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Does ‘made Ethically’ have the same effect as ‘made in Italy’? In other words is sustainability a positive differentiator in the eyes of the fickle and demanding fashion consumer?

It is important to make desirable, luxurious, beautiful clothing for women to want to buy. Consumers buy a product because they like how it looks, feels, fits and being sustainable is an extra added bonus.

In this paper I would like to discuss that sustainability alone cannot drive sales without desirability. It is important for designers in our country to design beautiful collections, saleable and trendy with a sustainable business model that pays homage to the culture of India. It is essential to focus on creating harmony between urban silhouettes and eco-friendly process. A designer should be able to bridge the gap between small artisans and the international marketplace whilst assisting in the creation of fair trade and fair wages. The aim should be to connect the traditional local craft with the global market place.

Sustainable fashion needs- vital, fresh and innovative designs. Ethical brands need to be as desirable as ‘non ethical’ brands with an added feel good bonus of knowing that a product is made in a way that goes hand in hand with modern attitudes towards the environment, and to living in general. The designs should be progressive and their sustainable and ethical elements should heighten their value to the customers.
1. Introduction There is no question that a consumer is very reassured and trusting and perhaps lured into being brand loyal on account of the ethical and environment friendly production of what she buys and wears. 
It must be remembered that in order to be attracted to the collection in the first place, it's style setting, newsmaking and flattering aspects must be in the fore. Must attract her eye in the first place. She must want to own it, wear it, show it off. Without this initial draw, this appeal to the eye and the senses, we would not even get to first place.This done the sustainability factor would make her a very sustained customer.
And this aspect is very crucial, given the fact that the clutter of competition is immense and the advantage of holding on to a customer/client after the initial attraction/purchase makes all the difference. So every fashion designer of ambition who wishes to prosper enduringly must make eco friendly, ethical considerations paramount. 
Over the past ten years, the eco-fashion movement has been gathering steam. Following the lead of pioneering brands like Stella McCartney and NOIR, which were founded on the basis of ethical principles near the turn of the millennium, there are now entire fashion exhibitions, forums and blogs all focused on so-called sustainable fashion.

Ethical fashion is also high on the agenda of the major luxury goods groups. In April 2009, having already partnered with Stella McCartney to launch her eponymous label, PPR announced its support of HOME, an environmental call-to-action by filmmaker Yann Arthus-Bertrand. François-Henri Pinault, chairman and chief executive officer, said at the time that PPR’s support aimed to use “images and commentary to make us understand that each of us has a responsibility towards the planet, and that we can each act in our own way.”

A month earlier, Bernard Arnault, chairman and chief executive of LVMH, told investors at the luxury group’s annual shareholders meeting in Paris of his plan to take a 49 percent stake in Edun, the sustainable clothing label founded by Bono and Ali Hewson. “LVMH shares the vision and ethical values of Edun, a pioneer in ethical apparel, and its founders,” he said later. “LVMH is committed to advancing both the social and environmental aspects of sustainable development, which plays an intrinsic role in the development of our brands.”

2. What it means to be green How would you describe sustainable fashion? What exactly do words like ”sustainable”, “eco”, “ethical” and “green” mean in a fashion context. Some emphasize a commitment to  traditional techniques, others point to locally sourced materials, while still others mention the importance of reducing the carbon foot print.

On a blog which accompanies sustainable fashion initiative The Uniform Project, co-founder Eliza Starbuck wrote an especially thorough post which tried to clear up the confusion. In the post, Ms. Starbuck distinguished between “heirloom sustainability” – the school that basically says nothing is more sustainable than a high-end designer item, say a Hermes belt, that is passed on for generations- and what could be dubbed “artisanal sustainability”, which is defined by handmade production and a low carbon footprint, the sartorial equivalent of locavore movement  among foodies (a movement that began in San Fransisco in 2005 that encouraged people to primarily eat food from their local area).

In the end , however, we can conclude that there is no ‘sustain-a-standard’ yardstick that will cover all bases. After all what are we sustaining? The environment? Tradition? Labourers? 

Summing up Edun’s credo, he explained: “Ethical companies make thoughtful decisions and sell product thinking about the people who make the clothes — wages, human rights, health and safety — and the planet — energy use, biodiversity, organic — which boils the definition of sustainable, ethical clothes down to: products that benefit people and the planet.”

But rather than looking for a single formula, perhaps what is most important is that ethical and sustainable fashion brands are clear on what they are promising. As long as brands stay true to this commitment, they uphold the ethical values that are most important to them and their consumers. The more transparency brands can offer in their sourcing, manufacturing, and design processes, the more consumers can judge for themselves whether the promises being made are really being fulfilled.

3. Does sustainability sell? Definitions and good intentions aside, fashion is a business built on desirability — people buy fashion because they covet what it looks like and represents. So an equally interesting question is whether “Made Ethically” has the same effect as “Made in Italy.” In other words, is sustainability a positive differentiator in the eyes of fickle and demanding fashion consumers?

Stella McCartney became known as a chic designer label that’s convincingly green, not as a green designer label that is convincingly chic. McCartney is extremely clear about her priorities: “Obviously, I don’t use any animals which has a huge impact on the planet. But my first job is to make desirable, luxurious, beautiful clothing for women to want to buy. Then I ask myself: can I do this in a more environmental way without sacrificing design? If I can, then there is no reason not to. Women buy a product because they like how it looks, feels, fits and being sustainable is an added extra bonus.”

This emphasis on desirability and design may come as no surprise from a graduate of London fashion college Central St. Martins. But interestingly Ali Hewson, who founded Edun primarily as a means to do good, sees it no differently.  

In the fashion business desirability is sustainability! This point has taught us over the years that we must produce quality clothes. Fit must be right, design details correct.

Julie Gilhart, influential fashion director at Barneys New York, and an early proponent of sustainable fashion, sums it up rather bluntly: “Consumers respond to good design. Design and desirability must come first.” When deciding whether to spend on fashion, the consumer looks, above all, for good design. Ecological or ethical considerations are still very much secondary”.

To illustrate the point, Gilhart recounts an empirical lesson: “At Barneys, when we explicitly labeled Stella McCartney’s organic line with the word ‘organic’ its perceived value actually went down in the eyes of the consumer, even though it was actually more expensive to produce.”

There’s little doubt that environmental awareness amongst fashion consumers is rising and that greater transparency will become important for more and more brands. But in fashion, sustainability cannot drive sales without desirability.

Indeed, the brands that will resonate most with increasingly aware, but ever-demanding consumers will be the ones who integrate sustainable principles into their operations without making “being green” their defining principle.

4. So what constitutes desirability in terms of fashion?

4.1 Size , fit, functional shortcomings and Quality Their importance cannot be overlooked in making the garment desirable. Garment fit is subjective, encompassing physical and psychological factors.  Clothing fit is important in terms of customer satisfaction and therefore of great economic significance.  Body shape, the different proportions between the form, width and length of body segment are some of the important factors to consider.Women have problems with fit to the body twice as much as men (Fig 1). Skirts and dresses have fewer functional shortcomings versus jackets and overalls that are frequently disposed due to broken zippers. Socks and stocking are mainly used until there are holes or rifts on them, or at least until they are very worn and thin. There are numerous possibilities for designing more sustainable clothing. Doing so, demands functional, symbolic and superior requirements to be addressed.

The new resources offered by shape information technologies has much to offer the apparel industry. The potential of these technologies, particularly in relation to mass communication strategies and online retailing supports the ethos of the fashion brand. Furthering the use of innovative designs and new technologies to enable niche developments, product value, better fit and greater customer satisfaction. Virtual garment fit (an integrated part of the e-business strategy) is intended to increase confidence in customer fit.
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     Diagram 1.   Disposal reasons for different user categories
	Functional shortcomings 
-Does not fall nicely
-Rolls up
-Unpractical
-Uncomfortable (physical)
-Static
-Itches
-Too warm or cold
-Functional failure
-Material not good
-Too wrinkled or would need ironing
	Size and fit issues 
-Too small (grown out of it/always been)
-Too big (lost weight/always been)
-Fit (waist, hips, bust, shoulders, collar, length or general or not specified) 

	
	Fashion or style changes 
· Fashion change or outdated
· Own style changed
· Change in life situation
-Bored with the garment 

	Changes in garments 
· Hole or rift
· Broken seam
· Threads drawn out
· Colour changes (fading, yellowing or bleeding from other garments) 
· Spots (sweat or soiling)
· Print faded
· Dimensional changes
· Pilling or fuzzing 
· Worn out or washed out
· Material has become thin
· Fabric become harder
· Lost elasticity
· Spirality 
· Felting
· Sweat odour
· Broken zipper, bra underwire or decorations 
· Buttons missing or not working
· Failed mending or repair 
	Situational 
· Does not fit with other clothes
· No occasions to use it
· Have several similar or better garments
· Does not use that type of garments 

	
	Taste related unsuitability 
· Not own style
· Dislike of colour
· Dislike of pattern or print
· Dislike of design or shape 

	
	Other or unknown 
· Missing pair
· Someone else needed it
· Other
· Unknown 


Fig .1.  Grouping of given clothing disposal reasons

4.2 Slow fashion is beautiful  Slow fashion stands for quality and longevity. In this context it means care for clothes without using harmful chemicals. Clothes last longer and are washed less at low temperatures. The consumer should be made to realize the importance of slow fashion. This would lead the world to be moralistic, risk averse and follow a low carbon foot print. Tightly regulated with sustainable lifestyles and mindsets, most consumers will be prepared to pay more for a smaller number of high quality garments. Fabrics we wear should be durable, made of organic natural fibres and manmade materials from renewable resources. Educating the consumer about slow fashion adds to the desirability factor.

4.3 Seeking out aesthetic appeal Ethical brands need to be competing with the non ethical ones in aesthetics and not just creating a niche for themselves. The way something looks is also linked to understanding and knowing and is therefore critical to sustainability. As the opening line of John Berger’s classic text ways of seeing states; ‘seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognises before it can speak’. Thus in ‘seeing’ sustainability in,say an engaging, responsible garment we begin the process of understanding it. This process happens on an emotional and intuitive level – even before sustainability is explained we have some insight. It follows from this that we must use and value this potential, as this ‘experiential’ knowing is key to a richer, deeper and more true to life giving form to this connectedness and reciprocity is a key part of sustainable fashion. Aesthetics are important to sustainability because they act as great social attractors, an outlet for ideas, a form of cross - referencing and an agent of change. Ezio Manzini suggests that aesthetics give direction to the choices of a great number of individuals. It follows from this that by making the sustainable alternative more desirable to people, we encourage them to willingly embrace it.

4.4 Design Innovation design is synonymous with exclusivity. Designers are often driven by a wish to create something that is ‘better’ than what already exists. One subject which is very sensitive and would be difficult to address is that of apparent stagnation of ideas for new ways to work with artisans. An artisan is or may become a skilled hand maker and seller who tells a story using both ancient and modern techniques, blending them into utilitarian and decorative products that reflects the philosophy of the maker and fulfil the desires of the society of the time in which he or she works. The evolution of society’s needs affects how artisans themselves evolve in terms of technology, design and materials. According to John, “Craft is or may become the production of handmade utilitarian and decorative products closely intertwined with national, cultural and spiritual traditional origins, as well as emerging needs of modern society, thus ensuring that tradition also has an evolutionary aspect, where change is accepted as part of tradition”.

While we are becoming more aware of what we buy and where it comes from, an emerging trend is towards style ingenuity. Ethically sourced and made but also incredibly adaptable in design, conforming to sustainable consumerism, and ultra style conscious.

In her seminal book Biomimicry, Benyus talks about biomimicry’s three approaches: the first using nature as a model to inspire approaches that solve human problems; the second using nature as a judge or measure of ‘rightness’ of our innovations, and the third, using nature as a mentor, looking metaphorically at us designing with values and perspectives present in the natural world. More recently the approach of copying features of plants or animal design was used by swimwear manufacturer Speedo who developed a fabric and full body swimsuit, Fast skin II, which was inspired by the way a shark’s skin reduces friction and channels the water over the body as it moves through water.
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 In Biomimicry, Benyus introduces a way to judge whether our innovations are ‘good’ for us. She states that a good innovation will answer ‘yes’ to questions like; Will it fit? Will it last? Is there a precedent for this in nature? Does it run on sunlight? Does it use only the energy it needs? Does it fit form to function? Does it recycle everything? Does it reward co-operation? Does it bank on diversity? Does it utilize local expertise? Does it curb excess from within? Does it tap the power of limits? Is it beautiful?

4.5 Being open to analysis Sustainability is not about introducing ‘green ranges’, it is about embedding sustainability into a brand’s portfolio through operations and supply chain, in order to normalise it. Burberry is such an organisation, taking on the challenge to not only become more sustainable but to open itself to analysis. It is trying to become more publicly transparent about what is involved in bringing the product to the point of purchase. Burberry is actively seeking to improve its corporate responsibility credentials. Becoming transparent instils a sense of confidence in the consumer and makes the product more desirable to him.

4.6 Training the Artist Artisans should become more pro active, given the current pace of change. They should be encouraged to research their market environment. Look for product ideas or customers. Design and develop new products, test them out, launch them, assess sales, research the market again and prepare new designs.

4.7 Raw Materials  Craftsmen should be encouraged to use the finest quality and sustainable raw material. This will enable them to produce products of higher quality more desirable to the consumer.

4.8 Price and value Two different qualities are involved. Firstly a fair wage to the artisan reflecting a respect for their skill and integrity. Secondly, a price which reflects whatever value the customer has for the product.  This is known as “ what the market will bear”. Some artisans actually have no sense of any give and take in prices. Many of their customers have no understanding of the true value of the artisan made product when compared with a mass production product. Customers should be educated about the craftsmanship to persuade them to pay the right price.-

4.9 Local Wisdom Offering garments which have a directional design with a heritage influence encourages the wearer to cherish and engage the weaver’s unique style. Local wisdom seeks to recognize and honour sustainability activities in fashion that exist at the level of the user. Many of these acts challenge contemporary fashion norms and typically need little money or materials to make them happen.

The knowledge and experience of those who discover things by living and working in one place can bring a wealth of new perspectives and practical solutions to many environmental and social problems. 

Sustainability can emerge from a wealth of simple interactions. In fashion it has the potential to flow not only from the design and production of clothes, but also from the choices we all make on a daily basis; how we select, wear, care and connect with our garments.

Localism represents an opportunity for major change, an opportunity to design for distinctiveness, limited  editions, and for growth within, say, 50 miles.  Contrary to what some may think, local and small scale is not simplistic or sentimental. In fact making things locally is frequently more complex than its one-size-fits-all alternatives. Neither is local corny or rustic just because local products are designed and made at decentralized factories far away from fashion capitals. The use of region specific materials or traditional techniques, does not necessarily imply that they are not part of the global fashion system. Their diversity and complexity comes from networking multiple small makers and their success lies in cultivating the strength of local production (diversity, closeness to audience, traditions ) and carefully connecting it to the information flows ( fashion symbols and iconography) of the global network ( the fashion system).

One of the best examples of local production with global fashion system cachet is Alabama Chanin, and its previous incarnation project Alabama, for which Natalie Chanin initiated a series of US- based community revitalization projects that combined old world craft with contemporary style and reuse of material. She employs local women- former factory workers , retired teachers, widows, housewives and secretaries- to help sew one of a kind, handmade garments for her fashion line. Gathering together to work in circles reminiscent of Alabama’s dwindling tradition of quilting, she prepares her seamstresses for the task with lessons of mindfulness, instructing them to handle the thread with love as they sew.

Closer home SEWA Lucknow is often cited as the NGO success story in using a traditional, almost moribund, skill (Chikan embroidery) as a means to a flourishing turnover and social and economic empowerment for thousands of women. But ‘design’ in that intervention went far beyond the cut of a kurta or the application of a new embroidery buta. It included skill up gradation, the documentation and revival of traditional stitches, embroidery motifs and tailoring techniques, the introduction of new kinds of raw materials (ranging from Kota to Tussar), sizing, costing, quality control and production planning- and an alternative marketing and promotional strategy that would enable a small, impoverished NGO to compete effectively with the entrenched dalals in the chowk. To their delight they discovered that that it was not the the art of Chikan-kari that was dead, nor the consumer demand for it, but the aesthetic sensibilities of those who had previously designed and sold the market product, Ten years later, SEWA lucknow lives on, grown from 12 women to over 4,000; their designs no longer mime or static, but part of an ongoing stream that mingles tradition and innovation, constantly evolving.
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4.10 Nurturing relationships  Chapman (2005), has implied  that customers should partake in the design process  and not be reduced to inert, passive witnesses. He speaks of the need for design to overcome its preoccupation with what he terms ‘box fresh’ experiences and product novelty in order to develop a material culture where there is a continuous narrative of progressive change and meaningful mutual growth. He believes we should look to the underlying motivation of the consumers... following Chapman’s notion of emotionally durable design, there is likely to be a move away from mass-production and towards tailor made articles and products designed and manufactured with great craftsmanship.

Tyabji, says, “There is a great need for craftsmen and women to be proud of their skill and creative abilities. But this cannot come about unless the customer develops respect for the artisan’s skills, placing both higher economic as well as great social and cultural value in products predominantly made by human hands”.
4.11 Marketing Strategy A product is a multi – dimensional entity with three levels of attributes: core, physical and augmented. All levels need to be considered when creating the appropriate marketing strategy to communicate a product and to differentiate it from the competition. The price really plays an important role in marketing of ethical fashion, and the place is important in communicating sustainability. 

When a buyer walks into a busy room full of talented designers, you want to stand out, so that the buyer walks straight to your stand and remembers your product afterwards. According to Oxford English dictionary , ‘visual merchandising’ is quite simply the activity of promoting the sale of goods. Visual merchandising needs thought and careful planning.

There are plenty of businesses out there that can offer an element of sustainability, and it really depends on how they sell that story. It’s telling a story about people and environment and what the product gives back. It has to speak to the right people at the right price and deliver the right message. It’s really about what that label is telling the consumer, and boiling down to what the product’s salient benefits are. Many consumers are aware of terms such as organic, fair trade and recycled and will recognise them on a label.

4.12 Collaborating  From retailers to governments, academics to designers. Working together seems to be the overriding message of the day. Bob Buck, technical fellow at Dupont explained, “ You’ve just got to know more if you want to create change. There are actually benefits to collaborating. We are now going to have to work together, now more so than ever before”. The opportunity for the industry , as it stands currently, is to embrace collaboration and explore what kind of competencies and partnerships could enable sustainable growth. This is possible within the multiple stages of supply chain : on renewable resources, sustainable cotton growth, low impact production and distribution models, sustainable routes to markets and so on. Alliance with NGO’s, peers, government initiatives and universities can strengthen organisation’s sustainability, knowledge and innovation capacity. All these will help in producing products of the right quality, fit, aesthetic and innovative designs at the right price and thereby achieve desirability.

4.13 Educating the consumer Customers should be educated about ethical fashion to achieve a  real change. Talking publicly about the importance of sustainable production, fair labour rights, resource shortages and climate change  is extremely important. Businesses can do themselves, and society a service by using their marketing insights and expertise to galvanise action and make sustainable fashion desirable. These issues are increasingly important to consumers so this can be a valuable communication platform, which can help build consumer trust and reinforce brand value. In one such conference organised in U.K Ilaria Pasquinelli highlighted the importance of good fashion perspective and educating the consumer about the same.

 Educating consumers on these issues empower them to make the right consumption choice. We need to create  platforms that activate and mobilize consumers , making them a part of the conversation and bringing them together for a global movement that is a force for good. Being ethical is all about knowing how the garment you are wearing is made. Clothing carries meaning, so it is important to understand the relationship between the cloth, the body and the wearer. The customer should be encouraged  to ask the shop/designer where the product was made and by whom when buying something new. This way they would learn about the story of the clothes/products they buy. They should also be encouraged to buy something that is fair trade-the fair trade certification guarantees that producers have been paid a fair price for the material. The purchaser should learn to have fun with the product they buy- discover stories behind the brand. They should be told that ethical fashion is all about discovering the stories behind the fashion and changing lines not to mention helping our planet. 
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4.14 Prepare the next generation of industry leaders Does  college and university education inspire students to strive for and deliver a sustainable and ethical fashion industry.  One such effort was made under the Defra sustainable clothing roadmap - the Shared talent India  developed by the centre for sustainable fashion to encourage fashion designers to exchange expertise with other protagonists across the supply chain, transcending traditional divisions, be they linguistic, geographic or discipline based. The model is rooted in the teaching principles and practices of education for sustainability, which include participation, mutual learning and a deep implied sense of interdisciplinarianism.

In an another initiative Kala Raksha is planning an institution to address the issues of craft design in a new way. The institute envisioned will differ from others primarily in that its environment, curriculum and methodology will be designed to be appropriate for adult artisans. It will address and interlink three broad areas: understanding of traditional crafts, contemporary design input and access to markets.
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5.Conclusion Ethical production is considered a plus, but it is not the main reason why people buy ethical clothes. Size, fit, price – many other factors can affect a consumer’s decision. Ilaria Pasquineli at the Ethical fashion forum in the UK believes very little market research has been done to map the consumer’s ethical fashion buying habits. The small amount that has been completed, however, shows that making an environmentally friendly purchase is generally not a top priority for consumers when they are in a shop, but when asked directly they want the brands to act responsibly.
We need to take the business of ethical fashion to new levels, offering beautiful products along with promoting and facilitating consumer engagement towards social and environmental change. 
In conclusion, in order to make ethical fashion sustainable we have to ensure that the customer has the desire for it. They should be made aesthetically appealing. Design innovation is extremely important to engage the customer. It is equally important to train the craftsmen and constantly upgrade their skills and encourage them to use raw material of high quality. Using local wisdom  and collaborating gives an edge over other fashion products. Pricing the product and using appropriate marketing strategies can enable ethical businesses to carve a niche for themselves. We cannot overlook the importance of educating the customers about ethical fashion and also getting our gen-next aware about the importance of promoting ethical fashion..Nurturing relationships and involving the customer in narratives and stories about the brand will go a long way in promoting brand loyalty.

So it’s important to repeat to the fashion fraternity that retention is as important as attraction.
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Pic.1.  Fastskin FS II. Evolution from Speedo’s revolutionary Fastskin Suit.





 Pic. 2.  Designer working with SEWA women





Pic. 3. Woman embroidering chikankari design SEWA Lukhnow





Pic.4. Laila Tyabji of SEWA overseeing  hand embroidery.





 Pic.5. Promoting good fashion perspectives








Pic.6.Design developed in Defra - Shared talent India project





Pic.7. Craftsmen working on innovative designs at the Defra- Shared talent India project
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