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Abstract 

This action research based thesis uses qualitative interviews and data coding to explore 

the perspectives and experiences of 17 working apparel designers with sustainability within their 

design practice. The Disruptive Design Method was employed to structure the research and 

explore the challenges and opportunities that may exist in order to contribute to the development 

of more sustainable apparel designers. The findings revealed two distinct designer groups: 

agentized designers who engage with sustainability as a practice, and disengaged designers who 

see the problems in the industry as overwhelming. Seven themes emerged: a value action gap, 

the emotional impact, formative work experiences, and optimism in the face of challenge, 

knowledge designers hold, the influence of corporate culture, and support or lack of community 

culture. The outcome that emerged from this research is a synthesis of insights that is conveyed 

through a set of propositions for further professional development, communication and education 

around creating more agentized and sustainable apparel designers. 

Keywords: apparel, fashion, systems thinking, sustainable design, education, disruptive 

design 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This thesis explores the relationship designers have with sustainability in the apparel 

industry using mixed methods, qualitative interviews and the application of the Disruptive 

Design Method (DDM). The DDM is a new three part design practice method seeks to 

understand, evolve and solve complex problems in order to make positive impacts in the world 

by design. Through this practice based work, a series of insights are discovered, discussed, and 

recommendations for educational and professional interventions provided.  

Background 

It is relevant to briefly contextualize this work as it is influenced by the researcher’s own 

background. As a designer, I have a 20 year career history of creating mass market products for 

the apparel and hard good industries, travelling to factories in China, Thailand, India, the U.S. 

and Canada to do so. During this career, I found myself working for some of the largest 

producers of apparel and gifts in Canada, most of which was outsourced to Asia to be 

manufactured. Responsible for millions of dollars worth of textiles and hard goods, I was 

regularly sent on production trips to work directly with the factories. On one of these trips to 

India, I watched a woman scoop drinking water for her infant out of the sewer, the local water 

table depleted due to the textile industry (Dass & Muniyandi, 2013). This was a catalysing 

moment providing a glimpse into the unintended consequences of my actions as a designer, and I 

then became focused on alleviating the negative effects I had witnessed.  

To make the changes I believed were ethical and responsible, I began making different 

design choices, such as switching to certified sustainable options and changing packaging 

materials. My lack of knowledge around sustainability, availability of resources for which to 
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educate myself, and lack of like-minded community was frustrating and alienating. As a result of 

my decisions, I experienced a series of unexpected negative consequences, both within the 

existing recycling system and financially for the company. The critical moment of realization 

came when I discovered that the bio-based shipping bags I had switched the company over to 

were creating more environmental harm than good. This was due to the lack of systems required 

at both the user and facility level to appropriately process them at the end of their life, factors I 

had been unaware of previous to making this costly decision. 

 Opaque systems and eroding support from the company and customers created 

challenges that were increasingly difficult to navigate. Becoming disengaged and exhausted, I 

gradually stopped the attempts at making change and eventually left that position. While apparel 

design can provide joy and usefulness for both the customer and designer, I could not reconcile it 

with the damage I saw first hand, and suspected was happening on a larger scale. Starting this 

research, I learned my suspicions were correct and the negative impacts to our social, economic 

and environmental systems are significant (Allwood, Laursen, Russell, de Rodriguez & Bocken, 

2008; Bevilacqua, Ciarapica, Giacchetta & Marchetti, 2011; Chen & Burns, 2006; Muthu, Li, Hu 

& Mok, 2012), further fueling my desire to be a part of designing pathways for more sustainable 

designs.  

Problem Identification 

The apparel industry is estimated to employ 58 million people globally (Strijbos, 2016), 

and is responsible for intensive use of chemicals, land, water, energy and cheap labour with 

corresponding impacts on the associated environmental and social systems (Caniato, Caridi, 

Crippa, & Moretto, 2012; de Brito, Carbone, & Blanquart, 2008). Apparel designers are 

 

https://paperpile.com/c/cLcWCq/yKJxJ
https://paperpile.com/c/cLcWCq/yKJxJ
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identified to be in a critical position, able to affect more than an estimated 80% of the impact of 

the final product, and in turn, the industry (Bhamra, 2007; European Commission, 2014; 

Leerberg, Riisberg, & Boutrup, 2010). Their decisions have the opportunity to result in less 

waste, toxins, energy and water being used as selections are made for fabric, dyes, trims, 

packaging, factories and end of life handling (Bhamra, 2007). Despite this potential for impact, 

current research focuses primarily on consumer behaviour and production methods rather than 

the role of the designer in promoting and creating a more sustainable apparel system (Lawless & 

Medvedev, 2016; Koksal, Strahle, Muller & Friese, 2016; LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 

2016). This research is thus designed to explore the designer experience in their work within the 

context of the apparel industry, along with how this may influence their desire or ability to make 

change. 

Apparel consumers are influenced by price, quality, style, social status and emotional 

need more than ethical issues, even among those who identify as more socially and 

environmentally aware (Harris, Roby & Dipp, 2016; Kang & Kim, 2013; Lundblad & Davies, 

2015; Huantian, Chang, Kallal, Manalo, McCord, Shaw & Starner, 2014). Moreso, sustainability 

is perceived by consumers as too complex to understand, and individual ethical concerns vary 

widely, from concern with the environment to animal treatment, fair wages, pollution, etc (Harris 

et al., 2016). Research identifies the gap that still exists between intentions consumers have 

towards buying sustainable apparel, and translating those intentions into actual purchases (Chang 

& Watchravesringkan, 2018). Some call this the 30:3, or halo effect, where 30% of consumers 

identify intentions to buy sustainable product, but only 3% do so (Crowe & Williams, 2000).  
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Brand loyalty, convenience and style outweigh ethical issues to the point that consumers 

will ignore negative information about their preferred brands (Chang & Watchravesringkan, 

2018). Despite an increase of interest in sustainable apparel, most consumers perceive it as 

unattractive and expensive, find it difficult to identify what is sustainable, and doubt the 

credibility of such claims when they are made (de Lenne & Vandenbosch, 2017).  

In order to increase sustainability in apparel, researchers suggest a multi-pronged 

approach that includes not only educating consumers, but also normalizes strategic design 

practices (Harris et al., 2016). The understanding and practice of sustainable design has evolved 

over the years, described as ranging from green design; dealing largely with environmental 

impacts, ‘eco-design’ addressing the environmental life cycle impacts, and sustainable design, 

addressing needs, ethics and equity on a systems level (Sherwin & Bhamra, 2000). For the 

purpose of this thesis, sustainable design is taken to mean the practice of design that takes into 

account both the environmental and social impacts of a product’s full life cycle (Bhamra, Lilley 

& Tang, 2011). This practice has the desired outcome of transitioning the industry to a circular 

economy model of closed loop processes where waste is instead re-imagined as a regenerative 

resource in a systems based approach (Smith, Baille & McHattie, 2017).  

Although not singularly responsible, designers of physical goods can create significant 

change for better or worse when they decide what, how and where to make their products 

(Calamari & Hyllegard, 2017). Designers have the opportunity to affect a garment’s life cycle  1

with their influence on how they are manufactured, packaged, communicated about, cared for, 

1  Life cycle thinking (LCT) describes the stages a product goes through and aims to consider the 
environmental, social and economic impacts associated with each stage in order to avoid burden shifting from one 
stage to another, allowing trade-off decisions to be made. This is in contrast to life cycle assessment (LCA), a 
standardized ISO analysis tool to measure and assess impacts (Sonnemann et al., 2015) 

 

https://paperpile.com/c/cLcWCq/2G7sq
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and disposed of (Cowan & Kinley, 2014; Lundblad & Davies, 2015; Ruppert-Stroescu, LaHew, 

Connell & Armstrong, 2015). Despite recognition that they are a critical part of creating a more 

sustainable system, designers remain largely uneducated about sustainable design strategies, 

disconnected from the impact of their decision, few have the opportunity to visit factories, and 

many lack the personal agency needed for change (Palomo-Lovinski & Hahn, 2014). 

Additionally, little research exists on apparel designers themselves, their experience in the 

industry, how they feel about their work and the impact that may or may not have on the industry 

(LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016). 

Approach 

This research uses the Disruptive Design Method, which adopts several existing research 

and design practice methods to approach a problem arena from a deep systems perspective. The 

first phase of this approach requires the practitioner to explore the problem through a contextual 

action research phase (Adelman, 1993), the second stage employs systems thinking tools 

(Acaroglu, 2017) to connect the research to the tangible world, and the third phase involves 

synthesizing and building potential and applicable interventions to shift the status quo of the 

problem. These three stages are referred to as the Mining, Landscaping and Building phases and 

are employed within this research practice.  

Furthermore, the primary methods used throughout this work are practice based and 

participatory action research (Candy, 2006; Lewin, 1946; Schön , 1983), systems thinking 

(Kauffman, 1980; Ackoff, 1973; Meadows, 2008), qualitative research (Silverman, 2013) and 

critical reflection (Schön, 1983). The literature relevant to this thesis are Acaroglu’s (2017) 

Disruptive Design Method, systems thinking theories from Kauffman (1980), Ackoff (1973), and 
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Meadows (2008), Papanek’s (1971) discussion on ethics in design, Bandura’s (1999) theories on 

personal agency and Lertzman’s (2012) psychosocial dimensions of agency, engagement and 

participation in the face of ecological challenges.  

Research Question 

Using a qualitative mixed methods approach, the overarching question was: What is 

needed to facilitate the development of more sustainable designers in the apparel industry?  

During the research process, three additional questions were explored:  

1. What are the current thoughts and opinions from designers on what they know/need to 

know regarding sustainable apparel design as a practice?  

2. What opportunities and challenges do they experience as apparel designers, and how does 

that affect the development of sustainable design in their practice? 

3. Informed by research with designers, and through my own experiences, how can I 

contribute to furthering the development of more sustainable designers? 

Structure 

This thesis is presented in eight chapters. The introduction forms the context and 

overview of the research in chapter one. Chapter two details the literature reviewed and 

employed in the development of the work. In chapter three, the research design and methods are 

detailed with a clear outline of the Disruptive Design Method provided. In chapter four the study 

population and limitations of the research are explained. Chapter five then reviews the data 

analysis methods used, providing examples of the Disruptive Design Method tools. Chapter six 

provides the results of the research analysis along with a discussion on the emergent outcomes of 

this work. Conclusions and synthesis of the research are provided in chapter seven, and chapter 
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eight offers recommendations based on the findings. In conclusion, chapter nine lays out 

propositions for future work that would contribute to making change in this field.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Literature pertaining to the apparel industry’s global economic, social and environmental 

impacts, the ethics of design, personnel agencies and identity in the role of designers are the 

main literature arenas explored in supporting the development of this thesis.  

The Apparel Landscape 

The apparel industry has contributed to rapid global economic growth, while concurrently 

having significant environmental and social impacts (Shen, Li, Dong & Perry, 2017). To protect 

domestic and small market manufacturing in the United States and what was the European 

Community (now European Union), quota restrictions were imposed in 1974 by the Multi Fibre 

Arrangement (MFA). These quotas restricted imports from specific developing countries (China, 

India, Brazil and others) to developed countries, and expired in stages from 1995 to 2005 

(Brambilla, Khandelwal & Schott, 2006). A byproduct of the MFA restrictions was tangential 

growth throughout Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and Central/South America where subcontracting 

was used to bypass country quotas, simultaneously reducing supply chain transparency and 

distributing industry development (Maloney, 2015). Following the MFA expiration and 

accompanying release of restrictions, industry development in low-labour-cost countries 

increased exponentially. By 2000, Japan was already importing over 75% of their apparel from 

China instead of producing locally (Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003). In the United States, while 

82% of clothing was manufactured domestically in 1975, that number fell to 2% by 2016 

(ApparelStats & ShoeStats, 2017; Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003).  
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North American and European manufacturing jobs migrated and expanded offshore to 

lower-wage countries, the U.S. also saw a 50% increase in designer jobs between 2005-2015, 

along with increases in apparel related marketing, project management, research, distribution, 

education and other associated apparel fields (Maloney, 2015). Increased global income 

contributed to the growth of the apparel industry, now worth three trillion dollars globally, 

providing more employment than any other business sector (Anwar, 2017). Production speed has 

contributed to this growth, as development cycles from design stage to retail delivery dropped 

from 40-50 weeks in the 1990’s to 3 weeks in the 2000’s (MacDonald & Vollrath, 2005). This 

cycle is commonly referred to as “fast fashion”, with production doubling since 2000, purchases 

increasing by 60% between 2000-2014, and garments worn an average of seven times (Remy, 

Speelman & Swartz, 2016; Storry & McKenzie, 2018).  

Declining garment prices, faster production and climbing global incomes has resulted in 

this increased consumption, particularly for rapidly developing BRIC  countries where apparel 2

sales are quickly catching up to North American and European countries, growing eight times 

faster than developed nations (MacDonald & Vollrath, 2005, Remy et al., 2016).  

While this industry growth has shifted billions of dollars into developing countries, it has 

also shifted many of the environmental and social impacts. The energy requirements of apparel 

manufacturing are extremely high, using 132 millions tons of coal in 2008, and nine trillion tons 

of water globally per year (Gwozdz, Steensen & Muller, 2017). One pair of conventional jeans, 

for example, requires an average of 3625 litres of water, three kilograms of chemicals, 400 mj of 

energy and 16m2 of land (Gwozdz et al., 2017). Between 1960 and 2016, global use of cotton 

2 BRIC stands for Brazil, Russia, India, China. 
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increased from 15 million to 25 million tons, and man-made fibres increased from 15 million to 

90 million tons (Hughes, 2017).  

Impacts also result from factory effluent, such as in the town of Tirupur, India. Due to 

heavy metal contamination from 41,626 apparel related factories, 64% of the agricultural land in 

the region has been abandoned or lies fallow (Dass & Muniyandi, 2013). In addition to 

environmental contamination, chemicals used across the manufacturing process present health 

hazards to workers, including respiratory illnesses and heightened risk of cancers (Luongo, 2015; 

Singh & Chadha, 2016). Hazardous factory conditions extend to building collapses and fires 

(Syed & Banjo, 2013), such as the 2013 Rana Plaza garment factory collapse, resulting in over a 

thousand deaths and drawing international media attention and calls for change 

(LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016; Thomas, 2018).  

These impacts are not isolated to low-labour-cost countries. In 2002, California, U.S. 

produced 13 billion dollars worth of apparel, primarily manufactured by undocumented workers 

who often earn less than minimum wage and suffer from higher than average rates of work 

related illness and injury (Lashuay, Burgel, Harrison, Israel, Chan, Cusic, Pun, Chao, Fong & 

Shin, 2002). 

Extending the life of a product considerably decreases the impact of garments, however 

there are significant water and energy costs that occur through laundering, along with microfibre 

and chemical contamination into water tables, consumer’s skin and the food system (Laitala, 

Kleep & Henry, 2017; Luongo, 2015). Between 1999-2009, U.S. landfills saw a 40% increase in 

textile waste, placing apparel as one of the fastest growing waste streams in the world (Norum, 

2017; Storry & McKenzie, 2018). While 3.8 billion pounds of textile waste are annually diverted 
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to recycling in the United States, that number represents 15% of the total amount, with the 

remaining 85% going to landfill (Ruppert-Stroescu et al., 2015).  

It is estimated that three fifths of globally purchased garments end up in landfill or 

incinerators due to lack of market demand, loss of consumer repair skills, and inadequate and 

technically difficult recycling requirements (Remy et al., 2016). Current recycling capabilities 

are unable to address the quantity of production, with only one commercial scale closed loop 

polyester  garment recycling facility in the world, and little demand for recycled cotton, wool 3

and mixed fibres (Storry & McKenzie, 2018).  

Recycling and donations aim to minimize and reduce symptoms of the larger issue, 

however they don’t address the root problems (Lawless & Medvedev, 2016). Donation and reuse 

extend the lifetime of clothing, however this varies across countries and type of garment, 

dependant on collection accessibility and cultural norms. In Japan for example, the level of 

clothing donation is extremely low, while the U.K. reports high numbers (Laitala et al, 2017). 

Approximately 20% of the donated garments are resold, the rest sent to landfill or exported to 

developing countries (Joung & Park-Poaps, 2011). This exportation of second hand donations to 

East African countries has contributed to the collapse of local apparel manufacturing in countries 

such as Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania, resulting in importation bans and taxes (Wetengere, 

2018). In some areas, selling second hand western clothing has become an important source of 

income, drawing criticism as a new form of colonialism (Wetengere, 2018). These donated 

garments eventually end up in landfill, with limited use as rags, paper or burned for energy as the 

3 Polyester currently makes up 55% of the global fibre production, cotton 22%, wool 1.3% (Storrey & 
McKenzie, 2017) and organic cotton 0.03% in 1999 (Kalliala & Nousiainen, 1999) but increasing substantially since 
then (Willer & Lenoud, 2017). 
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cost for recycling is currently high in comparison to potential revenue generation (Joung & 

Park-Poaps, 2011).  

Researchers suggest pressure to reform the apparel industry has been catalyzed by media 

attention around factory collapses, in particular Rana Plaza (Khan, 2016; Thomas, 2018). In 

response to this pressure, some apparel companies have increased experimentation with 

sustainable design and communication strategies (Caniato et al., 2012; Lundblad & Davies, 

2015). These companies are using materials such as plant derived leather alternatives, bacteria 

and algae based fabrics, along with initiatives for take-back programs, product service models 

(leasing) and alternative transportation techniques . 4

Trade Shows & Conferences Training, Directories & Resources 

World Ethical Apparel Roundtable (Canada) commonobjective.co 

Copenhagen Fashion Summit (Denmark) cfda.com/resources/sustainability-resources 

Future Fabrics Expo (England) ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications 

NeoNyt (Germany) wrap.org.uk 

Innatex (Germany) bkaccelerator.com/sfr/ 

Consortium of Green Fashion (India) sustainablefashionacademy.org 

ReMode (USA) futurelearn.com/courses/fashion-and-sustaina
bility 

Table 1 Selected conferences & resources specific to sustainable apparel design advancement 

 Interest in the circular economy has gained momentum, with conferences, resources and 

initiatives exploring ideas on how to minimize waste and reduce resource extraction to create 

4 Pineapple waste leather alternatives are being developed sold by Pinatex, while designer Tjeerd 
Veenhoven has experimented with palm based leather under the name PalmLeather and algae under the name 
AlgaeFabrics. Designer and cheese-maker Sacha Laurin makes clothing from Kombucha, while Mud Jeans operates 
a take-back recycling and leasing model for denim. Rental models include Rent the Runway and Flaunt Box among 
others. Timbercoast shipping delivers product by sail rather than diesel cargo. 
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closed loop systems (Zink & Geyer, 2017), some specific to sustainable apparel design. Despite 

this increased awareness and interest, studies have identified that consumers (including 

designers) are skeptical of sustainable claims from brands, while their knowledge of the issues 

and opportunities for sustainability remain limited (Harris et al., 2016; Yang, Han & Lee, 2017). 

Research by Haug (2016) found that while designers have benefitted from an increase in 

environmental education, social issues within the apparel industry and the ethical responsibilities 

of a designer remain largely ignored areas. While there are inroads, conventional apparel growth 

continues to outpace the development of sustainable product (Remy et al., 2016) and there 

remains very little transparency around products (Yang et al, 2017). 

Design & Ethics  

Designer and author Norman Potter describes the practice of design as the process of 

taking an idea conceived in one’s mind to an outcome manufactured in reality (Potter, 1969, 

p.10). He argues that every human is a designer, with some making a living from it in a variety 

of professional roles. Those roles range from those who do “competent work ...over a broad 

field” to those who shape and diffuse new cultural norms, often shifting between the many roles 

the title encompasses (Potter, 1969). Potter proposes that designers are in a constant state of 

learning their own craft, able to be conformist or agents of change by creating real world impacts 

through production and distribution (Potter, 1969, p.32). As such, there are ethical considerations 

to be taken into account when creating work that then holds unintended (or otherwise) 

consequences in the real world.  

Ethics, however, vary according to the individual. For example, deontological ethics 

focuses on motives for action, while consequentialist ethics focuses on the outcomes of action. 
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Virtue ethics, by contrast, relates to the intrinsic moral character of a person rather than actions 

taken due to external factors such being motivated by duty (Haug, 2016). Aristotle’s perspective 

on virtue ethics suggested three aspect to an ethical character; phronesis (knowledge and skill), 

areté (good morals) and eunoia (goodwill between actors) (Haug, 2016). In other words, a 

designer requires the knowledge and skills of sustainable design, the intention to do good, and 

the ability to engage participants in the process in order to bring about an ethical design outcome 

(Haug, 2016).  

Designers tangibly shape the world through their individual and collective actions, thus 

personal ethics and how they influence design outcomes are intrinsic to any investigation of 

design practice.This was a fundamental argument put forth by educator and designer Victor 

Papanek who noted in 1971 that design education had too much focus on the practice of design, 

and not enough on the social and environmental systems that design decisions affect. He argued 

that the missing element is ethics, absent from curriculum in his time and still considered to be 

largely ignored in current design education (Papanek, 1971, Haug, 2016). Since Papanek first 

challenged the industrial design industry to embrace the ethical impacts of its actions (Papanek, 

1971), there has been slow movement forward, with this adoption still being proposed by 

educational institutions in recent years and still primarily focusing on industrial design 

(Sotamma, Le Boef, Manzini, Breitenberg, Tischner, Villari, Sahlqvist, Jacobson, Meroni, 

Cipolla, Loetscher, Lynch & Grout, 2006; Haug, 2016; Thomas, 2018).  

While curriculum around environmental issues has increased in some apparel design 

programs, there has not been a concordant increase in social issues and sustainability sciences 

and remains limited (Haug, 2016). Echoing Papanek’s earlier criticism of design education 
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(Papanek, 1971), University of the Arts London (UAL) professors Kate Fletcher and Dilys 

Williams argue that fashion design education is focused too much on limitless ideas, missing the 

responsibility and limitations that come along with the real world impacts of creativity (Fletcher 

& Williams, 2013). Fletcher and Williams co-created the (no longer available) UAL MA Fashion 

and Environment program to establish their design student’s capacity to make systems change in 

an experiential, transformative and practical program (Fletcher & Williams, 2013). Program 

curriculum included systems, social science, psychology, ecology, and resource analysis. Despite 

taking place in what they describe as a progressive school, the program encountered challenges 

with budget, time, and students who became so overwhelmed by the industry challenges they 

were “unable to act” and caused their “cessation of practice” (Fletcher & Williams, 2013). These 

issues were addressed with a variety of approaches, from establishing student learning 

communities, mentorships, the inclusion of critical thinking training and a focus on process 

rather than perfect ethical outcomes (Fletcher & Williams, 2013). Their reflections on the 

program conclude that conventional educational systems require a shift in pedagogical approach 

and re-imagining of fashion education as a whole in order to adequately prepare students to shift 

industry, value and cultural norms (Fletcher & Williams, 2013).  

Apparel industry designer/writer/educators such as Fletcher, along with Alison Gwilt 

(professor at University of New South Wales), Timo Rissanen (professor at Parsons School of 

Design), Holly McQuillan (educator at University of Borås) and Lynda Grose (professor at 

California College of the Arts) among others have written books that speak to apparel designers 

who wish to develop a more sustainable design practice. Gwilt’s book, A Practical Guide to 

Sustainable Fashion (Gwilt, 2014), includes an overview of life cycle and technical 
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considerations, interviews with practicing sustainable designers, and exercises for the reader to 

engage with the many forms of sustainable practice. The strategies presented include designing 

for durability, multi-functionality, modularity, disassembly and repair among others. Gwilt also 

covers choosing low-impact materials, the use of mono-materials, zero waste techniques, 

consumer care to address the impact of laundering, and packaging. Extending into areas beyond 

fabric, an overview of considerations is offered for minimizing transportation, packaging 

strategies, consumer care to address the impact of laundering and alternative to consumption 

service models such as leasing. Rissanen, a zero-waste pioneer, has co-authored several books 

with both Gwilt and fellow zero-waste educator McQuillan on cultural and practical sustainable 

design practices. In Fashion & Sustainability: Design for Change (Fletcher & Grose, 2012), the 

discussion goes beyond design strategies and also suggests how designers can engage with 

sustainable design by breaking out of habits and silos, re-imagining business models beyond 

economic growth, challenge their preconceptions in favour of a more systems wide view, and 

become experiential educators, activists and advocates.  

While re-directed at the current apparel design landscape, many of these strategies are not 

new to the design community. Papanek also advocated for service models that challenge the 

concept of ownership, designing for modularity so the consumer could have control and 

adaptability built into their products, and fitting form to function, among others. He argued that 

while creating products that were more disposable could have democratizing and beneficial 

impacts, he also cautioned that this benefit would be negated if it led to waste, pollution and 

increased consumption (Papanek, 1971). Many of the strategies and philosophical approaches in 

Design for the Real World (1971) are reflected in the work of current writers/designers, however 
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in the almost 50 years since Design for the Real World, the challenges remain and have grown in 

scope along with population and consumption. 

Papanek, Grose, Fletcher and Williams all put forth proposals for developing ethical 

designers and call for a complete change to education and thus the overall practice of product 

design. Papanek argued that in order to create designers that positively impact the world, we 

must blur the lines between design teachers and learners, creating interactive and responsive 

situations that provides feedback and change according to the needs of the learner at all stages of 

their development. He emphasized design decisions to be taken in context of their social and 

environmental impacts, strongly encouraging travel and the insertion of the designer into the 

population for whom they are designing (Papanek, 1971). Fletcher and Williams also cite the 

current educational model as responsible for reinforcing unsustainability, and propose a more 

participatory, transformative and holistic approach that is built on active participation, direct 

experience and activities (Fletcher & Williams, 2013).  

A recent literature review of papers on sustainability in apparel conducted by Koksal et al 

(2016) found the only factor to influence sustainable practices was the ethical orientation of the 

apparel company, however integrating ethics into apparel design has often been “sidestepped, or 

rejected, as it was perceived as too theoretical, or farfetched” (Thomas, 2018). More often, 

sustainability codes of conduct for suppliers have been implemented in many apparel 

organizations. Researchers have noted however that externalizing responsibility, such as 

imposing codes of conduct onto suppliers, is ineffective and often used for public relations rather 

than ensuring standards (Koksal et al., 2016). They also noted most of the available research 

focuses on either consumer behaviour, environmental issues, or supply chain practices with a 
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lack of research on the role of the designers, ethics, and personal agency (de Lene & 

Vanderbosch, 2017; Koksal et al., 2018; LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016; Lawless & 

Medvedev, 2016; Thomas, 2017). Rather than externalizing sustainability, there is instead a call 

for designers to deeply understand their impact on cultural norms, life cycle thinking and 

systems thinking as key, and ethics as a fundamental design skill (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; 

Fletcher & Williams, 2013; Papanek, 1971; Thomas, 2018). 

With a vast supply chain that lacks transparency, and an educational system that largely 

does not address how to navigate these issues, it is not only difficult to understand how a product 

is physically being made, but also how and what ethical standards to apply in vastly fluctuating 

industry (Thomas, 2018). The production methods, impacts and globally distributed sources of 

an apparel designer’s choices are difficult to trace and understand (Chen & Burns, 2006; Caniato 

et al., 2011). Fabrics, ornamentation and trims are selected from a wide variety of above and 

below ground options, animal and plant derived, and varying levels of human intervention . For 5

designers looking to make sustainable apparel, they are tasked to learn and define what is 

sustainable, what the ethical choice is, and then further challenged to ensure their choices and 

suppliers meet those parameters (Aakko & Koskennurmi-Sivonen, 2013). This requires 

knowledge not only of what the materials and processes entail, but the capacity to delineate 

which of the many choices are arguably better or worse in the complex ever-evolving social and 

environmental systems they affect. Once determined, they must also be able to wield enough 

5 These are broad categories and materials may belong to more than one. Above ground materials include 
those growing above ground level, such as cotton and linen. Below ground materials include those that require 
mining such as polyester, or brass. Animal derived includes wool, leather and silk, while plant derived includes 
materials linen and wood. Materials that need little intervention include hemp, while those that need significant 
intervention include recycled or new bamboo rayon, viscose, modals and acrylic (Handbook of Technical Textiles, 
Horrocks & Ananad, 2000). 
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influence within organizations and/or customer bases to successfully put into place these choices 

for both the immediate and long term product offering.  

Personal Agency in Apparel Designers 

Psychologist Albert Bandura (1999) argues the foundation of personal agency is the 

belief that actions will result in the desired effect. Without seeing an individual's effect, there is 

no incentive to act, or motivation to continue when challenged. Those who doubt their ability to 

succeed will “slacken their efforts, give up, or settle for mediocre solutions” (Bandura, 1999), 

while those who have strong beliefs are more resilient and motivated to continue.  

For designers looking to create sustainable apparel, it is therefore relevant to understand 

their sense of personal agency when looking to bring about industry shifts. Designers create 

artwork and technical specs of garments months or years in advance of their retail arrival, setting 

into motion a domino effect that affects an estimated 80% of the products impact (European 

Commission, 2014; Leerberg et al, 2010). This estimate reflects the role of a designer in not only 

transforming ideas into reality, but their potential influence on the life cycle of a garment and 

subsequent cultural norms (Potter, 1969).  

From the perspective of Bandura’s social cognitive theory, humans are a product of their 

surrounding systems, co-created through their actions and interactions. As such, designers are at 

the intersection of both predictive (creating designs months or years in advance) and prescriptive 

(deciding what will be worn and sold and responding to customer demand) roles, able to 

contribute to setting new social norms and desires (Leerberg et al, 2010; Margolin, 2007) as 

these interactions unfold.  
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Designers at different stages in their career have varying levels of influence on these 

norms, however they have the potential to act as ‘ringleaders’ in communicating beyond 

development alone given they have the agency to do so (Lushan & Zhao, 2018). Increasingly, 

designers are tasked with understanding and navigating complex systems in designing for ethical 

and sustainable systems (Engeler, 2017; Leerberg et al., 2010). However, not all organizations 

they work for have this mandate, and even when they do, the infrastructure may not exist to 

support such a mandate.  

Bandura discussed the role of personal agency in regards to morals and action, examining 

what happens when they are not aligned. When faced with the harmful effects of our actions, 

disengagement results, diffusing personal agency and responsibility (Bandura, 1999). 

Environmental psychologist Dr. Renée Lertzman identifies that gaps between values and actions 

can be distressing, and have the potential to become “...a ‘tangle’ of anxiety, losses, 

anticipations, and desires” (Lertzman, 2012, p.7). Lertzman suggests that these emotions are 

important to identify when addressing social and environmental change, as learners challenging 

information can reduce cognitive capacity for the integration of new knowledge. Recognizing a 

gap between one’s actions and ethics will often result in anxiety, a sense of mourning, and 

apathy as defensive strategies (Lertzman, 2015, p.40).  

Furthermore, Lertzman explores how apathy comes not from a lack of caring, as can be 

perceived, but rather from caring within a system where it is difficult to understand how ones 

actions will lead to the results one want to see. This is a key component in Bandura’s foundation 

for personal agency (Lertzman, 2015, p.148; Bandura, 1999; Alcorn, 2013). When designers are 

working within a system where error and failures will be inevitable, the human rather than the 
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system itself is often blamed (Leveson, 2011). In order to increase a sense of personal agency for 

those who work in sustainability, Lertzman recommends developing a perspective that takes into 

account more than just behaviour, moving away from the idea that lack of action equals apathy 

(Lertzman, 2015, p.150).  

As designers are increasingly brought into the sustainability conversation, their sense of 

agency plays a key role on the impact potential of their design decisions. Within Bandura’s 

framework, humans are proactive, self-organizing, self-reflective and self-regulating agents in a 

course towards meaning (Bandura, 1999). Navigating this course in emergent and interactive 

ways, humans learn through the modelled behaviour of others (Bandura, 1999), and it is through 

an increase in this modelled behaviour that there is an opportunity for designers to more clearly 

see how to create change, and maintain their motivation to influence the apparel system.  

Chapter 3: Research Design & Methodology 

This study uses the Disruptive Design Method to structure the research process and 

develop the conceptual interventions. The DDM employs a mixed methods approach created by 

Dr. Leyla Acaroglu’s  research into making positive social and environmental change . The 6 7

Disruptive Design Method incorporates a participatory action research approach (PAR), defined 

as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the 

pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p.1). This method brings 

together theory, action, reflection and practice with the participation of others to find practical 

6 Dr. Acaroglu was sought out as a supervisor in order to learn this particular method. During the research 
process, the opportunity was offered to have hands on learning experiences within the organization, as well as paid 
commissions to provide design services. Research methods were also tested independent of Acaroglu in order to 
establish external validation and rigour. 

7 This mixed methods approach was the basis for choosing the DDM as a research method. The DDM is 
based on a cross-section of sustainability, design and systems thinking, a unique combination that was specifically 
appropriate to this sustainability and design oriented research project. 
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solutions for individuals and communities (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p.1). While PAR is 

generally attributed to Kurt Lewin, many researchers have adapted his ideas since his death in 

1947 (Dickens & Watkins, 1999). Common among these researchers is an action rather than 

theoretical approach, relying on collaborative methods of understanding problems, testing ideas 

in the real world in order to make effective changes, and seeing participants as co-creators of the 

change they are seeking.  

As researcher-designer, I have the opportunity to explore how to contribute to developing 

sustainable designers by including myself as a subject. Lewin argued that research “must include 

the active participation by those who have to carry out the work in the exploration of problems 

that they identify and anticipate” (Adelman, 1993), echoing Papanek’s belief that the learner 

should participate in the community they are exploring.  

This approach allows personal ownership and agency in the learning and change process, 

suggested to be a critical aspect in order to be effective (Lippitt, 1951; Kritsonis, 2004). 

Throughout the research period, I accepted design, teaching and speaking opportunities I would 

consider placing my designer peers into, experiencing and reflecting on those to discover 

insights, and designing changes into subsequent work. As such, I am concurrently experiencing 

and contributing, able to be the subject of my own experiments (Dickens & Watkins, 1999; 

Kitchen & Stevens, 2008; Duncan, 2017). 

The Disruptive Design Method 

The Disruptive Design Method (DDM) consists of a three stage iterative process of 

mining (research), landscaping (synthesis) and building (action) for developing creative 

outcomes to complex social and environmental problems (Acaroglu, 2017). Each of these stages 
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contain approaches and tools to work through complex problems, incorporating a 12 part 

methodology . Acaroglu describes the method as a way to combine sociology, design, and 8

environmental sciences with life cycle thinking and systems thinking in a transdisciplinary 

approach (Acaroglu, 2010). Through this method, Acaroglu aims to shift designers from social 

influencers to intentional agents of positive social and environmental change (Acaroglu, 2010).  

Phases of the Disruptive Design Method: Mining, Landscaping & Building 

The Disruptive Design Method begins with the mining phase, which focuses on 

researching an area for inquiry to develop a deep understanding of its elements. In order to mine 

the area of apparel designers, a series of 17 qualitative interviews was conducted with designers 

in the industry. Qualitative research presumes that our realities are shaped by interactions 

between the people and the environment involved (Méndez, 2013). As such, a semi-structured 

interview of six open ended questions was developed to discover the thoughts and experiences of 

these designers, while allowing open space for reflection and conversation around their 

perceived realities. Qualitative coding was used to synthesize the interviews for emergent themes 

and patterns both within each question, and as a whole (Charmaz, 2006). Data was extrapolated 

from the results to support and expand the narrative based responses, while allowing 

self-reflection for both the researcher and the participants.  

Additional to the interviews were opportunities to work with the DDM, allowing 

exploration of its application to this research. As part of this method, three levels of researcher 

engagement were created. First was the opportunity to observe and participate in workshops, 

8 The 12 parts of the methodology are: Sustainability, Systems Thinking, Make Change, Research 
Strategies, Gamification & Game Theory, Cognitive Bias & Science, Ethics & Empathy, Language, Influence & 
Effect, Systems Interventions, Ideation & Prototyping, Sustainable Design & Production, Project Activation & 
Amplification. 
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second to co-facilitate and experiment with the methods during workshops, and third to design 

and run workshops both through Acaroglu’s UnSchool of Disruptive Design and independently 

with other organizations . 9

 Reflection and iteration are key components of the DDM, and these experiences were 

used to continually examine the learning journey undertaken as a designer-researcher, as well as 

test theories and ideas discovered in the interviews. Reflective activities are acknowledged for 

their credibility, allowing the researcher to discover new knowledge which they can then apply 

to their practice (Cord & Clements, 2010). Reflections were recorded with sketches, note taking, 

voice notes, and emails. These practices were used in recognition of the fact that I am a designer, 

researching other designers, in order to apply change to myself as well as a broader community.  

The landscaping phase draws connections and relationships between the information 

gained in the mining phase. This is where the researcher develops a deeper understanding of the 

problem by looking at the data to find “connections that link these often divergent elements 

...and ways of understanding cause and effect dynamics” (Acaroglu, 2017). To discover these 

connections, the interviews were coded for emergent themes and patterns. Coding can be 

explained as a way to “see and label data from multiple conceptual vantage points and to 

interrogate what their codes imply”, thus making it a “reflexive involvement with data as well an 

explicit strategy for theory construction” (Charmaz, 2015).  

Subsequent to coding, the interview responses were explored using DDM systems 

mapping activities such as cluster maps, feedback loops and interconnected circles maps (further 

described in Chapter 5), Acaroglu describes these tools as a “creative way of exploring the way 

9 There were twelve workshops during this time period. UnSchool related workshops included two which 
were observed/participated in, two in which some co-facilitation was done, and three as lead facilitator. Five 
additional workshops were created and run independent of UnSchool and Acaroglu.  
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the world works.” (Acaroglu, 2017). These activities are adapted from the practice of systems 

mapping (Meadows, 2008), and used to work through problems as part of a creative problem 

solving practice. During the research, they served to be useful tools for both exploring the 

interview results, and for workshop participants to discuss and understand complex concepts as 

part of a group. 

These activities help identify potential points of leverage for the third phase of the DDM, 

building. Designer and systems theorist Buckminster Fuller compared a leverage point to “the 

trimtab” (Fuller, 1981; Meadows, 2008), a small part the main rudder on ships and airplanes that 

allows for a change in direction and to overcome inertia. The mapping provides a way of 

allowing the researcher to find insights into what might otherwise be an overwhelming problem 

area. These insights are described as “the tangible outcomes of the mining and landscaping 

process”, different from observations as they piece “together emerging elements in a way that 

provides new and unique information” (Acaroglu, 2017). Once insights are identified, the DDM 

practitioner follows an iterative process of ideation and prototyping based on the action research 

cycle (Lewin, 1946), phasing through stages of “planning, doing, reflecting, and planning again” 

(Acaroglu, 2017). 

The insights that emerged from this research resulted in identifying two distinct groups of 

designers, the experience of transition from one to the other, and a set of recommendations for 

further engaging designers with sustainability.  

Mixed Methods Research  

This study involved qualitative research through interviews and personal exploration 

through the participation and facilitation of workshops with young and established designers. 
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The opportunity to participate in workshops specific to sustainable design and the application of 

the Disruptive Design Method was provided by my supervisor. Further, I self-initiated additional 

opportunities to employ the newly gained skills, along with testing approaches to engaging 

designers with sustainability. This self-initiated work took the form of designing and facilitating 

workshops on sustainable apparel design, design for social impact, and post-disposability.  

Throughout these workshops, the techniques and tools gained were explored and applied 

in practice, adjusted according to reflections on the experience. This iterative approach allowed 

for participatory research aspect (Adelman, 1993) of the process to gain strength, and further 

expand my personal capacity to develop the research. Insights drawn from these invited and 

self-initiated experiences were progressively incorporated, reflected on, and experimented with 

during this period, the results of which are now incorporated into my own design practice and 

facilitation work. 

Chapter 4: Data Collection 

Study Population 

This research looks to explore the thoughts and opinions of apparel designers, as well as 

the opportunities and challenges within their work. As such, designers were selected as the 

research population for the data collection phase. To understand their personal experiences 

within the industry, conducting one on one qualitative interviews was chosen in order to gain this 

perspective. Participants for 11 of the qualitative interviews were selected from a network of 

designers professionally familiar to me. These 11 were chosen based on having a range of 

positions and organizations, willingness to participate, and time availability. Subsequently, six 

further participants were acquired by word of mouth for a total of 17. Three designers didn’t 
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respond to requests for an interview, and one declined due to lack of time during a busy launch 

period. All participants who took part did so voluntarily, and were provided and agreed with an 

ethics statement before each interview. The designers represented a breadth of perspectives, 

experience levels, and types of apparel, and all designers who offered to be interviewed were 

included until saturation was reached. Saturation level was determined by when informational 

redundancy was reached, and the same comments were heard repeatedly (Saunders, Sim, 

Kingstone, Baker, Waterfield, Bartlam, & Jinks, 2017).  

Organizations represented by the designers include present and/or past experience at 

multinational brands such as Adidas, The Gap, Levi’s, Isaac Mizrahi, Lululemon, Abercrombie 

& Fitch and Wal-Mart as well as small, mid-sized, and family owned companies. Designers in 

the study represent both ends of the sustainability spectrum, from owning or working at a 

company that is intentionally integrating sustainable practices, to those with no environmental or 

social mandates. Professional design fields ranged from ready to wear, sportswear, lingerie and 

others. During the interviews, active listening techniques were employed, affirmative language 

and paraphrasing of their words in order to foster further understanding and connection (Weger, 

2018), cognizant of the responsibility of researchers when exploring potentially upsetting topics 

(Wicks & Reason, 2009; Weger 2018). Following the interviews, transcripts were edited for 

grammar and spelling. Participants were then invited to review the document at their own pace 

for accuracy, changes or additions. 

Designer Position Experience Market Level Category 

D1 Employee Creative director Mass market Apparel & 
accessories 

D2 Employee Senior designer Mass market Apparel & 
accessories 
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D3 Employee, 
entrepreneur, 
employee  

Designer, 
creative director, 
brand owner 

Mass market, 
independant 
sustainable 
brand, n/a 

Apparel, 
apparel, 
unrelated 
industry  

D4 Entrepreneur Creative 
director, brand 
owner 

Independent 
sustainable 
brand 

Women’s 
apparel 

D5 Employee Design director Mass market, 
independent 
brand 

Apparel & 
accessories 

D6 Employee Product 
developer, 
technical 
designer 

Mass market, 
independent 
brand 

Apparel & 
accessories, 
lingerie 

D7 Employee Designer Mass market, 
independent 
brand 

Apparel & 
accessories, 
leather goods 

D8 Employee, 
educator 

Wovens 
designer, 
assistant 
professor 

Mass market, 
luxury, 
independent 
brand 

Apparel & 
accessories, 
couture, theatre 

D9 Entrepreneur Creative 
director, brand 
owner 

Independent 
brand 

Lingerie 

D10 Employee Senior product 
developer 

Mass market Apparel, 
lingerie, 
sportswear 

D11 Employee, 
entrepreneur, 
educator 

Creative 
director, 
consultant, 
professor 

Mass market, 
independent 
brand 

Apparel, 
sportswear 

D12 Employee Assistant 
designer 

Mass market Sportswear 

D13 Entrepreneur Owner Mass market Promotional 
apparel & 
accessories 
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D14 Employee Design director Mass Market Apparel & 
accessories 

D15 Entrepreneur Creative 
director, owner, 
teacher 

Independent 
brand 

Apparel & 
accessories 

D16 Entrepreneur, 
educator 

Creative 
director, owner 

Independent 
brand 

Women’s 
apparel 

D17 Employee Intermediate 
designer 

Mass market Accessories 

Table 2 Research participant’s professional context  

Interviews and Reflections 

Data was collected based on a combination of semi-structured qualitative interviews 

(Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Robson, 2001), and reflections (Charmaz, 2006). Interview 

questions (Table 3) were structured to address the research question and sub questions relating to 

the thoughts opinions, challenges and opportunities the designers had experienced in context of 

sustainable design, along with potential gaps that could be addressed. 

In the DDM, this data collection process is also known as the mining phase, in which the 

researcher puts aside solution based thinking in order to first gain an understanding of the 

underlying elements (Acaroglu, 2017). Sixteen of the seventeen open ended qualitative 

interviews were done over the telephone and one was conducted in person. All responses to the 

six open ended questions were transcribed during the interviews and later coded. Interviews 

ranged between 45 min to two hours and include 16 females and one male. This spread reflects 

the gender disparity in fashion, where 70-95% of fashion design graduates are female, yet only 

1.7% reach executive level (Stokes, 2015). Despite actively seeking a more balanced gender 

spectrum, no other male designers volunteered during the research period. Observations and 
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reflections on the research were recorded in notebooks, digital notes, drawings and emails 

throughout the research period.  

What actions do you take professionally to incorporate sustainability in your work? 

What actions do you think need to be taken to increase sustainability in the apparel industry? 

Is there an example of sustainability in the apparel industry that you think is really 
pioneering? 

Have you taken part in any services to assist with sustainability? 

What tools, resources or services would help to fill any of the gaps that you have mentioned? 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Table 3 Interview questions  

Research Ethics 

Interview participant’s consent was granted through a digitally signed consent form, 

which gave the participants the opportunity to opt out of the interview at any point, and granted 

permission to use their responses anonymously for the purposes of this study. Transcriptions of 

the interviews were kept in a private archive, accessible only to myself and the participant. 

Names on the transcripts have been changed in order to ensure confidentiality, and identifying 

information redacted from this paper. All paper files are stored in my personal office, accessible 

only to myself. An ethics review was completed, submitted and approved prior to conducting the 

research.  

Research Limitations 

Limitations of this research include using a small sample size of interview participants, 

and as such is difficult to generalize about an industry. There is a potential for bias with 11 of the 

designers, with whom I have a professional affiliation with, as well as being a designer myself 

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 37 

and as such subject to my own perceptions and bias. The interviews took place during one phone 

call, and a follow up interview afterwards could have provided useful insight after both parties 

had a chance to reflect on the conversation. The study sample is made up of all but one women, 

and an increased male perspective would add valuable insight. Increased diversity in participants 

from other countries would have added further insight, as the designers interviewed only 

represent Canada, the United States and England. It would be useful for further study to look at 

specific niches of the industry and their unique needs.  

Furthermore, as sustainable design is a relatively contemporary and fast evolving aspect 

of the apparel industry, there is very little research that looks directly at the experiences of 

apparel designers and how that affects not only their personal practice, but the industry they 

work within, thus limited the peer reviewed data available. This study is based on qualitative 

data, but could be further broadened to include quantitative data on designers, sustainable 

designers, design ethics and implications for their work, of which there is currently little. 

Workshops were conducted throughout the research and included as reflections on the 

experiences, however it is acknowledged that it would have been valuable to have included one 

in the data collection. Additionally, as far as the researcher has found, this is the first paper to 

utilize the Disruptive Design Method for academic purposes and as such is a new and evolving 

practice with limited peer review. 

Chapter 5: Data Analysis  

All interviews were coded as outlined below and subsequently explored with systems 

mapping tools, including cluster maps, feedback loops and interconnected circles, all approaches 

outlined in the landscaping stage of the DDM.  

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 38 

Coding 

Coding was done with Dedoose, an online tool for qualitative data analysis. It allows the 

user to create categories, and subcategories (codes) in order to analyze large amounts of data. For 

the first step, each question was coded for “participants’ tacit knowledge, meanings, and actions” 

(Charmaz, 2015).The transcripts were category coded for information specific to the interview 

questions regarding actions taken, actions needed, services used, and industry examples. The last 

question, in which interview participants had a chance to add any additional thoughts, acted as a 

reflection question on what was discussed and responses coded appropriately. The codes were 

then grouped into subcategories, for example choosing organic cotton was grouped as material 

choices under actions taken and responses quantified for frequency.  

After coding the responses within each question, the document was scanned for 

additional related responses that may have come up in other parts of the interview. As the 

interviews were open-ended and conversational, there was often a return to question topics as 

ideas were sparked or events remembered. The interviews were scanned for overarching themes, 

which emerged as categories and subcategories of personal actions, perceived problems and 

issues, opportunities, and emotional impact. For example, the theme of cost emerged as a 

challenge, with supplier cost and consumer resistance to price emerging as sub-categories.  

When experiences were particularly relevant to an interview participant’s unique 

position, they often mentioned it many times throughout the interview, in which case it was only 

counted once. For example, one designer’s business uses an on-demand model. Inventory and 

on-demand business models were a recurring theme in that particular interview, whereas it didn’t 

appear in any other interviews. The lack of being mentioned in any of the interviews does not 
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make it any less valuable as an insight, rather is a reflection on how unique of an idea it is for the 

industry.  

Mapping 

Using the data gained from the coding, a series of cluster maps, interconnected circle 

maps and feedback loops (see Figures 1-3 below) in this ‘messy by design’ process were created, 

aimed at finding insights and leverage points in the systems (Acaroglu, 2017). The DDM 

approach to systems mapping emphasizes hand drawn and explorative maps. As a Disruptive 

Design practitioner, the mapper is encouraged to break away from linear and tidy versions of 

traditional systems maps, encouraged by the prompt that there are no mistakes, and that 

perceived failure is a learning opportunity. These mapping strategies enable a flexible and 

creative approach during the landscaping phase to allow for diverse methods of exploring the 

elements that emerge during the mining phase. As a creative professional, sketching and 

prototyping are natural integrations of the skills a designer holds, and this process became an 

intuitive exercise to identify trends, patterns and dynamics. The use of mapping has been applied 

in other research where linear modelling has limited value, unable to fully explore problems 

which are dynamic in nature and require multidimensional approaches to solve (Ambekar, 

Kapoor & Mehta, 2014; Yee, Bartsch, Mui, Haidari, Spiker & Gittelsohn, 2016). 

While mapping was done specifically for the interview questions, it was also introduced 

as a tool for participants during observed and co-facilitated invited workshops, as well as 

self-initiated and facilitated workshops. Reflective notes and drawings during these workshops 

observe that the co-creation aspect of the mapping activity created a vibrant source of discussion. 

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 40 

In most cases, workshop participants uncovered revelations and possible directions for future 

explorations that they had not previously considered.  

Cluster maps.  

Cluster maps are created by writing down the main area to be explored in the middle of 

the page, then quickly writing down all the elements of the issue being explored. As opposed to a 

mind map, which networks from a central idea in a structured and hierarchical pattern (Malycha 

& Maier, 2017), a cluster map offers the opportunity to explore all the elements in an 

interconnected and chaotic way. This process is meant to be done rapidly, repeatedly if 

necessary, and to include any and all thoughts around the area being explored. The DDM prompt 

encourages making it messy to disengage the participant(s) from worrying about how organized 

or nice it looks, focusing instead on getting all the ideas (or in this case the coded data elements) 

onto the paper (Acaroglu, 2016). The second stage is to draw out relationships to explore the 

connections between the elements on the page, and look for new insights that emerge from them. 

The cluster maps developed based on the interviews were informed by the participant responses, 

and personal experiences as a designer. As a designer, this practice based research process 

(Candy, 2006) allowed for a visual exploration and sense-making strategy for examining the 

complex and rich data from the participants. 
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Figure 1 Example of a DDM cluster map after drawing the relationship lines  

Interconnected circle maps.  

Interconnected circle maps are used to dive more deeply into the connections uncovered 

during the cluster mapping. The objective is to identify all the critical nodes and then arrange 

them around a circle drawn on a page. The nodes are often noted on small pieces of paper so that 

the practitioner can easily move them around the circle, editing their relationships as the 

mapping process is developed. As can be seen in Figure 2, interconnected lines are drawn 

between the nodes until points of convergence emerge. At these points the practitioner is then 

encouraged to explore these points through feedback loops.  

This method of mapping can be repeated with varying categories, which was done with 

the interview categories of challenges and opportunities. Further interconnected circle maps can 

explore one element on the circle, such as government policy, or introduce new elements, such as 

social media.  
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Figure 2 Example of a DDM interconnected circles map looking at challenges and opportunities 

Feedback Loops.  

Feedback loops are another type of mapping tool that originates from the practice of 

systems thinking. The two main feedback loops are either balancing, such as a self-stabilizing 

predator/prey system, or reinforcing, such as births leading to population growth in the absence 

of predators (Meadows, 2008; Acaroglu, 2017).  

Feedback loops were explored using the interview and previous mapping results to 

investigate existing cultural or social patterns that may reinforce the disengagement or 

participation in sustainable design. Further to this, the alternatives that could be created and 

mechanisms that would require this to happen allowed for the theorizing of possible outcomes. 
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Figure 3 Examples of working through feedback loops 

Workshop analysis  

During the research period, I designed and delivered a series of sustainable design 

workshops with fashion students and professionals , which contributed to further analysis of the 10

interview results. These workshops offered the opportunity to draw out modes of practice, 

reflecting and iterating on the results. I was able to learn through doing (Lewin, 1946), and then 

apply these techniques to my newly forming practice as a design educator.  

During the workshops, cluster map topics were selected by participants based on a 

commonly agreed topic area. Results were presented and discussed as a whole group, using the 

maps to synthesize new ideas that were collectively discovered. Interconnected circle maps were 

10 Workshops consisted of high school level fashion design student workshops in Vancouver, BC (Canada), 
university level sustainable design students in Panama, and professional level participants UnSchool Fellowship 
sessions in Cape Town (South Africa) and Aarhus (Denmark).  
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then done in both in small groups and independently as individual work, to further explore and 

refine points of intervention.  

Through these workshops and mapping exercises, I was able to test and refine my 

research findings, develop a practice of facilitation, and engage directly with participants in a 

peer-learning environment. As such, I was able to explore tools for sustainable design education, 

as well as develop the ability to create a positive and collaborative learning environment for 

increased engagement with the subject. Memos and notes were taken and reflections on these 

experiences were contributed to the synthesis of data to arrive at the conclusion and 

recommendations. 

 
Figure 4 Examples of workshop systems mapping 

 

Chapter 6: Results & Discussion 

In this section the results that emerged from the explored interviews are discussed. 

Following the coding and mapping the interview results, two key groups and seven main themes 

emerged from the responses.  
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The two key groups are described as 1) Agentized: designers who are actively engaged 

with sustainability practices in their work, and 2) Non-agentized: designers who are not actively 

engaged with sustainability practices in their work. There were four designers who were 

agentized, with eleven in the non-agentized group. The remaining two fluctuated between having 

agentized and non-agentized experiences, depending on which job they held at the time.  

Additionally, emergent themes point to both the significant challenges and opportunities 

designers experience in taking on a more sustainable practice. Four of the themes point to the 

internal attitudes and emotions of the designers and how they can influence the opportunities and 

desires for sustainable design practices: 1) recognizing a value action gap, 2) the emotional 

impact of this gap, 3) formative work experiences, and 4) optimism in the face of challenge.  

Three further themes point to structural systems that do or do not support advancement of 

a sustainable design practice: 1) knowledge designers hold around sustainability and sustainable 

design practices, 2) the influence of corporate culture, and 3) support or lack of community 

culture.  

Internal Attitudes & Emotions Structural Systems 

Influences on opportunities and desires for 
sustainable design practices 

Structural systems that encourage or 
discourage sustainable design practices 

Value-Action Gap Knowledge 

Emotional Impact  Corporate Culture  

Formative Work Experiences Community Culture 

Optimism  

Table 3 Emergent themes of limiting or contributing factors to embracing sustainable design  
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Identifying agentized vs non-agentized 

Distinct characteristics emerged in the interview responses that led to categorizing two 

primary groups of seven agentized and eight non-agentized designers, with a secondary group of 

two designers who are in a state of transition between the primary groups. All 17 of the designers 

were aware they create products with negative impacts, even if they were not always able to 

identify what that impact may be, or how to change it. The way they approached these challenges 

became the basis from which to establish agency.  

Drawing from the work of Bandura, agentized designers were defined by proactive 

behaviour combined with self-organizing activity towards a course with meaning and an 

expressed belief that their actions will result in the desired effect (Bandura, 1999). Where there 

was an absence of these identifying actions, behaviours and language use, those designers were 

grouped as non-agentized, as they knew there is change needed but were not actively engaged in 

pursuing a course of action to reach it. 

For the two designers in a state of transition from one state to another, one had been in a 

position where they were able to embody a lot of agentic qualities but now finds themselves in a 

new job with less agency, while the second designer had just begun to build more personal 

agency with newfound support of their organization. These two designers fluctuated from one 

state to the other, depending on the question or context.  

Internal Attitudes & Emotions 

All the designers stated there are changes necessary in the industry, and have experienced 

some form of gap between their personal values and the actions they take on those in the 

workplace. It is important to note that none of the designers showed a lack of care about the 
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issues, rather some of the respondents who were the most non-agentized also expressed the most 

distress. They voiced feelings of frustration (“it’s really hard to act on”), in some cases 

expressing what could be perceived as apathy (“there's nothing I can really do”) or cognitive 

avoidance (“I’ve never really thought about or been conscious of making a product that’s 

sustainable ever”) due to their repeated and unsuccessful attempts (“I try, there's nothing I can 

really do”), and general misalignment of their work life and personal values (Lertzman, 2015). In 

correlation with Dr. Lertzman’s work (2015), the agentized designers felt creative and positively 

optimistic about their work and the future, while the non-agentized designers felt a sense of 

apathy and/or anxiety towards their work as designers and the future.  

How each respondent felt and consequently experienced a value-action gap appeared to 

be directly influential on their opportunities to develop and personal desires for a sustainable 

design practice. The emotional impact of doing work they do not believe in led to feelings of 

disengagement, or conversely, a drive to do things differently, reinforced by formative work 

experiences and influenced by a sense of optimism for the possibility of change.  

As such, it was critical in this research that for designers to transition from conventional 

design practices towards sustainable design practices, they acknowledged their frustration or 

disengagement as an opportunity, and recognized their own ability to create new pathways for 

themselves.  

Value-action gap.  

Both sets of designer are acutely aware of the implications of the work they do, and are 

cognizant of the need for industry change. Their values were shared in that they all believe the 

industry needs to be redesigned in order to reflect more ethical and responsible systems.  
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In response to the interview questions of what actions they take, and what actions they 

think should be taken in the industry, designers who self-identified themselves as actively 

participating in sustainable initiatives reported a higher number of total actions in both questions. 

When compared, the designers generally had more actions taken than ideas to suggest changes at 

the industry level. This ratio flipped with the designers who reported taking no actions, 

identifying that despite not taking any action, they recognized a need for change.  

 

Figure 5 Number of actions taken professionally vs. number of actions suggested for industry 

The primary difference lay between the designers who take action towards making those 

changes, and those who may have attempted to take action, but then gave up for various reasons 

and continued with their conventional practices, at odds with their values. Referred to by Dr. 

Lertzman and others as a value-action gap (Lertzman, 2015; LoMonaco-Benzing & 
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Ha-Brookshire, 2016), these designers agree with the principles of sustainability, and even 

practice sustainable actions in their personal lives, but are creating products counter to their 

values. This gap creates frustration and anger, which can show up either as disengagement or 

apathy (Lertzman, 2015; Dresler, Mériau, Heekeren & van der Meer, 2007). As a result, 

deflection of responsibility appeared often with the non-agentized designers.  

In her interview, respondent D1  reflected that she’s never thought of making a product 11

that is sustainable. She “knows that’s really bad”, but indicates that “by nature clothing isn’t a 

sustainable product”. She deflects to management, saying “there’s nothing I can do… if the 

people making final decisions want to put 85 hang tags on… then that’s what we’re going to do”. 

The company she works for tests for toxins, but she attributes that to the legal requirements, 

speculating the company wouldn’t do it unless forced by the government. Her conflict comes 

when asked to maximize profit while minimizing cost, saying “there’s nothing I can think of that 

would be sustainable when they say ‘make the most special, cheapest, garment you can’ so I 

don’t really think about it”. She expressed an increasing sense of outrage and frustration, citing 

lack of career prospects, industry examples and government support. Her position is not from 

lack of interest of care, rather “it’s not that I don't want to, it’s just the dilemma that nobody’s 

doing it and you can’t make money doing it and there’s nothing out there that would pay me a 

good salary, it’s really hard to act on”. She shifts the responsibility to the consumer, saying “the 

reason the garment industry is so awful and terrible is because when customers go shopping, they 

just want to buy cheap shit”, echoing many of the studies that identify price and convenience as 

the foremost factors in clothing purchases.  

11 The designers are referred to by code throughout, starting with D1, D2, D3… continuing to D17. 
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A further two of the interviewed designers became frustrated to the point of leaving the 

industry altogether, D12 expressed this as “honestly for fashion, I don’t care anymore, I don't like 

that industry anymore - I don’t feel like making garments anymore”.  

This gap between values and actions requires a continual balance of personal and 

professional trade-offs, resulting in cognitive dissonance (Bridges & Harnish, 2010; Herman, 

2006) when they don’t align. The non-agentized designers repeatedly identified consumerism as 

the issue, while recognizing their participation in the system as both creators and consumers. 

They primarily identified fashion as irreconcilable with the demands of sustainability, equating it 

with product longevity and minimalism, thus a threat to both their livelihood and ability to 

practice the craft they enjoy. D9 explains that “ending the vicious cycle of consumerism” is not 

in her best interest, although the negative effects of it is something she thinks about on a regular 

basis. She noted that “I say this as I open a package of cropped red flare pants and a crazy 

gingham dress, so I’m definitely not practicing what I preach”. Her justification of this 

incongruity is that her job requires her to look up to date and aware of current fashions, which 

she identifies as a personal struggle that she believes is common within the industry. She 

continues, explaining she sees “an inherent problem with the concept of sustainability in fashion 

- fashion thrives on consumerism” and notes that she wouldn’t have a job if  “we didn’t 

constantly buy things”. She sees fashion to be characterized as new, trendy “fresh ideas”, and 

believes sustainable design equals high quality items that people will keep for years, reiterating 

that “literally I would lose my job if that happened”.  

Contributing to the negative impacts of consumerism while also feeling beholden to the 

consumer system for economic stability is not her only struggle. She expressed not wanting to be 
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“part of this consumer machine that is western culture”, but concurrently loves the creative and 

professional aspects.  

D1 also expressed that she loves the creative expression of her work while also feeling 

conflicted, and explains how she tries not to buy fast fashion, choosing to keep garments for a 

long time when she does opt in, actively managing this trade-off. She admits she is “kind of 

embarrassed when I shop at the Gap, it's cheap and always on sale and makes me feel like I’m 

doing my trade a disservice by doing it”. 

In the agentized group, many reached a breaking point where their values were not 

aligned in their jobs, and all were subsequent entrepreneurs or had been at some point in their 

career. This group of respondents were transparent about the challenges and trade-offs they 

faced, and in contrast to the frustration of the non-agentized group, they expressed hope and 

optimism for the opportunities ahead.  

D14 explains that even in her sustainably oriented company, she sees a lot of waste from 

the production process. Despite this, she believes that they will solve this challenge and is “so 

excited for things coming up that are going to be eco or sustainable”. These designers are aware 

that there are negative impacts, and have taken steps to mitigate or change the processes, while 

also acknowledging that they cannot address all aspects concurrently. They express a sense of 

pride, accomplishment and enthusiasm towards their mission and purpose. They act on their 

beliefs, are learning along the way, and despite not having closed all the knowledge-action gaps, 

demonstrate to have made progress on the value-action gaps.  

This embracing of progress as a process is pivotal in working towards shifting the status 

quo. Researchers Amabile & Kramer found there are three key influences when it comes to 
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intrinsic change in the workplace: 1. small wins, 2. autonomy with resources, time, and room for 

mistakes, and 3. a sense of respect, emotional support and encouragement (Amabile & Kramer, 

2011).  

Amabile & Kramer’s research found that organizations often mis-identify the most 

important factor for creating change as external incentives, rather than the intrinsic feeling of 

making progress. This was evident in the non-agentized group of designers who felt it wasn’t 

possible to make change due to external factors such as management, lack of interest, time, 

resources or knowledge. In the agentized group, the designers created their own opportunities for 

progress, both small and large.  

Stanford professor Debra Meyerson also identifies the opportunity for small scale change 

leading to larger impact, writing about what she calls the “tempered radical”, employees who act 

as intentional change-agents in their company attempting to disrupt the status quo by employing 

subtle tactics to make incremental change (Meyerson, 2003). She presents the case study of how 

one employee reversed a company wide decision to not include benefits for same sex partners. 

The employee defined being a tempered radical as “keeping your values and seeing what you can 

do – without getting fired – while creating more value for the company.” Achievable changes 

can instill as sense of hope and confidence, starting an upwards spiral of positive feedbacks 

association with their actions, thus promoting more of them, finally leading to larger desired 

outcomes and effectively creating a sense of agency (Bandura, 1999).  

This was evident in the actions of D12 who strategically presented curated supplier 

quotes at meetings, thus resulting in the company using more sustainable manufacturers, and 

D16 who swapped out the conventional products available through his company without 
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informing customers, resulting in only producing and selling the more sustainable options. Both 

respondents used tactics within their sphere of influence to incrementally create the change they 

wanted to see in the face of resistant external forces, thereby getting closer to closing the gap 

between their values and actions. The spiral also works in reverse, as those who do not believe 

they can make a change stop looking for opportunities and therefore don’t find any, further 

reinforcing their beliefs and reducing motivation (Bandura, 1999) while widening the 

action-value gap.  

This self reinforcing negative feedback loop was especially apparent in the interviews 

when designers were asked for examples of sustainability in the industry that they consider 

pioneering. The non-agentized designers struggled to name more than one or two, with 30% not 

being able to name any at all. The top answer was Patagonia, and while they have been active 
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and public about their sustainability efforts since the 1980’s, the majority of the designers come 

from the fashion category. It was therefore surprising that the majority cited sportswear 

companies, with no examples as the second most frequent response. 

 Figure 6 Participants responses of examples of pioneering sustainability 

There are several sustainable fashion brands, some very vocal about their efforts. 

However, the length of time Patagonia has been in the media, popularity and marketing of their 

brand story seems to have made a narrative impact that transcends the fashion divide. It was 

equally telling that high profile fashion advocates of sustainability, such as Stella McCartney, 

Vivienne Westwood, and Livia Firth were not mentioned.  
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This was echoed when it came to naming design strategies. Natural dyes and recycled 

fabric emerged as the top answers, and while they may be valuable in the appropriate 

applications and systems, more current industry innovations and research were not mentioned.  

 

Figure 7 Examples of sustainability pioneers mentioned by respondents 

While time and motivation may also be a factor for the designers unable to identify 

industry examples, MIT educator Dr. Otto Scharmer believes that no matter the reason, “the way 

we pay attention to a situation, individually and collectively, determines the path the system 

takes and how it emerges” and is critical in our “shifting from reactive responses and quick fixes 

on a symptoms level... to generative responses that address the systemic root issues” (Scharmer, 

2008).  

The place the designers often pay attention is the internet, identified as the primary 

research tool within the designer interviews. With two billion monthly users on Facebook alone 
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(“Number of monthly”, 2018), algorithms feed a constant stream of user-curated information 

tailored to reinforce our pre-existing beliefs, delivering and excluding content which is in line 

with our previous online behaviours and actions (Gillespie, 2014; Introna, 2016). As much, it 

may not be a surprise that agentized designers who constantly research new methods and ideas 

see more of them, effectively offering the opportunity to close their value-action gap, while those 

who have given up continue to be underexposed and experience a widening of this gap.  

Emotional Impact.  

The apparel industry involves social and environmental issues ranging from slave labour, 

unsafe working conditions, carcinogenic materials, vulnerable populations, social inequity, 

environmental degradation, animal and human death (Allwood, et al., 2008; Bevilacqua, et al., 

2011; Chen & Burns, 2006; Muthu, et al., 2012). It is unlikely that many apparel designers 

would have no knowledge of the negative impacts, as the fashion industry has faced widely 

publicized criticism over these issues for at least twenty years (Nisen, 2013). It is also 

understandable that anyone in such a directly influential and experiential position would develop 

difficult emotional challenges, and without addressing these challenges, overlooks a critical 

component of the progress process.  

The majority of the non-agentized designers expressed negative emotions, ranging from 

guilt, misery, worry, helplessness and embarrassment to disengagement and distancing from the 

conflict they identified between their values and their work. Lertzman suggests that in order to 

develop new ways of engagement with environmental problems, we need to first understand how 

people manage this distressing information (Lertzman, 2015, p. xiv).  

 

https://paperpile.com/c/cLcWCq/rqlS3+pOrrL+6bMMo+ytLMJ
https://paperpile.com/c/cLcWCq/rqlS3+pOrrL+6bMMo+ytLMJ
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Figure 8 Categorised emotions expressed during the interviews by the designers 

The emotional impact of the un-sustainability of the industry on apparel designers, and 

subsequently their ability to acquire and implement knowledge, has so far been mostly 

overlooked in favour of research around consumer behaviour or manufacturing practices 

(LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016). Of the limited work that does exist, 

LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire also found two groups in their interviews, the first which 

“resign, try to survive, blame others, and have a ‘palliative’ attitude towards sustainability”, and 

the second, those “who strive for improvement, for creative responses, and for internalisation of 

sustainability responsibilities, having a more ‘integrated’ approach” (LoMonaco Benzing & 

Ha-Brookshire, 2016) parallelling the two groups identified in this research. Highlighting the 
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millennial desire for purpose in their work, their study calls for more work in this subject 

(LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016).  

Between disengagement and apathy as “defenses against distressing or overwhelming 

unconscious experiences” (Lertzman, 2015), the idea that environmental (and it follows social) 

loss can be anticipatory in nature (Randall, 2009), designers have the potential to fall into a type 

of mourning (Lertzman, 2015).  

D2 anticipates her distress, saying “I would of course want to go to the factories, I might 

cry a lot after. Part of me doesn’t want to know.” This distress is not always obvious, as with the 

designers who said they did not think about it very often. Lertzman (2015) speaks to this, noting 

that apathy primarily has an individual focus that detracts attention from social and culture 

surroundings (Lertzman, 2015). Despite being aware of the issues, knowing does not necessarily 

lead to believing (Alcorn, 2013) and it’s been shown that our preexisting biases are confirmed by 

seeing what we want, especially if the alternative is uncomfortable (Alcorn, 2013, p. 2).  

Lertzman proposes that “claiming a lack of awareness or information about specific 

issues may be related, therefore, to the tendency to refuse the integration of new and challenging 

data” (Lertzman, 2015). If more designers are to integrate sustainability into their work, such as 

those from the agentized group, they will need to not only identify the conflict, but respond in a 

way that changes their actions towards it rather than disengaging. Bandura (1999) and Meyerson 

(2003) point to small wins leading to increasingly bigger changes, while Alcorn (2013) and 

Lertzman (2015) find it is important to address the emotional struggle within. Alcorn notes that 

in challenging fields, “crucial information is routinely denied, forgotten, or dismissed”, and it is 
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“our general tendency to not recognize the consequences and the implications of the denials that 

take place (Alcorn, 2013).  

Negotiating a design job requires working with physical materials that are connected to 

raw natural resources, and the people who extract and work with them. Low price points, rapid 

manufacturing cycles and constantly increasing consumption holds the potential to negatively 

impact at least some of those involved (Caniato et al., 2012; de Brito et al., 2008).  

D10 recalled the moment at a Patagonia store when she realized there may be a darker 

side to the industry she previously only associated with fun and beauty. Seeing a poster on a 

store wall reassuring shoppers that the feathers in their jackets were not force plucked, she had a 

moment of realization: “so, the others, if they don’t have the sign, are they inhumanly made, the 

pillows, the things we use?”. She described this realization as “depressing”, and told of being 

exposed to video that shows a farm in her region. She described the workers as “not human, they 

just rip a chicken in half for no reason at all”. This video impacted her perception of humanity, 

previously thinking that nobody “could do that in their rightful mind, but apparently there is”. 

Similarly, D11 will not buy at Forever 21 anymore, saying she is only able to picture the 

garments being made in a factory with child labourers, she had learned about this through her 

personal work experience.  

In both cases, the designers experienced emotions that now may play a role in how they 

absorb and integrate new information. Lertzman’s (2012) work draws out the reasons she 

discovered behind inaction when confronted with challenging issues: 

It seems possible that caring or reparative impulses are potentially arrested or thwarted in 

several ways. These may include issues concerning identity (“I am not an 

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 60 

environmentalist; I don’t do that sort of thing”), forms of affective withdrawal and 

resignation (“There is nothing I can do anyhow”), and more manic defensive responses to 

anxiety (“I am too busy; I can only do what I can”) (Lertzman, 2012). 

Responses from the designers mirror Lertzman’s findings, and can be almost exactly 

dropped into the same categories: identity (D3:“There’s a weird divide of new sustainability, and 

having to have this really firm opinion of the environment or my entire life needs to be defined 

by it”), forms of withdrawal and resignation (D2:“I don’t. If I try to, it just gets shut down.”), and 

more manic defensive responses to anxiety (D5: “My hours were extreme and I was exhausted 

and overworked and considering something beyond what I was already doing for the company 

would not have entered my mind”). These types of responses reflect studies (Dresler et al., 2007) 

showing humans in a heightened sense of anxiety are in a repressive state, turning first to 

hypervigilance, and progressively to cognitive avoidance, otherwise referred to as coping 

mechanisms or attentional bias, where upsetting information is ignored or disengaged from 

(Dresler et al., 2007).  

This is further echoed by Alcorn, who writes that when confronted by “disabling 

emotions such as anxiety, fear, anger, or shame... new information may not be effectively 

integrated” (Alcorn, 2013, p. 35). To become hopeful radicals carving pathways to success 

through a resistant industry, the incapacitating nature of this distress must be addressed. 

Understanding how designers feel about the work they are creating is a step towards true 

learning and where change can begin to take place (Alcorn, 2013, p. 19). Once the emotional 

impacts are acknowledged, there is room to experiment with small steps, creating positive 

feedback loops if there is support and resources available. D15 has experienced success with this, 
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her goal being to instill agency in designers through her educational work. She aims to first have 

the students understand the issues in the industry, then “very positively go from uninformed 

optimist ‘let’s change the world one hemp dress at a time’, to informed pessimism ‘whoa this is a 

lot of information the industry is dirty and complex’, to informed optimist”. 

Formative Experiences.  

Not all the designers in this research had the opportunity to visit factories, but those that 

did experienced challenging tensions, along with an increased sense of understanding, empathy 

and connection with the work and people. Formative experiences (Webster, 2004) can be 

catalyzing, with the potential to create a moment of existential crisis when confronted with the 

realities of one’s own actions (Webster, 2004). Confronted with these sudden feelings of angst 

can then be a turning point towards challenging what had once been accepted, opening a door 

into a more purpose driven way of relating to the world (Webster, 2004). Each of the designers 

who tried to engage with sustainability had an experience that seemed to be a personal catalyst.  

The impact of D11’s past factory visits runs so deep that she thinks of it every time she 

shops. When she sees something she wants in stores such as Forever21, she knows “it is going to 

fall apart the first time I wash it, and it’s not fabric I want next to my skin, and I get flashbacks of 

what those factories are like”. She remembers “walking into a factory in India and it was 

obviously full of child labour and dirt floors and some of the worst stuff I’ve seen and I’m like, 

yeah, it's probably made there”. She believes that those who witness the manufacturing process 

“realize that paying that amount for the product doesn't make any sense” and reflected that “in all 

honesty, if I had to work in one of those apparel factories for a month, I’d probably quit.” Her 

wish for everyone in the industry, particularly at the management level, is “to go a dye plant or a 
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sewing factory for a week and know what the conditions are like, and understand where 

everything's coming from”, believing that this experience “would change their mind and 

decisions quickly”. She self-initiated this experience at her new job, embedding herself in the 

company factory for two weeks to understand the process and people. Managing 8,000 products, 

she described how this immersion not only gives her a greater understanding and practical 

knowledge of how her design choices impact the production, but also made her more 

sympathetic to the people that work there, understand the full production cycle, and how the 

pieces go together.  

Initially excited when arriving at her internship, D4 discovered a tab on the internal 

website for sustainability. She was surprised to find that “sustainability was not about their 

clothes, it was about how to eat healthy, for their staff. It talked about the workers in the building 

and never talked about the clothes”. She felt alienated and miserable in her job, where they “had 

a horrible joke about how little children are better at making these clothes because their hands 

are so nimble”. She felt she had to “keep my mouth shut a lot” as she was representing her 

school as an intern, and didn’t want to burn bridges between the organizations. Instead, while 

“everyone was laughing, I went to the bathroom and cried, it was awful”. Her experience was 

overwhelmingly negative, not only in the culture but also in the lack of value alignment through 

misrepresentation. Subsequent to this experience, she began engaging with sustainability efforts 

and sought out brands to work with that hold similar value alignments to her own.  

While the majority of the designer’s catalytic experiences were negative, several stood 

out as more positive. D3 described visiting her current employer’s factories in China as “really 

eye opening”, echoing other designers who had the same opportunity. They expressed being able 
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to feel more connected to the process, and deeper understanding of the labour and steps involved 

for the factory workers. At her previous employment, designers were removed from the 

production process and there was only one manager who would insist on factory visits. The rest 

of the managers and staff stayed at the hotel to take meetings during production trips, the 

contrast between them noticeable. D7 recounted a time her team went “a bit rogue” to visit the 

production facility. She recalled the impact of this experience from seeing the production lines 

first hand, realizing “that the requests you make are being made by people and if you ask these 

crazy things that someone has to do it and it could be a really laborious or tricky process”, 

creating what she calls a “mindful reality check” for her team and their design considerations. 

This rogue trip with her team created a space for increased empathy, “realizing that these people 

are from very poor backgrounds, have to travel an hour and a half to get to work, and night shift, 

and realizing they're 24 hrs a day”. She noticed the effect on her team, recognizing that “it’s very 

impactful for anyone who’s got a heart to see these things”. D15 remembered field trips they had 

with The Sustainable Cotton Project, which takes people on tours of cotton fields to see how the 

crops are grown and meet the farmers. She recalls them being “life changing for people, they 

really remember them and they can't look at cotton the same way again”. She continued to say 

that “the empathy piece is really important and unfortunately because of cost and technology, 

{designers} don't go overseas the way they used to.” These experiences created a deeper 

understanding of the factory owners, workers, and to the process of design itself. They also 

provide the opportunity to share their experiences with other designers who may not have the 

opportunity to travel to the factories. Creating connection and trust between the designer and 
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those that carry out the production is a critical element to establishing understanding and a future 

willingness to experiment when new techniques or methods come up.  

Optimism.  

Creating a positive, collaborative and reflective way of learning through our collective 

experiences helps to integrate both new and as yet undiscovered information (Kolb, 1984). The 

agentized designers in the interviews are actively working towards progress either in their jobs or 

entrepreneurial ventures, characterizations of informed optimists. This optimism is shown to be a 

critical factor in seeing what is possible in our lives, our work, the actions we take, and our 

influence on the world (Segerstrom, Carver, & Scheier, 2017; Bandura, 1999). More present in 

those who are in a change state, for example after a catalytic experience, it provides the 

opportunity to redraw negative schemas people hold about themselves or the world (Segerstrom 

et al, 2017). It is in effect self perpetuating - the more interesting and positive examples we see 

of sustainable apparel strategies, the more we believe it is possible to affect change, the more we 

believe it is possible, the more we seek out and discover, the more positive example we find, etc., 

further reinforcing a positive upward spiral. It also works in the other direction, creating a 

negative feedback loop when our belief is that the industry is “awful and terrible”, as one of the 

designers described it, which can lead to a perpetuation of the status quo due to lack of action 

and skepticism that things will ever change (Segerstrom et al., 2017; Bandura, 1999).  

Those who lean towards pessimism tend to give up sooner, whereas optimists - even in 

the face of great adversity - persevere (Segerstrom et al., 2017). In the experience of designer 

D17, support and encouragement from her company managed to change her perception of what 

is possible. At first, she “didn’t feel like I had the ability to impact anything, it was out of my 
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reach”. She listed the multiple challenges she felt, explaining that sustainability wasn’t discussed 

at her office, she didn’t believe anyone would support the initiatives, identified the high cost of 

innovation, and didn’t think her company would listen to her or invest in new ideas she had. 

After her organization expressed top down interest from the head of the department, 

“sustainability has now become a common word” and described the company wide support as 

“incredible”. 

For the agentized designers interviewed, positive stories of the pioneers in the industry 

played an important role in transforming their careers and work experience. This social proofing 

(Johnston, 2001) was critical for D13, who describes herself as “really lucky” that their head of 

design kept bringing up “eco-fashion” and Eileen Fisher as inspiration. She notes how this was 

critical, as “their name comes up a lot in our meeting, they are vocal about their sustainable 

fibers and are very much an advocate/leader in this space”. With Eileen Fisher as inspiration and 

case study, D13 “walked into our head designers office” and asked “how serious are you?”. After 

taking this initiative, she was surprised at how much support she received: “the response has 

been overwhelming. Even if they don’t understand it, even if they don’t know what to do, they 

are interested and want to learn more”. At the time of the interview, she had been working on 

their new director for two months, discovering “there’s so many different ways you can tackle 

sustainability, so many ways you can effect things and make it more positive”. This positivity 

and optimism does not mean ignoring the challenges, but rather is a selected focus of attention. 

D14 acknowledges the issues while also embracing opportunity: “I’m so excited for things 

coming up, but I’m also always skeptical, that corn plastic is all bullshit. It’s not biodegrading - I 

just don’t think it’s the solution”. She continued, emphasizing that this doesn’t mean she thinks 
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they should stop trying, but rather “just have to keep figuring it out”. She allows room for 

mistakes, and “always say I cannot promise to be perfect and I’m working towards a closed loop 

system with the resources available - it’s a vague promise and it’s not quantifiable, but it’s a 

process”. This positive perspective shift was especially noticeable when the issue of cost came 

up. While most of the non-agentized designers identified it as a disabling factor, the agentized 

designers either found workarounds or saw it as an opportunity, D3 noting that “models can be 

applied to larger companies, people are willing to pay a lot of money for brands regardless of 

how it’s made”.  

Crafting new archetypes, normalizing sustainability, and sharing stories of success, 

failure and possibility are necessary additions to a field that has a long history of slave labour, 

sweatshops and pollution stories in the media. Designers are uniquely placed at the intersection 

of being both consumers and creators, able to share experiences from both perspectives. Having 

case studies and examples in the industry that run counter to the disabling stereotypes of 

sustainability proved to be a force of inspiration, validation and motivation in many of the 

agentized designers. 

Structural Systems 

While recognizing the impacts of the value-action gaps, emotional landscape, experiences 

and capacity for optimism speaks to the internal, there were also external structural forces that 

contributed to the ability the designers had to take on sustainability in their practice. These 

themes emerged as knowledge designers hold around sustainability and sustainable design 

practices, the influence of corporate culture, and support or lack of community culture. The 

agentized designers have a broader knowledge of sustainable design practices and ability to 
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name other people, organizations and developments working in sustainable design. They tended 

to actively seek knowledge out, engage with sustainability, and more often identified a sense of 

support from their respective community with confidence and enthusiasm. Designers in the 

non-agentized group have tapped out of the learning process, voiced a lack of core knowledge, 

educational options and ability. They described themselves as not engaging with sustainable 

design practices in their work, identified a lack of community support around sustainability, and 

overall inability to make change within their careers due to the challenges they had encountered. 

Knowledge.  

To establish the scope of the designer’s knowledge around sustainability and how they 

attained this information, the designers were asked about actions they took, actions they thought 

the industry should take, and for examples of sustainability in the field. From the responses 

provided, the actions designers took were able to be grouped into five main categories: materials 

and production, customer education, designer education, design tactics and organizational tactics.  

In the materials and production category, actions ranged in complexity from relatively 

simple swaps from one fabric to another, to supplier visits, and in one case, a designer building 

her own factory. In the customer education category, tactics included placing strategic messages 

on clothing labels, speaking directly to customers at trade shows, and creating art exhibits. Under 

designer education, formal classes or workshops and peer to peer mentorship appeared. The final 

two categories are tactics used by either designers or within organizations. Design tactics include 

design for longevity, multifunctionality, waste reduction, reuse, life cycle thinking, take back 

programs etc, while organizational tactics include internal conversations, partnering with like 

minded organizations and consulting work. 
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Figure 9 Breakdown of types of actions taken 

In actions suggested for the industry, the five main categories appeared again, as well as a 

sixth category of government legislation. While many of the suggestions parallelled the actions 

already being taken, several new ideas were included. In materials and production, vertical 

integration was added, and in consumer education the idea of encouraging consumers to “vote 

with their wallet” was added. In tactics, it was suggested by multiple designers that organizations 

need to include values and integrity into their corporate structure and further, to communicate 

that clearly to their employees. Leasing systems were mentioned, as was transparency in the 

supply chain. 
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Figure 10 Breakdown of types of actions suggested for the industry 

Only two of the 17 designers have formal education in sustainability , the rest citied the 12

internet and/or personal experience as their primary source of knowledge. This lack of formal 

education was not the deciding factor for how many were sustainable designers, as the agentized 

designers actively engaged with efforts to make change and seek out new knowledge, regardless 

of educational background. Many had long lists of actions they personally took or had tried, 

along with suggestions for the industry and examples of other initiatives. These ideas were 

diverse in approach, often experimental, and reflected an proactive engagement with 

sustainability. Additionally, all the agentized designers are or have been entrepreneurs. By 

contrast, the non-agentized designers expressed hope that external factors would change and the 

12  Other studies have also identified this finding of very few designers who hold formal education in 
sustainability (Lawless & Medvedev, 2016; Leerberg et al, 2010). 
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knowledge would come to them, and only two were or had been entrepreneurs. They had very 

few suggestions for the industry, or examples of sustainability, primarily citing company 

examples such as Patagonia rather than sustainable design strategies. They had all tried 

implementing some form of sustainability however either gave up, left the industry, or engaged 

with more established actions such as office recycling.  

Of the 17 designers, only two identified as having used professional resources or services 

for furthering sustainability. The first had consulted with the certification agencies ECO-CERT, 

FSC and Oeko-Tex, while the second named The Sustainable Cotton Project and Remake 

(companies that take groups on factory and farm visits), and the online community of The 

Textile Exchange. A further three designers spoke of local recycling and informal mentorships as 

services or resources they used, and the remaining 12 designers had not used any.  
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Figure 11 Breakdown of types of services used 

It is interesting to note that while the designers largely cited sustainable design education 

as a desirable service, none had mentioned it as as service they had used. Reasons ranged from 

cost, lack of time, not seeing a benefit to their career progression, and not knowing of any. 

However, three designers noted that compulsory workshops in their organizations would be 

possible if presented with the option. 

 

Figure 12 Services, resources and tools that would help fill the gaps mentioned 

While none had used formal education services, the agentized designers described 

developing relationships with the mills and people who care about similar issues, asking 

suppliers about materials, bootstrapping solutions and self-initiated research. The designers in 

the non-agentized group had very little knowledge of strategies, or tactics to increase their 
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understanding, indicating they wished there were workshops, educational programs, trade shows, 

directories and other ways to receive information. There are many sustainable apparel design 

strategies, which not necessarily new (Niinimäki  & Hassi, 2010; Papenack, 1947; Fletcher & 

Grose, 2012), along with workshops, online and face to face programs, trade-shows, 

associations, mentorship and groups however few of the non-agentized designers were aware of 

them. In comparison, the agentized group actively participated and sought out organizations, 

trade-shows, educational programs, peer mentorship, conferences, certification processes, 

self-initiated work such as books and art shows, and even government involvement.  

Among both groups, the majority of respondents identified learning from online research 

although point out that it is confusing and constantly changing. Due to the prevalence of the 

internet as a research tool, designers are subject to the same misinformation and greenwashing as 

consumers, despite their more intimate relationship with the industry.  

There was general confusion around sustainability knowledge, with comments such as “I 

don’t know very much about sustainability so I’m not sure, does organic fall into sustainability?” 

from D5, and “we weren’t educated there, we did more environmental things rather than 

sustainable” from D7. D5 said that she couldn't think of anything in her business that would be 

considered “bad for the environment” until asked where she sourced her fabrics. She responded 

saying she had never considered the origin of the fabric, and is unsure how to track and identify 

under what conditions and standards it is made. In addition to the general concept of 

sustainability, there was also confusion around claims, and what they mean to different 

organizations. D9 identified that she knew H&M has a sustainable line, but not “how that 

performs and what that means to them”. She questions the vagueness of the label, asking “are 
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they made out of recycled fibres, or are they from a factory that has low emission or clean 

water”. 

While educational background had little influence on how agentized the designers were, 

the non-agentized designers overwhelmingly suggested that increased education and awareness 

for designers and consumers was the most important factor to encourage, perhaps reflecting their 

own perceived ability to make change. D6 expressed that if there were was an “initiative where 

designers would be invited to hear how we could do better, I would be really interested in 

attending”. D10 reflected that she “never learned anything about that, and it’s always a shock, in 

school they kind of want to cover it up. It’s like ‘oh, you’re going to be famous’, but they don’t 

say the awful side of it”. The curriculum apparel designers receive in university and college still 

focuses primarily on traditional subjects such as clothing construction, tailoring, merchandising, 

history, textiles and colour (Wright, Cushman & Nicholson, 2002), with few inclusions of 

sustainability in general or sustainable design strategies. While some apparel programs are 

experimenting with ways of integrating sustainability into their curriculum, either components or 

wholistically, globally this number remains very low despite being recognized as an educational 

gap necessary to fill (Wright et al, 2002; DeLong, Casto, Min & Lee, 2016). D10 notes that in 

the industry, there’s “a presumption we know these things. Some come from graphics, some 

from a more technical base and so we don't all learn it, or maybe only a small module... there’s 

just a naivety that we’ve all learnt it”. 

The importance of designer education towards furthering sustainable manufacturing has 

been established, with designers as primary influencers in the stakeholder hierarchy (Calamari & 

Hyllegard, 2017). In the Calamari & Hyllegard study, they found that designers had the capacity 
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to enhance sustainability in product development when done in collaboration with industry and 

attention to consumer demand and preferences. They, and others, conclude that designers are 

able to have a considerable positive effect on human health and the environment with the 

decisions they make during the design process (Calamari & Hyllegard, 2017; Leerberg et al., 

2010), using their creativity and skills in “not only transforming the way we make things, but 

also the way we think” (Fletcher & Grose, 2012) in order to create new norms.  

The two designers who do hold formal education in apparel sustainability described a 

lack of access and offerings, with few options to choose from. One of the programs didn’t focus 

particularly on apparel, mixing graphic design students into the class. The sustainability 

curriculum at another university was described as unfocused by D8: “The instructors and the 

counselors didn’t know what the program was, and nobody coming out had gotten any jobs 

because nobody knew what the program was”. This designer was out of school for only a year 

and a half, however found that despite growing up passionate about sustainability, they felt it 

seemed less realistic as the years pass. She explained that graduates emerge from the program 

discouraged, “shattering a lot of people”. She attributed this to being taught about sustainability 

but not strategies to implement it, leaving a feeling of being overwhelmed in which they “feel 

hopeless to even try after graduation”. 

Considering the lack of core knowledge, overwhelming issues, time, budget and 

stakeholder pressures that apparel designers identify they are under, it is understandable that they 

“start to change their practice by altering those things that they have the most control over their 

product and supply chain and very often their choice of materials.” (Fletcher & Grose, 2012). 

The non-agentized designers spoke of these more conventional and non-systemic choices, such 
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as comparatively easy switches to organic fibres, natural dyes and recycled paper packaging. The 

agentized designers described a more systemic view of the changes necessary, employing 

multi-pronged and complex approaches such as redefining the way inventory is managed, 

educating the next generation about sustainability, or even purchasing a factory in order to 

control production. Although material and supply chain choices are important aspects, the 

trade-offs and life cycle impacts can vary widely according to they way these design choices are 

implemented and require a system wide understanding of material inputs and outputs. How 

product flows through these stages depends in part on how it was made, including circular 

economy  considerations for disassembly, modularity, recyclability, repair, remanufacture, 13

reusability, longevity, equitable access, renting, slow fashion and durability among others 

(Acaroglu, 2018; Fletcher, 2012; Papanek, 1971).  

Reinforcing the type of systems thinking necessary, D15 suggested that a system redesign 

is required in order to decouple “revenue from resources”. Her vision is that “consumerism 3.0” 

will no longer be based on creating new product, but rather creating new business models that 

include an opportunity to interrogate the meaning of the design itself. Durability, for example, is 

an important factor for decreasing impacts on the environment. A designer could create a durable 

product intended to be passed down for generations, however if the product is used only a few 

times before ending up in a landfill, that durability has now become a liability. In addition, this 

durability benefit is only achieved if it displaces the production of another item, otherwise 

producing what has been called a “circular economy rebound” (Zink & Geyer, 2017). She also 

13 In a circular system, product design has the intention of reducing extraction and maximizing use of waste 
to feed back into the system, in contrast to the current linear system, where products are designed for users rather 
than as renewable resources that can relieve some of the burden of additional extraction (Acaroglu, 2018, Braungart 
& McDonough, 2002, Boulding, 1985). 
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emphasized matching function to use, a strategy that came up in several interviews. If you wish 

for consumers to be able to repair their own garments and extend the duration, they must be 

constructed in a way that allows it. The example she offers is that french seams are “great for 

durable long life, but if you want someone to repair it, then a french seam is terrible”. This may 

mean that in order to create longevity, durability of certain components could be intentionally 

decreased to allow for disassembly. She highlights the need for consumers to be able to 

intuitively access their own garments, allowing those garments to evolve over time. In other 

cases, it may mean adding a less desirable component such as spandex to a cotton garment in 

order to make it hold shape and last longer, a trade-off mentioned in other interviews used by 

several of the agentized designers. This function-to-use intention was echoed by D11, who 

commented that the majority of fast fashion is made from the longest lasting fabrics (polyester, 

acrylic, viscose etc.), however typically is worn for the least amount of time and has limited 

infrastructure for recycling.  

D15 is a leader in the industry, and underlined that the current knowledge and education 

are inadequate relative to the situation at hand. She explained that“the whole framework for the 

past 5 years isn’t enough. We’re improving by 10% or whatever. In a business model where 

we've increased growth 30% a year, we're actually backsliding.” Conventional apparel persists, 

she said, “even if people know it's not environmentally sustainable, because that's what people 

know”. She suggested the focus should instead be on increasing the speed of implementing new 

ideas, “to instill an entrepreneurial spirit, update the speed and not be utterly dependant on the 

industry doing it”. These entrepreneurial students are “often overqualified for what they can 

graduate into because the industry is slow to move”, highlighting the need for new models of 
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business. Independence from traditional structures are necessary in a landscape where 

innovations are being proposed on a regular basis, just as quickly as others fade away, either the 

result of emerging unintended consequences or new technological breakthroughs. While apparel 

programs that include sustainability curriculum do have positive outcomes, there are very few 

(DeLong et al, 2016), and beneficial only to existing and new students. D15’s suggestion is that 

instead it “takes initiative, values and determination - and slight craziness in some cases”. These 

characteristics were common in the agentized designers, whereas the non-agentized designers 

had either not attempted, or given up their efforts towards sustainability in their work, regardless 

of educational background.  

While a knowledge based program would provide core knowledge and information, it 

seems more is required in order to shift the status quo of the industry. All of the designers were 

aware of at least some of the negative impacts and sustainable strategies, yet awareness does not 

equal action (Lertzman, 2015; Alcorn, 2013). To act on the acquired knowledge, the designer 

must understand the elements of a system that are contributing to the issues, curate available 

resources and creatively engage with the problem (Acaroglu, 2015). The knowledge and skills 

needed to make sustainable choices vary widely in an industry that has a large number of moving 

parts, each unique to the company, product, and components of each product. This is a challenge 

difficult to address within an industry where unauthorized subcontracting, and even 

sub-subcontracting is commonplace (Labowitz & Baumann-Pauly, 2014).  

With employees of up to 40 million people worldwide in a three trillion dollar industry 

(Lawless & Medvedev, 2016), there is no one size fits all answer, requiring skillful navigation of 

complex trade-offs. The knowledge plus engagement element is therefore critical in order to 
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avoid creating the disengaged and deflecting employees that Dr. Lertzman identifies, such as the 

majority of the non-agentized interviewees, and instead transform them into confident and 

agentized leaders of the industry.  

Corporate Culture.  

Corporate culture emerged as a significant factor among the designers, identifying their 

work environment as a primary motivating or demotivating factor. The agentized designers all 

eventually started their own company at some point in their career, intentionally engaging with 

sustainability initiatives and remain optimistic and proactive about their work. The non-agentized 

designers instead work for companies that are either not actively participating, discouraging 

sustainability, or perceived to be paying lip service, with the majority of these designers 

identifying as not taking any actions towards sustainability. Repeating themes were bosses or 

companies that don’t care, and difficulty having influence with management.  

Comments regarding lack of care included responses such as “I don’t. If I try to, it just 

gets shut down. As much as I want to, it comes to cost” from D2, and “I have no options. I feel 

like in my job if I suggested to do anything sustainable, I would be laughed at” from D1.  

Responses around lack of influence included “If we did start something, a new head 

department person came in and put in their own idea and then they leave and that happens like 

every six months, it’s nuts” from D2, and “I think when you're in the beginning of your career 

it’s difficult to be influential because nobody listens to you” from D11. This last designer kept 

changing companies, hoping the smaller the organization, the more they would listen until 

eventually she started her own company. Having recently changed jobs, D3 noted how different 

the culture is between the two positions. The main priority at her previous employer was “that 
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things were as inexpensive as possible”, with sustainable initiatives not making it past 

development out of concern “it would compete too heavily with our existing line”. She expressed 

optimism about her new job due to top down encouragement to seek out alternative options, 

which she explained was a “whole different mindset”.  

There is little data on the size of apparel design teams, however time vs workload was 

identified by several of the designers as a significant challenge affecting initiatives. D13 reported 

being responsible for six of sub brands, with all categories designed by a team of two people. In 

the fast fashion world, Zara has an annual revenue of $9.37 billion, employing about 200 

designers responsible for approximately 30,000 designs per year, with an average lead time of 

three to six weeks per design (Anwar, 2017; Tokatli, 2008). Apparel designers are asked to be 

commercially creative while satisfying timeline demands that often rely on navigating shipping 

dates, budgets, sales goals and aesthetics set by a variety of factors and stakeholders. There is 

little time left for researching, for example, the life cycle of cotton vs. modal, or which fabric dye 

is chemically least impactful, then making recommendations to a team that will then hold them 

accountable. In the words of D5: “My hours were extreme... I was exhausted and overworked... 

considering something beyond what I was already doing would not have entered my mind”. D9 

reflected on her responsibility, saying that her company is focused on avoiding public relations 

nightmares and bad press. Unless they are able to “do something that is truly sustainable, we just 

wouldn't do it”. She balances the all or nothing trade-off this requires, explaining that her job is 

“very much a choose your battles job” and limits her explorations to what she can prove rather 

than speculate.  

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 80 

For motivated employees, a lack of clarity, inconsistent messaging and lack of 

transparency within a company creates situations that are difficult to navigate. D8 noted that she 

grew up caring more for the planet than people, and pursued a formal education in sustainability. 

She entered her current position with more tools and knowledge than the average apparel 

designer, yet still finds it to be challenging to make change within her organization “because of 

all the restrictions, just walls and walls of rules, it ends up being too hard to do and it's just easier 

to do it the normal most consuming way”. She finds one of the biggest challenges to be internal 

communication and motivation within the organization. She explained that although she knows 

all the materials and processes in the company, “most people in the company don’t know it and 

recognize it internally, not to mention externally. People aren't informed at work”. She explained 

that despite this lack of internal knowledge, “we're the 5th most sustainable company” and 

wonders if “maybe someone up there is doing something behind the scenes I don’t know about”. 

She started off optimistically, talking to people in her department about sustainability, but found 

“it’s really difficult to promote something when most people doesn’t think it’s valuable, even if I 

can prove it doesn't cost more, there’s no change”. Her experience has left her feeling disengaged 

from her personal values and she reflected that “I think maybe what happened to me is what 

happened to a lot of people - I just gave up”. 

In the absence of corporate support, all of these designers had attempted to make at least 

small changes such as office recycling or suggesting a reduction in labelling. However, a third of 

the designers indicated they don’t take actions anymore because they don’t believe they have the 

opportunity or influence to do so. The remainder cited cost, time and difficulty finding suppliers, 

as limiting factors. Despite their lack of action, they had suggestions for what could or should be 
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done, suggesting a level of care that exists despite the gaps in their knowledge and action. Their 

suggestions primarily gravitated not towards actions they could take as designers, but rather 

focused on what external agents could do: identifiable company values, mission clarity, supply 

chain transparency, exposure style documentaries, brand accountability for end of life, 

government regulation, and better consumer/designer education. In contrast, the agentized 

designers had positive and optimistic comments about their organizational progress. Noteworthy 

was the broad scope of actions that these designers took, with 41 unique actions appearing in the 

responses, highlighting the broad spectrum of opportunities to make changes. As an industry 

leader, D14 employs multiple actions in her approach, including designing for longevity. She 

explained that she tries to balance the function and usefulness of a product with the 

sustainability, choosing to focus primarily on longevity so that “you will love it 5-10 years from 

now, but also the quality will stand up”. Two of the other designers used workarounds to 

navigate price resistance from management and customers, one of the most commonly cited 

barriers identified in the literature and interviews.  

D12 employed a tactic in which she only presented the sustainable options to her boss. 

She identified that while her company wasn’t sustainable, she did have control over the supplier 

choice. She expressed guilt over not telling management about cheaper and less sustainable 

options, but justified her actions by the result of a higher quality and more consistent product. 

She noted that “suppliers who have sustainable consciousness also have quality consciousness, 

and those two values are very close and embedded”. For this designer, her method also avoided 

returns and dissatisfied customers, in the end saving both time and money despite the 50 cent 

increase that was paid. D16 uses a similar tactic to address his customer’s price resistance. From 
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a selection of 20k vendors which he described mostly as “pure garbage”, he curated his list to 

approximately 150 vendors, “the ones we like, some of them are B Corp, reputable and the 

product is good”. He explained that despite a price increase, “our clients didn’t even notice, 

because they could still find the stuff they liked but from better and more reputable vendors. You 

don't know what you don’t know”.  The first example from D12 is particularly significant, as she 

used this method during employment with a company who wasn’t interested in sustainability for 

their products. She circumnavigated what so many other designers indicated was a major 

challenge for them: convincing companies they felt didn’t care, or wouldn't allow trying 

initiatives. D16 also maneuvered around the commonly cited challenges of consumer knowledge 

and price resistance by offering only curated items, rather than attempting to change their 

behaviour or beliefs.  

While there are opportunities to circumnavigate or redesign systems as these designers 

did, there also remains opportunity in organizations to create top down cohesive, transparent 

pathways for sustainability practices. For the designers who did find such pathways and support, 

their experiences were positive and optimistic, identified as a turning point for their work. D13 

spoke of how management level initiative changed her perceptions, previously not considering 

sustainability actions at work as she “didn’t think my company would invest in that or listen to 

me if I came up with something new”. She was “incredibly surprised” when the COO and head 

of the design department started asking about “eco-friendly capsule collections”, and now 

“sustainability has become a common word in our design speak and the backing, company-wide, 

is incredible”. This was echoed by D9, who although not engaged in sustainability, recognizes 

the economic opportunity within. While her company is not sure if there’s an interest from their 
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customer yet, they are aware that it’s an area of potential expansion and have “an interest in 

making sure we are keeping up with the times”. She is open to ideas, but uncertain of the 

options, and explained that “if there is a good way to mass produce on our scale, and it’s not 

going to be outrageously cost prohibitive, then there’s no reason we shouldn’t be doing it”. The 

business case for sustainability is further underlined by D11, who owned and operated her own 

sustainable fashion company. From her perspective, “clothing should be made only sustainably, 

there no reason we have to make it cheaply and bad for the world”. As a small business owner, 

she participated in green fashion shows and had a successful company for several years selling 

her sustainable line. In her experience, “if a bunch of smaller designers can do it and be 

successful, then those models can be applied to larger companies and there’s a lot of money 

there”. She pointed out that “people are willing to pay a lot of money for brands regardless of 

how it’s made”, reflecting on the scale of the industry and prices commanded by recognizable 

fashion designers with steep margins.  

Community Culture.  

Talking through the issues in the apparel industry during the interviews created a forum 

for conversation and thought, with many of the designers expressing surprise at challenges and 

opportunities they’d never thought of. Most requested to be kept updated, and expressed a desire 

for a supportive community of like minded peers. In contrast to the low number of services the 

designers reported engaging with, there were many ideas of what they wished they had access to, 

with a stronger sense of community emerging foremost. D13 noticed a difference between 

conventional and sustainable apparel, viewing fashion as a “rough industry” while describing the 

sustainability industry as “so much more collaboration, it’s like a breath fresh air, it’s amazing, it 
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makes you want to be a part of the movement”. Even in the sustainable realm however, industry 

competitiveness can come into play. Fabric minimums can be difficult to meet for small 

businesses, as explained by D6, owner of a small company. She knows there are “amazing things 

happening with products like fabric made out of recycled bottles”, but only orders 70 to 120 

meters, while factory minimums are 5-10k meters. D11 attempted to address this by participating 

in a material sharing initiative, where designers would bulk order fabric to meet high minimum 

orders. The sharing initiative eventually ended, as each designer wanted their own unique fabric. 

Despite the fact that the fabrics would be used differently, they did not feel this was enough to 

stand out from their peers.  

While not sharing suppliers may protect access to competitive advantages, that obscurity 

can also hide social and environmental issues due to lack of transparency (Kang & Hustvedt, 

2014). D14 now works with factories she vets personally in India and Nepal. In the past 

however, she owned and operated her own factory in an attempt to create a transparent supply 

chain. This attempt almost bankrupted her, “hemorrhaging $250k a year”, however allowed her 

the opportunity to have the manufacturing close by and easy to visit. Despite this tight oversight 

and position of ownership, she found  “they shipped half the stuff out of my factory to small 

producers under the table that pay lower wages and no WCB”. She was unable to control 

outsourcing to informal contractors, and eventually gave up the factory. This struggle is 

common, as it is “really difficult finding out exactly where things are coming from”. Her 

position as a small retailer means “the mills are only going to do so much work for me” and even 

then, “they’re buying their fabric from someone else who buys their raw materials from someone 

else. It passes through so many hands I can't actually say, well did it come from a sustainable 
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supplier, and who made the yarn”. Throughout these challenges, relying on earned trust and 

personal relationships has been the most reliable method she’s found. She now chooses to work 

with factories where she has built up long-term relationships with owners she trusts, a tactic only 

possible for designers who are able to travel to the factories and build a community.  

While the culture between designers and manufactures remains challenging, there are 

also issues with peers when identifying as a sustainable designer. Changing from conventional to 

sustainable practices has the potential to be interpreted as a political or class choice. Two 

designers expressed this in their interview, D3 explaining the challenge as “a weird divide of 

new sustainability, and having to have this really firm opinion of the environment, or my entire 

life needs to be defined by it, and it's difficult for people”. D11 receives pushback, noticing that 

“people get upset, oh you think you’re better because you have all this sustainable stuff”. Public 

perception can be a strong influencer, making it easier for companies to maintain the status quo 

as acknowledging there is a problem also carries an admission of guilt (Kang & Hustvedt, 2014). 

The potential for public backlash if sustainability efforts are not perfect is enough to make at 

least one designer hesitant. D9 describes their customers as “not the most savvy”, and their 

“pretty ethical and honest” company aims to avoid bad press for fear of alienating their customer. 

Their business relies on their customer’s trust and explains that this has limited their initiatives. 

They don’t have the knowledge and capacity to verify sustainability claims, and so they won’t 

move forward until they are able to. Issues with greenwashing, pervasive sustainability myths 

and unintended consequences from well meaning but failed actions have created an atmosphere 

of general mistrust and skepticism from the public (LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016; 

Jastram & Schneider, 2015) and even from designers within the interview group. The rate of 
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change in the industry, though increasing, has historically been slow (Niinimäki  & Hassi, 2010), 

as consumption outpaces the implementation of new practices and norms.  

To help create a growth culture towards sustainable apparel, the normalization and 

visibility of using sustainable practices and allowing room for experimentation, transparency and 

failure on the path to progress is therefore critical. D14 points out that “sustainability is a vast 

array of shades of gray. There is no clear answer on what to do exactly so I’m trying to balance a 

product with what's useful and with what’s sustainable”.  With a community working together 

towards a common goal, the opportunity presents itself to share experiences, suppliers and 

examples of leadership and innovation. D15 reflected on her decades in the sustainability 

industry, saying “if you get enough examples, the real world starts to shift”. To find these 

examples, some of the designers seek out mentors. D4 reaches “out to people who are doing 

things sustainably and talking to them about ideas I have because it really is individual and a bit 

more fluid”. She finds that mentorships are the best way to progress forward, with one on one 

attention during projects. This self-initiated peer mentorship was mentioned by several other 

designers, especially in the absence of suppliers, hard to find information, and industry 

gatherings, paired with looking at what other companies were doing. Several of the designers 

reflected that even participating in the research interviews had reminded them of either how they 

used to care more, gave them the opportunity to ask questions, or showed them gaps they didn't 

realize they had.  

Storytelling can help shift consumer culture as well, often cited by designers as the 

reason they don’t incorporate more sustainable actions. The Fashion Revolution campaign, 

where consumers post social media photos of themselves holding a #whomademyclothes sign, 
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with sewers responding with #imadeyourclothes, put a face to factory workers. Since 2013, they 

have accumulated millions of media impressions, providing a window into the manufacturing 

world. D16 recalls an internet image of a man in India riding a trike stacked high with floor fans: 

“man that’s exactly how it goes, one factory ties the fans to a trike and he has to ride across the 

city to the packaging factory and unload his trike”.  He continues, saying “I think the North 

American customer has no idea how limited it is, that this is how things are made. They think it’s 

some fancy robotic factory and it’s all added by machine”. This disconnect consumers have with 

how things are made is what the campaign aims to help close. While the long term impacts of 

#whomadeyourclothes are yet to be determined, thousands of brands participated and tens of 

thousands of people interacted with the campaign, creating a conversation about industry 

challenges that while not new, has had a tendency to fade into the background. In addition to 

increasing awareness for the consumer, these types of stories can add value to companies 

through establishing trust (Kang & Hustvedt, 2014), and providing alternative measures of value. 

D15 noted that due to their sustainability initiatives, “we got a large amount of press at the time 

because it was well timed”. In order to attach value to the media, they measured and counted the 

press they received, considered more valuable than an advertising campaign “because it’s gone 

through someone else’s filter, like a peer review”. Once they had factored in all the press, “it was 

over a million dollars worth... that was a measure that we could put in the company that was a 

completely different cost center rather than value center”. 

Companies are experimenting with strategies and practices to change not only 

their products, but also the way services are delivered. However, there is still work to be done on 

visibility to the public, as evidenced by a Harvard course using Stella McCartney as a case study 
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(Kenny, 2015). The students knew and loved the brand, but were unaware of her sustainability 

mandate and initiatives, resulting in a an “a-ha” moment for the senior management and a 

recommendation “to be much more proactive in conveying these initiatives to consumers” (HBC 

review, 2015). D15 expressed frustration that the most visible of the large companies, Patagonia, 

is still so prominently cited when the topic of sustainability comes up. She identifies that 

Patagonia “has an image that is beyond reproach”, considered the “gold standard”, but wonders 

“if we shouldn’t be looking at the bronze standards in other systems too?”, highlighting how 

much of the spotlight they take up. Many companies are now experimenting with next generation 

ideas such as leather replacements made from food waste, fungi and algae, dissolving cotton with 

salt solutions from multi-fibre garments to be respooled and used, sail powered shipping, milk 

protein fabric, and other imagination-stirring ideas. D15 notes that it is also important to discuss 

conflicting messages such as Patagonia’s Don’t Buy This Jacket campaign to reduce 

consumption, which instead resulted in a 30% increase in revenue (Hwang, Lee, Diddi & 

Karpova, 2016). The prominence of Patagonia as a response in the interviews shows the impact 

of their communication strategies and could offer an opportunity for modeling their storytelling 

success, creating visibility for sustainable companies experimenting with new ideas. This 

reinforces the requirement for designers to increasingly fulfill more roles, D13 pointing out how 

much they need assistance in how to communicate sustainability from their brand position. D3 

mentioned needing help with communication strategy as well, to counter the myths of 

sustainable fashion. She explained that sustainable fashion has “in the past had a stigma of a 

certain aesthetic, so broadening and bringing it into a more digestible, interesting realm”. She 

cites Mara Hoffman as an example that sustainable fashion can be beautiful, and no longer fits 
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the stereotype of the shapeless hemp dresses from the 90’s. She has noticed a perception that 

sustainable clothing is expensive, elite, and not widely available, but feels she lacks the skill to 

tackle it. Building a larger and more visible community of sustainable designers with meaningful 

relationships with manufacturers, peers and customers not only helps to build new archetypes 

and disrupt the status quo, but holds the potential to extend outwards to positively impact both 

social and environmental systems. 

Chapter 7: Conclusions 

In order to contribute to understanding the experience and impact potential of apparel 

designers, this research explored the perspectives of 17 apparel designers through 

semi-structured interviews. The aim of the research was to discover where they are in terms of 

sustainability, how the challenges and opportunities they encounter impact sustainable design, 

and what opportunities may then be presented to increase the practice of sustainable design for 

apparel designers.  

To carry out this research, the Disruptive Design Method was utilised, with the three 

phases of mining, landscaping and building as a contextual research framework. The qualitative 

interviews fit under the mining phase of the Disruptive Design Method, where assumptions are 

set aside and as much information as possible can be discovered. The next stage was to look at 

relationships and connections between the points of information discovered, to see where there 

may be confluence and possible points of intervention. During this landscaping stage, the themes 

were identified and coded as commonalities and connections were made between the insights 

that emerged. This stage revealed two primary designer mindsets: the non-agentized group, those 

who believe that in the face of an overwhelming problem, they are ill-equipped and unsupported 

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 90 

to make any significant change and so were less likely to have disrupted the status quo, and the 

agentized group who believe that through their efforts, they are able to make a positive 

difference to the industry and have in fact taken on the opportunity to do so, primarily through 

entrepreneurial efforts. Once these overarching themes of agentized and non-agentized designers 

were established, the DDM was further employed using the mapping techniques described in 

Chapter 5. Through this mapping, seven key themes were identified as insights with which to 

address the complex nature of the apparel designer’s practice. Four of the themes point to the 

internal attitudes and emotions of the designers and how they can influence the opportunities and 

desires for sustainable design practices. Three further themes point to structural systems that do 

or do not support advancement of a sustainable design practice: knowledge designers hold 

around sustainability and sustainable design practices, the influence of corporate culture, and 

support or lack of community culture.  

The outcomes of the designer’s internal attitudes and emotions differed according to their 

reactions to being a part of an industry that they all acknowledged has negative social and 

environmental costs. At some point in their careers, they have all found themselves at odds with 

the values they hold and the actions they take at work, the impacts of which were learned 

through media and sometimes direct professional or personal experience. The emotional impact 

of facing this value-action gap had two primary results, either propelling the designer to strike 

out on their own to create work in the way that aligns with their values, or to disengage with the 

values they hold, defaulting to anxiety, apathy, or combination of both towards their work. These 

non-agentized designers believe the problems are too overwhelming and have too many external 

factors working against them to make change as an individual. For the agentized designers, they 
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have all become entrepreneurs at some point, their experiences at times challenging yet are also 

positive and optimistic about facing those challenges, seeing them as opportunities for new ways 

of doing. They remain resilient in the face of a large industry needing system wide change, and 

instead focus on what they are capable of changing within their sphere of influence and 

expertise, upskilling, self-educating, and for some educating others, along the way. 

While individual motivation and attitude contributed to the path the designer chose to 

take, there were also structural systems that influenced their decision. While very few apparel 

designers are educated around sustainable design in their field, this was not a contributing factor 

to the designer deciding to pursue an unconventional path. For those with the motivation and 

belief that they can make a positive impact, there are resources available to gain some of the 

practical skills necessary, and they were able to find information either through relationships 

with suppliers, the internet or community resources. That being said, there was still a noticeable 

gap in their knowledge around sustainable design practices and available resources, in particular 

those that encompass circular economy design principles. The amount of research and 

self-education needed to learn, experiment and prove validity of sustainable design practices was 

described as time consuming, confusing and difficult to navigate even for those who were the 

most motivated and agentized.  

More so than knowledge, the influence of the corporate culture and community towards 

the designers had a much stronger effect. In the non-agentized designers, internal organizational 

roadblocks and lack of a like minded and supportive community had such disabling effects that 

the majority, in many of their words, gave up. For the agentized designers, these roadblocks 

instead led to starting their own companies under their own terms rather than staying and 

 



 

DESIGNING SUSTAINABLE DESIGNERS 92 

fighting the current internal systems. These organizational roadblocks primarily revolved around 

a lack of support - either in mentorship, time to work on new methods and systems, clarity on 

how to act on company missions, or a willingness to risk potential failures in the eyes of the 

customers and stakeholders. However when the organizations made clear not only a 

sustainability mission, but also the pathways to achieve that mission with financial and time 

support as well as the willingness to experiment despite potential customer pushback and need 

for in-house designer upskilling, there began to be shifts in the designer from non-agentized to 

agentized.  

Parallelling this organizational support was community on two levels, both peers and a 

broader community in the form of their respective governments and organizations. When peer 

engagement was the positive influence, peer-mentorship, resource sharing, professional and 

emotional support helped to encourage the designers to continue on a sustainable design path. 

However it is of note to recognize that in one case, competition and the desire for creative 

differentiation worked against the collaborative spirit of the sustainable apparel community. In 

all cases, the designers described a lack of regulatory and government support either in the form 

of incentives such as tax rebates or import/export tax reductions, grants, training etc., or 

disincentives such as banning certain materials, chemical practices, waste regulations, etc. While 

the companies did adhere to established safety testing, the designers either weren’t clear on what 

those tests were assessing, or described the company as following the rules to avoid fines and 

negative press rather than for social or environmental good.  

The building phase of the DDM was then employed to take the mined data, with the 

relationships and connections identified from the landscaping phases, to then build an outcome 
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that could have the potential to have a positive impact. In the context of this research, the built 

outcome is the synthesis of this research into the set of recommendations found in Chapter 8. In 

approximately 150 years, the industrial mass market production of clothing has contributed to 

reshaping our industrial, social and natural worlds. It is responsible for vast swings in global 

employment patterns, changed natural landscapes, and altered our patterns of behaviour on a 

cultural scale. While the craft of design can bring function, beauty, and creativity, entire 

ecosystems and sections of society also suffer as a result. While Papanek suggested the simplest 

answer for designers is to stop making new things, he does not see this as the solution. Instead, 

he recommends a proactive approach, suggesting that we as designers can create work that has a 

positive influence, believing that “design can and must become a way in which young people can 

participate in changing society” (Papanek, 1971). Current research on sustainability however 

focuses primarily on methods of production and consumer behaviour, rather than the role of the 

designers. Designers are at a critical intersection in bringing tangible products into the world, 

putting into motion a domino effect of potential impacts, with the opportunity to have a positive 

and potentially status quo changing influence. This research contributes to existing work by 

expanding the knowledge of the designers experience within the apparel industry, and examines 

the potential for their ability to make change.  

Chapter 8: Recommendations 

Designers are at the intersection of intangible and tangible, tasked to make ideas into 

physical products. They work within a system of complex moving parts, and must negotiate the 

inevitable trade-offs and tensions necessary when making choices that have social and 

environmental impacts. In light of the wide reaching nature of both the positive and negative 
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effects of apparel, there is the opportunity to address incremental changes with both the space to 

allow mistakes (Burch, Shaw, Dale & Robinson, 2017) and the urgency needed to catch up to an 

industry that is outpacing our collective carrying capacity. Re-designing the apparel industry is a 

necessary challenge, in which we must be willing to take risks despite “not knowing what the 

exact change outcome will be, yet seeking to evolve interventions in ways that dynamically 

respond to the conditions” (Acaroglu, 2015). Designing knowledge and leadership opportunities, 

while fostering optimistic communities that invite collaborative change through empathetic 

experiences offers the potential for going beyond niche, to a more sustainable, positive normal.  

The key insights have been distilled into sets of actionable recommendations specific to 

designers, based on the themes that emerged from the research. The intention of these 

recommendations is to contribute to encouraging sustainable designer growth in the design 

community. These recommendations address the four internal themes that were seen to influence 

a designer's opportunities and desires for developing sustainable design practices, and the three 

structural themes that pointed to supporting the advancement of a sustainable design practice.  

Themes Sub-Themes Agentized Non-Agentized 

Internal 
Attitudes 
and 
Emotions 

Value Action 
Gap 

Look for opportunities to 
peer mentor designers who 
are working towards closing 
the gap with stories of your 
own successes, failures and 
trade-offs. 

Map out and identify gaps that 
exist in your own personal 
values vs work actions and how 
they could be closed. Seek out 
peer mentors who can 
demonstrate and reinforce the 
positive results of actions you 
would like to take. Follow more 
sustainable designers on social 
media and in the news. 

Emotional 
Impact 

Share stories and have open 
discussions of your own 
journey and struggles, to 
normalize the myriad of 

Use the tension and duality of 
emotions that come with 
practicing a creative craft that 
has the potential to cause harm 
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emotions that come with the 
industry and the 
opportunities to overcome 
challenges.  

to drive creativity and curiosity 
for change. Explore systems 
mapping to identify where your 
sphere of influence and ability to 
effect change may lie, and focus 
on what you as an individual can 
do in an ever evolving and 
imperfect progression. 

Formative 
Work 
Experience 

Seek out opportunities to 
share experiences that 
directly engage with the 
processes and people that 
make products for those that 
are not able to. Organize 
field trips and site visits 
when possible, and bring 
peers along.  

Actively seek out and join 
opportunities to experience all 
aspects of design and production 
to directly engage with the 
processes and people that make 
products. Use existential crises 
as a catalyst for action & 
iteration if/when they occur. 

Optimism Share visual and written 
stories of success, big and 
small wins. Build supportive 
reinforcement and 
professional displays of 
respect for others in the 
community who are making 
incremental changes. 

Increase attention to, and 
proactively seek out, creative 
opportunities for changes, both 
big and small. Build upwards 
spiraling loops through small 
wins, supportive reinforcement 
and professional displays of 
respect. 

Structural 
Systems 

Knowledge Engage with emerging 
sustainable design practice 
strategies and systems 
thinking to continually 
increase own capacity.  
Consider teaching and 
creating programs/workshops 
for professional designers, as 
well as high 
school/university/college to 
expand knowledge and build 
skill capacity, especially in 
languages other than English. 

Explore sustainable design 
practice strategies to increase 
own capacity. Seek out existing 
professional development 
resources, courses, workshops, 
websites, social media, trade 
shows, conferences, new peers. 
Explore dynamic co-learning, 
positive reinforcement and 
ownership of the new, often 
challenging, information. Build 
open continual conversations 
with conventional suppliers on 
potential adjustments/changes as 
new opportunities emerge. 

Corporate Share clear values, missions, Identify and be prepared to 
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Culture priorities. Define, share and 
champion business cases, 
case studies and transparent 
organizational 
structures/strategies with 
those who are looking to 
move into a more sustainable 
design practice/structure. 
Encourage wholesale 
disruptions in the way we 
interact with consumption 
and the apparel industry.  

address/work around the 
anticipation of loss/scarcity (of 
choice, of style, of affordability, 
of jobs, of customer uptake, etc.) 
that comes with change. 
Establish long term relationships 
with suppliers to build mutual 
empathy, trust and 
understanding. Propose trusted 
sustainably focused vendors 
when possible, and across job 
changes. Invite customers, peers 
and suppliers on the 
sustainability pathway. Allow 
for missteps along the way and 
build robust business cases for 
transition. Be respectfully vocal 
and recruit internal allies. 

Community 
Culture 

Make visible the efforts and 
changes within your practice. 
Research, share and populate 
the internet with validated 
knowledge, case studies, 
successes, challenges and 
role models, preferencing the 
creative opportunities that 
exist. Prioritize collaboration 
over competition and 
encourage creative 
participation in supportive 
environments to build design 
community support, 
connection, knowledge and 
understanding. 

Reach out to peers for support 
and build/join a network of 
like-minded designers. Explore 
impactful ways to disrupt how 
we interact with consumption, 
apparel and cultural norms, 
share challenges and successes. 
Prioritize collaboration over 
competition and encourage 
creative participation in 
supportive environments to build 
design community support, 
connection and understanding. 

Table 4: Recommendations 

Chapter 9: Future Work 

Many themes outside of the scope of the research question emerged through this study, 

and are worthy of further research and experimentation. Sustainable and ethical business models 
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are rapidly growing in global relevance, and yet only a handful of academic papers look at the 

relationships between the designer and the product they design. Not only in their practice, but 

also how this process affects them on an emotional level and thus not only their job satisfaction, 

but also the nature of what they design. The LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire (2016) study 

identifies that “little is known about potential discrepancies between the values of corporations 

and those of individuals who are simultaneously their employees and consumers, as well as how 

any such discrepancies are reconciled” (LoMonaco-Benzing & Ha-Brookshire, 2016). Their 

study was the only academic paper found that directly addresses the designer’s experience, with 

a study group of 10. This work with 17 subjects thus almost doubles that research, adding to a 

body of knowledge that is worth much further exploration. The sample size and scope remains 

limited, and stands to benefit from more research.  

In my work as an emerging educator and facilitator I have started to design in the 

findings with both adults and aspiring young designers. Within the workshops, there are now 

components included that address identifying and establishing personal values and ethics, 

background knowledge on the history of the manufacturing industry, the impacts of such, and the 

potential of sustainable design techniques to have a positive change in the existing system. These 

workshops are held as hands-on activities, often with visits from professionals in the industry to 

provide as much experiential learning as possible. Conversations are encouraged to discuss the 

navigation required in having a creative career that produces physical products and the 

responsibility it holds, as well as how language and framing can support these initiatives with 

peers and co-workers. Further work to establish the impact of this would be beneficial. 
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Designers are required to navigate and balance business, art, and industrial needs. They 

are not chemists, biologists, economists, social workers or researchers by trade, however these 

are things that have been increasingly added by necessity. Creatives by trade, they are uniquely 

equipped with the potential to use flexible, critical and divergent thinking skills to take 

knowledge and turn it into action beyond cause and effect band-aid solutions (Mononen, 2017; 

Acaroglu, 2017). The new designer’s job is no longer to simply create beautiful, functional 

products. They have to become flexible enough in mind and practice to be able to see the web of 

interconnected systems around us all, scientifically knowledgeable enough to speak of chemicals 

and machinery, empathetic enough to speak to labour and working conditions, economically 

savvy enough to maneuver budget demands with customer thresholds, commodity market 

fluctuations, and fair prices, and still make it beautiful and functional. The opportunity is here for 

more designers to take action, re-imagining products, systems and services to be based on a 

fundamentally different set of parameters than in the past, while building an informed 

community of optimistic creative change makers.  
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