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HOW TO TURN ENVIRONMENTAL PRESSURES  
INTO COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES
Sustainability has evolved from a niche concern into a core strategic priority in the 
upholstered furniture sector. Valued at USD 50 billion in 2024, the Eco-friendly Furniture 
Market is projected to expand at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 7.5% from 
2026 to 2033, reaching USD 90 billion by 20331. 

 Read more

Regulations shaping sustainability in upholstered 
furniture are increasingly driving systemic 
change, reflecting growing awareness of climate 
change, waste, and ethical production among 
stakeholders—from industry leaders to retail 
consumers. However, implementing sustainable 
practices across the industry remains uniquely 
challenging.

At the same time, this complexity opens the door to 
meaningful innovation. Each year, Europe generates 
10.78 million tons of furniture waste, but only 10% 
is currently recycled—leaving vast potential for 
circular solutions.2 Encouragingly, 80% of global 
consumers are willing to pay more for eco-friendly 
products,3signaling a strong and growing market 
for sustainable design and materials.

1. Verified Market Reports: “Eco-friendly Furniture Market” 
2. European Environmental Bureau: “Circular Economy Opportunities in the Furniture Sector” 
3. Capital One Shopping: “Eco-Conscious Consumer Statistics” 

Let’s examine six of the most pressing challenges 
that furniture manufacturers face today—and the 
strategic responses that can help industry leaders 
future-proof their operations and deliver on both 
sustainability and profitability.

https://www.lectra.com/sites/default/files/2025-02/in-depth-sustainability-key-regulations-furniture-en.pdf
https://www.verifiedmarketreports.com/download-sample/?rid=626606&utm_source=Pulse-May&utm_medium=317
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Report-on-the-Circular-Economy-in-the-Furniture-Sector.pdf
https://capitaloneshopping.com/research/eco-conscious-consumer-statistics/


1. Recyclability concerns 
Are upholstered furniture products truly 
recyclable?

Upholstered furniture is one of the most complex 
product categories to recycle. Why? These 
products are composed of multi-material systems: 
wood frames, polyurethane foam, fabric blends, 
adhesives, springs, and metal fasteners—all bonded 
in ways that inhibit disassembly.

According to the European Environmental Bureau, 
between 80% and 90% of discarded furniture still 
ends up in landfills or incinerators.2 Recycling is the 
exception, not the norm.

 Smart Solutions

DESIGN FOR DISASSEMBLY (DFD): Companies 
are increasingly adopting modular designs with 
zip-off covers, reversible clips, and labeled 
material layers that allow different components 
to be separated and reprocessed.

MATERIAL INNOVATIONS: Bio-based or mono-
material inputs like Agoprene—a seaweed-based 
foam alternative—are showing promise for 
recyclability and compostability.4

CLOSED-LOOP SCHEMES: France’s Ecomaison 
program in 2022 successfully recycled or 
recoverd 97% of the furniture it collects, 
demonstrating the scalability of producer-led 
recovery systems.5

2. The costs of sustainability
Is sustainability financially viable for all 
manufacturers?

A primary concern among manufacturers is the cost 
of transitioning to sustainable practices. Shifting to 
eco-friendly materials, redesigning manufacturing 
processes, and meeting global environmental 
standards often require significant upfront 
investment. For instance, certified sustainable 
wood or organic textiles can be considerably 
more expensive than conventional alternatives, 
contributing to higher overall production costs.

 Smart Solutions

TCO (TOTAL COST OF OWNERSHIP): When 
factoring in future carbon taxes, landfill levies, and 
brand equity, the long-term costs of sticking with 
unsustainable practices can outweigh the initial 
savings.

COLLABORATIVE PURCHASING: Buying 
cooperatives or alliances between manufacturers 
can help lower per-unit costs of sustainable 
materials by securing volume discounts.

WASTE REDUCTION TECHNOLOGY: Brands 
using solutions like Furniture On Demand by 
Lectra report significant annual savings on 
material, translating into hundreds of thousands 
of meters saved annually.6

The 6 challenges influencing 
sustainable furniture 
production

2. European Environmental Bureau: “Circular Economy Opportunities in the Furniture Sector” 
4. Furniture Today: “Startup aims to take furniture sustainability up a notch… with seaweed” 
5. Ecomaison: “10 years after the launch of Ecomaison, 97% of used furniture has been reused or recycled by 2022”
6. Lectra: “Embracing Pull Production: The future of Fashion and Furniture Manufacturing” 

97%
of the furniture collected 
by the Ecomaison program 
has been recycled or 
recovered.
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1.	 Recyclability concerns
2.	 The costs of sustainability
3.	 Uneven regulatory playing field
4.	 Labor shortages
5.	 Supply chain disruptions and near-shoring
6.	 Consumer trends and sustainability marketing

https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Report-on-the-Circular-Economy-in-the-Furniture-Sector.pdf
https://www.furnituretoday.com/technology/startup-aims-to-take-furniture-sustainability-up-a-notch-with-seaweed/
https://ecomaison.com/en/espace-presse/97-meubles-usages-reemployes-recycles-2022/
https://www.lectra.com/sites/default/files/2024-07/in-depth-industry4.0-pull-production-en %281%29.pdf


3.  Uneven regulatory playing field
How do inconsistent regulations affect the 
industry’s progress?

A common frustration among furniture executives 
is the patchwork of inconsistent regulations across 
regions. A sofa compliant in Germany may not meet 
flammability or chemical standards in California. 
The EU’s Ecodesign for Sustainable Products 
Regulation (ESPR) was approved in May 2024, 
mandating recyclability, durability, and digital 
product passports for nearly all consumer goods—
including furniture.7 Meanwhile, U.S. regulations 
remain fragmented. California’s AB 1059, effective 
2027, will ban the use of fiberglass in upholstered 
furniture textiles and tighten fire-retardant chemical 
restrictions.8

 Smart Solutions

HARMONIZE FOR THE STRICTEST MARKET: 
Design core products to meet the most stringent 
regulations and adapt minor elements (like fabric 
coverings) for specific markets.

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION: Engage in standard-
setting organizations and regulatory working 
groups to ensure the unique needs of the 
upholstery sector are considered.

DIGITAL COMPLIANCE TRACKING: Use AI tools 
to stay ahead of emerging regulations across 
multiple jurisdictions and adapt in real time.

4. Labor shortages
Are there enough skilled workers to meet 
sustainable manufacturing demands?

The upholstered furniture manufacturing sector is 
experiencing a skills gap, influenced by increasing 
demand for high-quality craftsmanship and the 
technical expertise needed for sustainable design. 
This gap becomes more noticeable when adopting 
eco-friendly processes.

As machinery advances, there is a growing difference 
between traditional skills and the knowledge 
required to operate and maintain automated, 
digitized systems. Without sufficient skilled workers, 
companies find it harder to implement sustainable 
methods that require precise craftsmanship or 
advanced automation. 

To overcome this challenge, forward thinking 
manufacturers like Edgecombe Furniture are 
using Valia Furniture to automate the reception, 
processing, and transmission of orders to their 
cutting room.  This innovation helps bridge the skills 
gap and enables them to manage production with 
increased precision, speed, and flexibility.

 Smart Solutions

APPRENTICESHIP REVITALIZATION: 
Partnerships with community colleges and trade 
unions can create dual-track programs that teach 
both craftsmanship and sustainable materials 
handling.

UPSKILL WITH AUTOMATION: Implement user-
friendly robotics and digitized cutting lines to 
automate manual tasks, optimize workflows in 
real time, and enable skilled workers to focus on 
high-value activities.

CAPTURE TACIT KNOWLEDGE: Develop digital 
knowledge libraries to preserve expert know-how 
before the current workforce retires.

7. European Commission: Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR)
8. California Legislative Information: Assembly Bill 1059
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https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/revolutionizing-fashion-eus-digital-product-passport-dpp-ribera-xpzte/?trackingId=vE9t5PBOSjSq8AP2PWUfVg%3D%3D
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/revolutionizing-fashion-eus-digital-product-passport-dpp-ribera-xpzte/?trackingId=vE9t5PBOSjSq8AP2PWUfVg%3D%3D
https://www.lectra.com/en/library/edgecombe-furniture-embraces-automation-with-valia-furniture
https://www.lectra.com/en/library/edgecombe-furniture-embraces-automation-with-valia-furniture
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/standards-tools-and-labels/products-labelling-rules-and-requirements/ecodesign-sustainable-products-regulation_en
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB1059
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5. Supply chain disruptions  
and near-shoring
Could closer sourcing disrupt sustainability?

Global instability—caused by port closures, 
rising freight costs, and geopolitical risks—has 
exposed the vulnerabilities of offshore furniture 
manufacturing. These supply chain disruptions are 
driving manufacturers to reconsider their sourcing 
strategies, with near-shoring emerging as a preferred 
option to reduce lead times and costs. While near-
shoring can lower transportation emissions, it also 
brings new sustainability challenges, including 
traceability, emissions tracking, supplier vetting, 
and material certification—particularly as regulatory 
demands increase and U.S. policy directions remain 
uncertain.

For example, Recover, a materials science company 
focused on recycled textiles, is partnering with 
TextileGenesis, a Lectra company, to embed 
traceability into circular business models. Using 
TextileGenesis’ Fibercoin™ technology, Recover 
generates verified digital tokens for every kilo of 
recycled material, creating a transparent chain 
of custody that supports responsible sourcing, 
accurate product disclosures, and credible 
circularity claims.

 Smart Solutions

ADOPT CIRCULAR PRACTICES: Use locally 
sourced, recycled raw materials to balance costs 
with sustainability.

VERIFY AND VALIDATE PRODUCT 
SUSTAINABILITY: Assess materials, production 
processes, and supply chain practices to ensure 
they meet environmental and ethical standards.

DIVERSIFY SOURCING: Reduce reliance on 
single suppliers to mitigate risks.

INTEGRATE SUSTAINABILITY SCORECARDS 
INTO LOCAL SUPPLIER EVALUATION: Avoid 
trading one environmental issue for another.

6. Consumer trends and sustainability 
marketing
Are industry efforts visible to customers?

As demand for sustainable furniture rises, so does 
consumer skepticism. Many sustainability claims 
feel vague or performative, especially when terms 
like “eco-friendly” or “green” are used without 
the backing of trusted third-party certifications. 
Consumers increasingly expect transparent 
product information and authentic proof to avoid 
greenwashing and make informed choices.

 Smart Solutions

RADICAL TRANSPARENCY: Offer full visibility 
into sourcing, materials, and carbon footprint with 
QR-linked product passports and third-party 
certifications (e.g., FSC, OEKO-TEX, Cradle to 
Cradle).

CERTIFICATION AS DIFFERENTIATOR: Earning 
trusted sustainability labels builds credibility and 
simplifies purchase decisions.

REPAIR AND TAKEBACK PROGRAMS: Offering 
re-upholstery or part replacement services not 
only reduces waste but also fosters brand loyalty.
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https://www.lectra.com/sites/default/files/2024-10/indepth-csr-traceability-sustainability-en-VDEF.pdf
https://www.theinterline.com/2025/06/04/recover-and-textilegenesis-collaborate-to-verify-supply-chain-integrity-of-recycled-materials/
https://www.theinterline.com/2025/06/04/recover-and-textilegenesis-collaborate-to-verify-supply-chain-integrity-of-recycled-materials/


The future of the industry will require collective action: 
manufacturers prioritizing collaboration, policymakers ensuring 
regulatory parity, and consumers demanding accountability. 
Sustainable practices may present short-term hurdles, but they 
unlock long-term resilience, profitability, and environmental 
health for an industry that must adapt to a rapidly changing world.

lectra.com

The upholstered furniture industry sits at the 
crossroads of environmental responsibility and 
business sustainability. While barriers such as 
recyclability, cost, regulatory inconsistencies, 
labor shortages, supply chain challenges, 
and shifting consumer expectations are 
significant, they also present opportunities for 
transformation.

Companies that rise to meet these challenges 
– by designing for recyclability, investing in 
greener materials, leveraging automation, 
and engaging authentically with consumers – 
demonstrate leadership in an era shaped by 
climate consciousness.

Toward a sustainable upholstery future
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