeans, as well 

as accept older pairs for upcycling. Moore 

told WWD, “Our goal with SEA Jeans is to 

highlight the full life-cycle of great denim 

by utilizing the right [responsibly sourced] 

fabrications to create a product that lasts 

a long time.” He explained, “If your jeans 

tear or wear out at any time, we will repair 

or replace them at our cost. [But] the idea 

behind the guarantee is not just about 

long-lasting quality — it’s also about what 

happens when you are done with them.”

For investors, logistics tech is 
the new black for e-commerce.

BY ADRIANA LEE

So massive is the Amazon threat that ser-

vices designed to combat it — or compete 

with it — have become big business.

Enter Narvar, a major retail tech pro-

vider that works with some 500 retailers, 

helping them manage deliveries and 

returns for online orders, communicate 

with customers and build loyalty through 

such post-purchase experiences. Now the 

company plans to expand its operations, 

and it has the cash to do it, thanks to its 

new series C funding, announced Tuesday.

Led by Accel alongside Battery Ventures, 

Salesforce Ventures and Scale Venture 

Partners, the round brings $30 million 

to Narvar’s coffers. Since its inception in 

2012, the company has raised a total of $64 

million. The new funds will fuel an aggres-

sive global ramp-up, with deeper invest-

ments in product innovation, research and 

development and hiring.

The past year has been very good to 

Narvar. It doubled revenue and employee 

headcount, and attracted more than 

100 new partner brands, such as Costco 

and Lululemon. They join a client base 

that includes major apparel and beauty 

retailers, including Patagonia, Gap, Levi’s, 

Neiman Marcus, Glossier and Sephora.

That’s a fairly meteoric rise for a six-year-

old business. When Narvar began, it set out 

to “simplify the everyday lives of custom-

ers,” said chief executive officer and founder 

Amit Sharma. “We recognized a huge oppor-

tunity for brands to deliver exceptional 

post-purchase customer engagement, and 

have helped retailers realize this vision for 

more than 300 million people.

“More than 70 percent of adults online 

have interacted with Narvar through the 

retailers we support,” he added, “and we 

anticipate this will continue trending up.”

The company sees nothing but opportu-

nity ahead. It cites a report from customer 

experience consulting firm Walker, which 

predicts that by 2020, experience will 

become more important than price and 

product for brands looking to differentiate.

That’s not exactly a surprise. And yet, 

as e-commerce constantly evolves under 

the long shadow of the giants — especially 

Amazon — one thing that hasn’t changed 

is the myopic focus on sales. Narvar notes 

that retailers tend to emphasize acquisition 

and conversion rather than the post-pur-

chase stage.

The mentality represents a disconnect. 

Features like delivery notifications, order 

tracking, customer support, returns and 

exchanges, and other post-sale matters can 

be the make-or-break moments for shop-

per loyalty. Consider Amazon. Delivering 

convenience and ease on these fronts is 

where the e-commerce giant excels. Track-

ing those interactions and messaging also 

offers valuable customer insights that can 

influence merchandising, inventory and 

other aspects.

Narvar operates on the e-commerce 

side, as well as some offerings that bridge 

the divide between digital and physical. 

Think lockers and in-store terminals, and 

the company is even exploring voice appli-

cations on smart speakers. The funding 

will allow the business to keep innovating 

on the technology side, while adding head-

count and implementing expansion plans 

into Asia and Europe.

Certainly, Narvar is not the only 

logistics-focused vendor on the market 

— Optoro, GrandCanals and AfterShip, 

among others, spring to mind. The 

momentum behind such after-sales sup-

port services is becoming another key bat-

tleground for e-commerce, as the booming 

industry ticks ever upward.

Online retail sales in the U.S. are pro-

jected to reach nearly $540 billion in 2018, 

according to Forrester Research figures. 

By 2023, internet shopping is expected to 

account for one-fifth of all retail sales.

The numbers are already well under-

way: The Census Bureau of the Depart-

ment of Commerce announced last week 

that the estimate of U.S. retail e-commerce 

sales for the second quarter of 2018 was 

$127.3 billion, marking a 3.9 percent 

increase over the first quarter of the year.

And in UPS’ latest Pulse of the Online 

Shopper study — which surveyed 5,000 

U.S. consumers on their shopping habits, 

from pre-purchase to post-delivery — 

online shopping was distinctly on the rise.

For the first time in the report’s five-year 

history, more than half of the participants’ 

purchases, at 51 percent, were made 

online. Another key finding: Fast shipping, 

tracking and delivery notifications are 

becoming less extraneous and more funda-

mental, as consumer expectations rise.
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Narvar Raises 
$30 Million  
In Series C

The company uses 
100 percent organic 
cotton in its denim, 
which is from 
Candiani and Isko.


