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Executive Summary

Background

Fashion is an innate part of individual expression and it is a cultural
reflection of a point in time. Although fashion plays a central role in our
society, today’s industry— which is dominated by the globalized Fast
Fashion industry — is contributing to the sustainability challenge.

The fashion industry has begun to tackle some of the challenges by
implementing initiatives, however, the authors recognize that these actions
are tied to a system rooted in rising consumerism, which is being
confronted with population growth, diminishing natural resources and
climate change. There has been an emergence of ethical, “eco” and
sustainable fashion designers, brands and retailers. But overall, the
consumer awareness of the impacts of the fashion industry is quite low and
sustainable fashion is still a niche market (Defra 2008).

The Slow Fashion movement has been recognized as one avenue for
achieving sustainability in the fashion industry. The slow approach
encourages taking time to ensure responsible production; it adds value to
the garment through quality design and encourages contemplating its
connection with the environment and the garment maker (Fletcher 2007;
Honoré¢ 2004). It is unique in that it includes the consumer in the supply
chain, as a co-producer, to foster personal connections and an overall
awareness of the production process. Slow fashion is based on the Slow
Food movement in particular and other slow movements in general. It is a
new model that aims to assemble eco, ethical and sustainable fashion into
one movement, in order to meet fundamental human needs, while allowing
for the earth’s natural regeneration to take place.

Purpose and Research Questions

This thesis is intended to inspire a broad audience in the fashion industry
but it is specifically targeting Slow Fashion designers, brands, suppliers,
buyers, manufacturers and retailers and co-producers. The overall research
aim is to strengthen the Slow Fashion movement by providing strategic
guidance on how it can move towards a sustainable vision, rooted in
science. A primary research question has been developed and is supported
by three secondary research questions:
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How can a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach be used to
strengthen Slow Fashion’s strategic move towards sustainability?

* What does the FSSD reveal about the Slow Fashion industry and its
move towards sustainability?

* How can Leverage Points be used to strengthen Slow Fashion's
contribution to a sustainable society?

* Based on the above findings, what strategic recommendations can
be made to the Slow Fashion industry?

Methods

The research methods utilized an interactive approach to assess the Slow
Fashion movement. The authors drew on a conceptual framework based
on Strategic Sustainable Development. The research was continually
adapted throughout the process as new information, perspectives and
insights surfaced. The conceptual framework included systems thinking, the
Five Level Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (System,
Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions, Tools), and key components of
SSD, such as the four Sustainability Principles and ‘backcasting’ from
future success (Holmberg et al. 2000).

The concept of Leverage Points, developed by scientist and system-thinker
Donella Meadows, was also used to pin-point places to intervene in the
Fashion industry, and society at large, to create a system change in favor of
strengthening the Slow Fashion movement.

Research results were gathered in four phases. Phase one consisted of an
assessment of Slow Fashion’s move towards sustainability using the FSSD,
where particular focus was placed on the ‘System, Success, and Strategic
Guidelines’ levels. At the Actions and Tools level, the authors acknowledge
that a variety of actions and tools, which are bringing the movement
towards sustainability have already emerged. A literature review and
evidence from an industry survey provided the authors with a solid
understanding of the current state of the Slow Fashion movement in relation
to these five levels.

Phase two reviewed each of the 12 Leverage Points that were currently
being used to strengthen the Slow Fashion movement, and the potential
barriers and gaps preventing the success of each Leverage Point. The
references from the literature review in Phase one were used and filtered
into the analysis of the Leverage Points. Additionally, the industry survey
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was a key source of information. Expert interviews also provided valuable
insight on a number of specific topic areas.

Phase three determined the strategic recommendations for players in the
Slow Fashion movement. Using the findings discovered during the first two
research phases, the authors conducted brainstorming sessions to develop
recommendations that addressed both the Leverage Points and the FSSD.

Phase four was an extension of one of the key recommendations developed
in phase three: to co-create Slow Fashion Principles. It was recognized that
this phase needed to be initiated and the principles were unearthed from
what is occurring within the Slow Fashion movement. To begin validating
and co-creating the principles, an expert panel of people working in
sustainable fashion, the slow movements and sustainability in general
provided sound insight and feedback.

Results

Phase 1: FSSD. From our assessment using the FSSD, it is clear at the
System level that the Slow Fashion players are aware of their connections
with the natural environment and society — from the workers in the supply
chain to the communities that they operate in. At the Success level, the
movement does not have a common vision of future success, or a clear
definition of sustainability. Therefore, at the Strategic Guidelines level, the
Slow Fashion movement is not being strategic in its actions to achieve
sustainability and is unable to backcast from success. At the Actions and
Tools level, there are numerous sustainability initiatives occurring.

Phase 2: Leverage Points. At the higher Leverage Points, the Slow Fashion
movement is creating buffers of more sustainable materials such as organic
cotton, bamboo, hemp and flax. Also, all survey respondents were
interested in sourcing more of these in the future, however they are
generally more expensive. There is also a delay in increasing the supply of
renewable fibres and developing natural dyes caused by technology and
skill development barriers. Localized supply chains in addition to textile
up-cycling, is supporting Slow Fashion material flows. But, it is still more
cost-effective to source textiles from developing countries, and creating
new supply chain structures is very challenging and time consuming.

A positive-reinforcing loop, triggered by increased media, marketing and

awareness can be used to increase the demand for Slow Fashion.
Information flows can be a very effective point of intervention, especially,
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if new information is being delivered on sustainability and the benefits of
Slow Fashion within the supply chain and to co-producers. But, there is a
lack of clear information on the sustainability impacts of the supply chain,
and it is difficult to compare the fibres and dying processes. Slow fashion
designers/brands are communicating information to co-producers, but the
overall awareness of Slow Fashion is still quite low and awareness
campaigns are concentrated in only a few countries.

Overall, there are not enough rules to limit pollution in the fashion supply
chain, and enforcement is low — resulting in lower retail prices for Fast
Fashion. Slow fashion producers are going above and beyond
environmental standards, thus their prices are not as competitive. As well,
organic and Fair Trade certifications and labelling schemes are too
expensive and time consuming for small brands, and moreover the
awareness of these eco-labels between co-producers is quite low.

At the most influential Leverage Points, the Slow Fashion movement is
beginning to self-organize from grassroots initiatives, and innovative,
forward-thinking small brands, but it still needs strategic organization to
succeed as an officially recognized movement. It relies on a diversity of
materials, ideas, business models and each business surveyed had different
goals and purposes; however, an overarching theme of willing to contribute
to a more sustainable society emerged from survey’s result.

Lastly, Slow Fashion presents an alternative paradigm to the current fashion
model by establishing new mental models in society that satisfy
fundamental human needs, instead of market wants, while allowing for the
earth’s natural regeneration to take place.

Phase 3: Strategic Recommendations. Based on the findings in Phase one
and two, thirty short, medium and long-term strategic recommendations
were created to strengthen the Slow Fashion movement and to move it
towards sustainability. Each recommendation is targeted at a specific group
of Slow Fashion players and taps into one, or a combination of Leverage
Points. Of these, three key recommendations have been identified as
bringing the most leverage the Slow Fashion movement: 1) Co-create a
vision of success for the Slow Fashion movement 2) Establish an
overarching Slow Fashion network 3) Harmonize global labelling
initiatives under a Slow Fashion garment label.

Phase 4: Slow Fashion Principles. To initiate the first recommendation, ten
principles for Slow Fashion have been discovered to begin this co-creation
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process. They are intended to provide inspiration and guidance for Slow
Fashion players and those wishing to join the movement to contribute to a
sustainable society.

Discussion

The Slow Fashion Principles will be further co-created amongst those
working directly in the industry. Although individual businesses hold
unique goals, it is understood that the overall purpose of the Slow Fashion
movement is to contribute to a sustainable society. By participating in the
co-creation process, Slow Fashion players will connect to this greater
purpose and to others that are working towards the same goal. As well,
spreading the vision' is a strategic step towards creating a shared mental
model and common definition of sustainability. The principles can be
shared though existing online networks, community events and workshops.

The Slow Fashion movement is addressing the Leverage Points discussed
above and using some of them very effectively, however, they may be
doing so unknowingly. These strategic recommendations are offered to
assist Slow Fashion players to tap into their full potential, and address
barriers and gaps, to strengthen the overall movement. The three
recommendations that will provide the most leverage will be challenging to
achieve, however, it is recognized that they are the most strategic and will
strengthen the movement considerably. Overall, these recommendations
will require the utmost collaboration between individual designers and their
supply chains, governments, certification bodies, NGOs and online hubs
among others. Overall, the increased interconnectivity of the movement
will allow for Slow Fashion to emerge as a vibrant, robust and truly
sustainable fashion model for the future.

Conclusion

The existing Slow Fashion movement has initiatives popping up
worldwide. If these initiatives merge together in a strategic way, as
proposed in this thesis, Slow Fashion could be the sustainable fashion
model that helps society move toward sustainability.

" The ten Slow Fashion Principles and the four Sustainability Principles
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Glossary

Anthropogenic: Human induced.

Backcasting: ‘Planning from success’ by starting with the desired future
and asking ourselves “what do we need to do to get from here to there?”

Balancing Feedback Loop: A stabilizing feedback loop, also known as a
“negative feedback loop”. It balances the direction of system change.

Consumer: See co-producer.

Co-producer: An end-user in the supply chain. This term will be used
instead of ‘consumer’ in this report, as it is acknowledges that the end users
are deeply involved in the production process; by including them in the
supply chain, it also includes them in sharing responsibility and gives them
access to transparent information.

Eco/sustainable/ethical fashion industry: Different terms for an industry
that manufactures clothing using environmentally friendly processes
(upcycling, recycling, local fabrics, locally production, natural fabrics and
dyes, inspiration drawn from nature), organic textiles (i.e. hemp) and non—
textile materials (i.e. bamboo or recycled plastic bottles).

Fashion industry: This industry includes farmers, clothing manufacturers
and suppliers, buyers, retailers, consumers and co-producers. It
encompasses all types of fashion production, from Fast to Slow Fashion.

Fast Fashion: Clothing industry focused on low cost mass-production. It is
sold by retailers at very low prices and is based on the latest trends, which
encourages consumers to purchase more than they need resulting in
external environmental and social impacts.

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): Refers to
the five-level framework that has been adopted to plan strategically towards
sustainability within the system “Society within the ecosphere”. The five
levels are: System, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions and Tools.

Living Wage: Where the earnings from a standard working week are
sufficient to meet the basic needs of workers and their dependence. This is
typically higher than a set minimum wage (Baldwin and Williams 2008).
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Multi-local: Where “global” is made up of a network of “local systems” of
alternative initiatives with common characteristics. Whatever is locally
available is used to best advantage and whatever cannot be produced locally
is exchanged and shared, giving rise to a society and an economy that is at
the same time both local and cosmopolitan (Slow + Design 2006).

Organic: Raw materials that have been grown without the use of pesticides
and are certified by a third party. The term organic can be solely referred to
the source of raw materials, not to the processes the fibre then undergoes.

Production: Includes the entire supply chain from farmer to co-producer.

Raw material: A natural, unprocessed material used in a manufacturing
process.

Reflective Consumption: A term utilized in Slow Design that means
reflecting about the utility of a product to ensure that the purchase is really
needed.

Reinforcing Feedback Loop: An amplifying/enhancing feedback loop,
also known as “positive feedback loop”. It reinforces the direction of
system change. These are both vicious cycles and virtuous cycles.

Slow Fashion: A decelerated fashion movement. In this paper the term
Slow Fashion represents a more compact and strategic model for the
eco/sustainable/ethical fashion industry. Pivotal to the Slow Fashion
movement is the co-participation of the consumer in the supply chain
allowing people to satisfy their fundamental human needs while not
contributing to the systematic degradation of the ecosphere.

Sustainability Principles: Refers to basic principles for socio-ecological
sustainability to define the minimum requirements of a sustainable society.

System: A set of elements or parts that are organized and interconnected
that produces a characteristic set of behaviours.

Systems Thinking: A scientific discipline which looks at the whole rather
then analyzing the different parts of a system. It helps understand complex
problems.



Vertically Integrated: Form of business organization where all stages of
production of a good, from the acquisition of raw materials to the retailing
of the final product, are controlled by one company.
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Acronyms

CSR: Corporate Social Responsibility

DEFRA: UK Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
EJF: Environmental Justice Foundation

EFF: Ethical Fashion Foundation

ETI: Ethical Trading Initiative

EU: European Union

FSSD: Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, also known as
the TNS Framework for strategic planning towards sustainability.

GMO: Genetically Modified Organism

GOTS: Global Organic Textile Standard

IPCC: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
NGO: Non-Governmental Organization

REACH: Registration, Evaluation, Authorization, and restriction of
Chemical substances

SSD: Strategic Sustainable Development

TNS: The Natural Step, an international NGO of Swedish origin that
developed and promotes the FSSD.
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1 Introduction

1.1 What is Fashion and why does it exist?

Individuals, especially when belonging to different cultural backgrounds,
can interpret fashion very differently. In fact, as humans, we have a distinct
need to dress ourselves; it is how our clothing reflects and communicates
our individual views within society, linking us to time and space, that is the
essence of fashion (Fletcher 2008). Fashion’s role in society is so deeply
rooted that its existence is likely to continue well into the future.

1.1.1 Fashion and Culture

Fashion is embedded in our system of communication; it is created with
human intelligence, creativity, and our innate desire to express ourselves
(Hethorn 2008) and transcend our body’s limitations (Wilson 2003, pg 3).
Clothing is the material item that gives fashion a visual context in society.

It is one of many cultural artefacts that tells a story of human development
throughout history, and can offer a snapshot of society at a point in time,
unfolding collective thoughts, styles, and memories, similar to art and
photography (Wilson 2003).

During the past 200 years, sparked by the Industrial Revolution, and the
introduction of mechanical innovations such as the mechanical weaving,
the sewing machine and standardized sizes in clothing, producing and
consuming fashion in a accelerated and accessible way has become
progressively mainstream and has evolved into the fashion scenario we are
witnessing today.

1.1.2 Fashion and Human Needs

The use and consumption of material goods, including fashion goods is
correlated to the attempt of individuals to meet their human needs, which
are an intrinsic part of human nature. The satisfying of these needs can help
people to have emotionally rich, healthy lives (Max-Neef 1991).

Several researchers have proposed different classifications of human needs,
but the theory of Chilean economist Manfred Max-Neef is, in the eyes of



the authors, the most comprehensive as it considers nine human needs
organized in a non-hierarchical way (except for subsistence). These are the
same for everyone, regardless of culture, religion or historical time (Max-
Neef 1991).

9 Human Needs

Subsistence Protection Participation
Idleness Creation Affection
Understanding Identity Freedom

Table 1.1. 9 Basic Human Needs (Max-Neef 1991).

Each culture can satisfy their needs in different ways. Max-Neef calls these
‘satisfiers’. Fashion can act as a satisfier for the needs of subsistence and
protection, which tend to require a minimum level of material throughput. It
also acts as a satisfier for the needs of identity, creation and participation,
which could theoretically be satisfied by participatory processes (personal,
social and cultural) rather than by consumption of fashion goods (Jackson
1994), which will be explored later in this report.

As the way of meeting human needs is culturally determined, so is the
utilization of fashion. Fashion can communicate a message of belonging or
participation within society. For example, a letterman’s jacket displays an
athlete’s identity and belonging to a certain group and policemen’ uniforms
indicate they are trusted protectors of peace.

Fashion is able to satisfy some of our fundamental human needs. However,
today’s more widespread fashion scenario is characterized by identical
trends that dress co-producers all over the world, which automatically
produces a homogeneous look that is unlikely to satisfy, for example, the
needs of identity and creativity. Here, fashion would be intended to help
people differentiate as individuals with a unique and original personal taste,
but in reality this is not the case. Nevertheless, as today’s fashion is so
affordable, it stands as the most popular option between co-producers.

1.2 Today’s Fashion Industry

Today's fashion industry can be primarily characterized by globalized,
vertically integrated production, generally defined as Fast Fashion. The past
ten years especially have witnessed an increasing supply of Fast Fashion
with seasons changing every six weeks rather than releasing the traditional
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two seasons per year. The fashion industry’s complex supply chain relies
on resource-intensive material inputs. Natural fibres are harvested across
the globe while clothing and textile production are primarily located in
Asia. Overall, the clothing and textile industry employs approximately 26
million people worldwide, contributes 7% to global exports and is worth
over US$ 1 trillion (Allwood et al. 2006, 2).

Although the fashion industry is a driver of global economic growth, it also
significantly impacts the environment, society and cultures. Multinational
retailers and brands have adopted practices based on trend-driven design,
massive outsourcing to developing countries, and an inexpensive pricing
policy, resulting in a dramatic decline of the price of clothing.

In 2005, the end of the World Trade Organization’s Multi-Fibre
Agreement resulted in the removal of textile trade quotas. This resulted in
countries with low labour costs, specifically China, undergoing a surge in
clothing and textile production (Ernest et al. 2005). Competition, lower
labour and production costs combined with technological advances have led
to a further reduction in retail prices and this has produced an even faster
increase in consumers’ demand.

In fact, consumers’ attitude and behaviour are in tune with fast production.
It is known that approximately 16% of consumers are heavily influenced by
media and are likely to quickly adopt the latest fashion trends (Morgan and
Birtwistle 2009). Then, further encouraged by low prices and strongly
influenced by marketing campaigns that advertise continuously changing
trends, consumers tend to speed up their consumption of fashion (Birtwistle
and Moore 2006), and assume a pivotal role in the current development of
the Fast Fashion industry.

As it is important for the research, the term ‘co-producer’, rather than
consumer or end user will be used throughout the thesis to describe both the
current fashion model’s consumer and the Slow Fashion consumer.

What is a Co-Producer?

This term implies that the end user is a vital part of the movement. By
supporting the Slow Fashion movement through their purchases, the co-
producer takes on the responsibility of the environmental and social aspects of
that purchase. The Slow Food movement first coined this term.

Figure 1.1. Co-producer definition



1.2.1 The Sustainability Impacts

It has been remarked above that the current consumptive behaviour of co-
producers is causing a variety of ecological and social impacts. To
understand the scope of the sustainability challenge that confronts today’s
fashion industry a brief overview of the sustainability impacts is presented
for context. Using a life-cycle approach, from raw material extraction to
clothing use and disposal, the specific impacts of the industry are described
below.

Materials. Clothing is generally made from one or from a combination of

the following materials:

* Natural fabrics such as cotton, wool, silk. These require large quantities
of water and arable land. Cotton is grown in over 100 countries and
uses approximately 76 million acres of land and 8000 litres of water to
grow (Fletcher 2008, 7; Organic Exchange 2009). Pesticides are widely
used in the growing of conventional cotton (approximately 80% of the
cotton sold today) and they degrade farmers health, soil, water and
biodiversity (Draper et al. 2007, 4);

* Man-made fabrics such as cellulose which is made from timber (i.e.
viscose, lyocell, bamboo etc.);

* Synthetic fabrics that utilize oil to create polymers, such as polyester,
acrylic, nylon etc. Their manufacturing is an energy-intensive process
during which volatile organic compounds (VOC’s), particulate matter
and acid gases are released into the air and water (Claudio 2007, 450).

On a positive side, cotton, wool and synthetic fibre production provides
significant employment and economic benefits to developing and
developed countries. However, poor working conditions and low wages are
often commonplace for growers (Claudio 2007).

Garment production. Raw materials are exported to developing countries
where they are woven into fabrics, cut and assembled into garments.
Chemicals used for bleaching, dyeing, printing or applying finishes to
fabrics are potentially harmful to the health of workers; these processes are
water and energy intensive and untreated waste effluents are often released
from the factories (Claudio 2007).

Distribution. Transportation of textile materials and garments from the
factories to the shop accounts only for a small portion of the energy in
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comparison to the energy used during the use and disposal stages as
transportation companies have become more efficient (Draper et al. 2007).

Retail. Retailers purchase garments either from known suppliers or through
a third-party vendor. Some retailers apply environmental standards,
however, when working through third parties retailers are often unaware of
who their real suppliers are (Defra 2007).

The economic landscape of the clothing industry is highly competitive,
resulting in retailers demanding low production costs from their suppliers.
Consequently, garment workers are being paid low wages and are often
subject to poor working conditions. For example, some Chinese garment
workers are paid only 12-18 cents per hour (Claudio 2007). Clothing
retailers and brands play a key role in ensuring the suppliers are treated
fairly and adhere to environmental, health and safety regulations.

Use and Disposal. This use and care phase represents a large proportion of
the life cycle impacts due to the amount of energy, detergents,
petrochemical based solvents and water used. As the rate at which co-
producers are purchasing has escalated and the lifespan of a garment has
reduced dramatically, the amount of clothing being sent directly to landfills
has drastically increased in recent years (Morgan and Birtwistle 2009).

1.2.2 The Sustainability Challenge

Due to increasing co-producers’ demand, the fashion industry currently
uses a constant throughput of natural resources and human capital to satisfy
this demand. The overconsumption of the fashion industry contributes to
the depletion of finite fossil fuels used for production and transportation
(Allwood et al. 2006). Also, other natural resources like fresh water
reservoirs are being increasingly exploited for cotton crop production
(Draper et al. 2007). Additionally, the industry is introducing in a
systematic way manmade compounds such as pesticides and synthetic
fibres, increasing their persistent presence in the nature (Claudio 2007). As
a result, natural resources are in jeopardy and forests and ecosystems are
being damaged or destroyed for cotton production, leading to issues such as
droughts, desertification and not least, climate change, that are affecting
society at large (Holmberg et al. 2000). To visualize in a simple way the
sustainability challenge of the fashion industry, the authors propose the use
of the funnel metaphor that can demonstrate that if the consumption of the
current fashion industry keeps increasing at the current rate the impacts on
the social and ecological environment will also increase. This leads to a
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progressively a limited space for the industry to handle these impacts in the
future and resolve the issues humanity is facing today. This is symbolized
by the converging walls of the funnel (see Figure 1.2).

Biodiversity Loss
Water depletion & pollution

Soil & land degradation
Climate Change

Decreasing resources

Future

Increasing consumption

Fossil fuel emissions

Energy consumption
Growing landflls

Raw material consumption

Figure 1.2. The Funnel Metaphor (Holmberg et al. 2000).

Using this metaphor we can draw the conclusion that if we do not want to
‘hit the narrowing walls of the funnel,” we must re-design the current
unsustainable practices in society, including the fashion industry. This
change, if achieved, is likely to result in a gradual return to equilibrium,
where societal behaviour is finally not in conflict with natural resources and
the fashion industry can subsist without compromising the health of the
earth and of people.

1.2.3 Sustainability Improvements to-date

Incremental sustainability improvements have been applied at all stages of
the life cycle — from renewable and organic materials, more efficient textile
and garment manufacturing to ethical labour standards and recycling
initiatives. Examples include:

* High-impact fibres are being replaced with low-chemical, rapidly
renewable, and low water/energy consuming fibres such as hemp,
lyocell, wool, plant-based biodegradable PLA (Fletcher 2008, 4);

* During clothing and textile production, improved environmental
regulations (EU IPCC legislation) have resulted in improvements
for water and chemical use, air emissions and water effluents
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(European Commission 2009);

* The industry has adopted Environmental Management Systems and
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives;

* Certification and labelling schemes have been developed for the
processing of organic textiles such as the GOTS, and the Soil
Association Textile standards (see appendix E);

* Many other organizations work towards ethical and social
guidelines, as well as voluntary codes of conduct, for the fashion
industry (see appendix A for a list);

* A number of brands incorporating sustainable design principles, and
environmental and social criteria have cropped up, such as
Patagonia’s Common Threads recycling program (Patagonia 2010)
and Nike’s CSR reporting initiatives (Nike 2010);

* Increasing consumer awareness of environmental and social impacts
of clothing purchases (Defra 2008; TNS Worldpanel 2008).

Overall, it is notable that the industry has taken considerable steps in order
to move towards sustainability but the negative effects provoked by its
business model still largely outweighs the positive actions that have been
taken and call for improvements in the short term.

1.3 Slow Fashion: towards a Sustainable
Fashion Industry

Consume