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Abstract 

This paper explores the ‘brands’ of sustainability and fashion respectively and 
their emerging shared identity and ‘brand’. It argues that the realisation of a 
fashion industry that fundamentally respects humans beings and our planet 
is dependent on an integration process that takes place at a deeper cultural 
level, as well as the – hitherto prioritised – product and organisational levels.

While fashion has in recent years made significant environmental improve-
ments in its processes, benefits are easily eaten up by the astounding speed 
and scale of mass-market fashion. A next generation of approaches, holistic 
and systemic, are required to achieve joined up infrastructures, to include a 
wealth of stakeholders, and to target the deeper motivations behind both 
production and consumption.

The paper points to the emerging area of metadesign as a promising 
approach to the auspicious integration of – seemingly paradoxical – systems, 
and the significance of the role of languaging in bringing fashion and 
sustainability together.

Drawing upon a recent empirical study, Lucky People Forecast (2008), into how 
sustainability can be communicated to fashion industry stakeholders in proactive 
ways, the paper proposes that using experiential and design-led approaches 
can help unveil sustainability within fashion’s qualities and capabilities.

Keywords: fashion, sustainability, paradigm change, metadesign, languaging, 
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Introduction

This paper explores the ‘brands’ of sustainability and 
fashion respectively and their emerging shared identity 
and ‘brand’. It argues that the realisation of a fashion 
industry that fundamentally respects humans beings and 
our planet, is dependent on the latter’s auspicious outcome. 

The auspicious positioning of ‘fashion and sustainability’ in 
turn requires a profound search and integration process 
– beyond design as usual, beyond processes and organi-
sations, to deeply embedded normative and cultural 
conditions. The role of communication here is, of course, 
crucial. It is crucial in the education of fashion students 
and professionals on sustainability. It is crucial in the 
formal mediation of ‘fashion and sustainability’ outwards 
and in communication’s intrinsic role in, often tacit, 
internal processes. It is crucial in the theoretical and 
colloquial writing of fashion’s past, and constant stock-
taking of its present, and – perhaps most importantly 
– in the prospective activities, creating and spreading 
new imagery and legends.

The paper draws upon a substantive empirical study into 
how sustainability can be communicated in proactive ways 
to the fashion industry’s many stakeholders. The study 
formed part of the PhD Lucky People Forecast 
– a systemic futures perspective on fashion and sustain-
ability (Tham, 2008, Goldsmiths, University of London). 
The paper further draws upon the researcher’s theoretical 
and empirical work on the Benchmarking Synergy Levels 
within Metadesign project (an AHRC project hosted by 
Goldsmiths, University of London, completed in 2009). 

Some notes on the scope of the paper and the stance 
of researcher:
While the author acknowledges the intrinsic interplay 
between environmental, ethical and financial aspects in 
sustainability, it is here, in the main, exemplified by the 
environmental dimension. 

Similarly, while the communications of fashion and 
sustainability respectively and together take place 
through many stakeholders and on a continuum from the 
formal and explicit to the informal and implicit, here the 
organically forming, collectively emerging and often tacit 
‘bottom up’ communication is prioritised. Of particular 
importance is the notion of communication as a process 
which shapes or designs understandings, perceptions and 
actions, and in turn is shaped by them. This interdependent 
and circular process will be introduced as languaging 
further into the text.

The researcher’s stance is that of a fashion designer 
– in the realm of which inspiration is valued as highly as 
information, and where experiential, emotive and visual 
language forms an intrinsic part of process, product 
and communications. 

Fashion and sustainability – 
the need for systemic approaches

The ultimate context of this paper is the sustainability 
imperative, and – the now –formally and globally recog-
nised need for fashion to shift its thinking, attitudes and 
practices to such ways that are environmentally, ethically, 
as well as financially sound. (See e.g. DEFRA 2010)

In recent years a momentous shift has taken place, as 
evidenced in the upsurge of organic cotton – in the 
main driven by the mass-market segment, the many new 
companies starting out from the principles of sustainability, 
and the significant media coverage. (See e.g. DEFRA 
2010) Communication has of course played a significant 
role in this development. From the initial, very small body 
of academic texts on the environmental and social problems 
associated with the fashion industry, largely inaccessible 
to a lay audience, there is now an upsurge of both 
academic and popular texts that are solutions orientated, 
and spread through numerous information channels. 
(For pioneering texts see e.g. Heeley 1997; Fletcher 1999; 
Uitdenbogerd et al.1998 and recent texts see e.g. Black 
2008; Fletcher 2008)

The increasing standardisation of CSR (Corporate Social 
Responsibility) work and Code of Conduct documents 
since their first inception just over a decade ago, has 
driven or coincided with an increasingly formalised flow 
of information inside the fashion industry, in pursuit of 
transparency throughout the supply chain, and manifesting 
a shift from the ‘policing’ of factories through audits to 
the emphasis on long-term relations and stakeholder 
dialogue. From the user perspective, while communica-
tions in shops may still be experienced as ambiguous and 
confusing, labelling is developing1 and numerous NGOs 
(see e.g. Naturskyddsföreningen – Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation and the Clean Clothes Campaign) 
provide information for those curious to learn more. 
Events, such as the RE:Fashion Awards, and new magazines, 
such as Swedish Camino also contribute in conveying the 
message to a wider audience.2

However, while the adoption of sustainable thought and 
action in the fashion industry, and the knowledge level of 
its stakeholders have progressed significantly, the 
discourse and practices have yet to adopt systemic, holistic 
approaches. For example, the promise of niche fashion 
practitioners, and cutting edge researchers working with 
lifecycle approaches (see e.g. Fletcher 2008; McDonough 
and Braungart 2002), and of product service systems 
being piloted in other design fields (see e.g. Manzini and 
Vezzoli 2003), has yet to be fulfilled in the mass-market 
segment of the fashion industry. Particularly the vast 
potential of design led environmental improvement at 
both product and systems levels (see e.g. Fletcher 2008; 
Thackara 2005) is still mainly untapped. 

While all the emerging environmental strategies in fashion 
must be viewed as highly positive developments, they do 
not constitute the systemic approach needed to reverse 
the alarming effects of a consumerist and producerist 
society. Moderate environmental improvements are easily 
eaten up by the astounding scale and speed of fashion.  
(For further analysis specific to fashion see e.g. Allwood 

et al. 2006, DEFRA 2010; Fletcher 2008, and general see 
e.g. Stern 2006; Rockström et al. 2009) It is therefore 
clear that fashion needs to make yet another leap to 
a new generation of strategies and practices, and that 
these need to address the very system of fashion. 

The fashion system and sustainability

In this instance the fashion system can be described as 
the complex and interdependent web of all fashion’s 
stakeholders, a range of parameters – technological, 
political, financial, socio-cultural – at both micro and 
macro scales, and the deeper motivations of both those 
who create, produce and promote, and those who 
acquire, use, and eventually dispose of fashion. 

In simplified terms the systemic response to a challenge 
should address both underlying causes and symptoms, 
whereas the product level response would focus prima-
rily on symptoms, by for example, replacing a material 
or process with a less harmful alternative. Anticipated 
systemic approaches challenge fashion’s current being, 
thinking and doing. For example, at present the infra-
structure and technology for reclamation, reuse, and 
recycling of fashion and textiles does not afford a real 
closing of the loop (or cradle-to-cradle). (See Oakdene 
Hollins 2009; McDonough & Braungart 2002) A potential 
shift from ownership to access, and from products to 
services challenges not only current business models at 
company level, but also global trade structures and incen-
tives. Alternative means of accessing clothing, such as 
renting, additionally requires significant changes in user 
attitudes and behaviour. The balancing of environmental, 
ethical, economic aspects at local, regional and global 
levels is associated with very complex tradeoffs. (For a 
further discussion of such strategies and their environ-
mental viability see Fletcher and Tham 2004; Allwood et 
al. 2006; Tham 2008)

1 See e.g. GOTS which aims to be a global standard for organic textiles, across the supply chain, and including social criteria. (www.global-standard.org)
2 www.naturskyddsforeningen.se, www.cleanclothes.org, www.refashionawards.org, www.caminomagasin.se.
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Yet, what this paper seeks to illuminate is not the tech-
nological, organisational, financial or even behavioural 
and attitudinal challenges ahead, but instead some 
conflicts situated in the very conceptualisation and 
culture of ‘fashion and sustainability’ and the potential 
role of communication in resolving them.

Fashion and sustainability dichotomies

The focus here is not the obvious stereotypes; the eco-look 
of the eco-wave of the late eighties and early nineties: 
‘knit-your-own-muesli’, ‘brown tents’, even ‘brown teeth 
look’. (See e.g. Arnold 2001; Black 2008) While these 
stereotypes did create a form of stigma and have certainly 
served a handy excuse not to engage with environmental 
improvement, they are relatively easy to refute. What is, 
instead, referred to here are the more deeply rooted 
conflicts, underlying assumptions that rarely get their 
serious place at the table, the issues so large that they 
escape our attention, the elephants in the room. 

Below examples of such conflicts are drawn out, some 
more or less intrinsic or even peculiar to the fashion 
system, others much more widely manifested.3 The 
fashion industry at mass-market level is highly specialised. 
Although environmental staff are gradually put in place, 
until very recently they had little or no contact at all with 
designers, and it is still rare that they form an intrinsic 
part of the design team. Interviews with a wide range 
of staff evidence a shared experience of a strict divide 
between ‘creative designers’ and ‘constraining’ environ-
mental staff. 

When environmental issues first entered fashion organi-
sations – usually assigned to or championed by quality 
control staff and sometimes buyers – they carried with 
them the heritage of a scientific and quantitative language, 
and were typically regulated through tick-box-lists. Both 
implicitly and explicitly environmental parameters were 

presented as constraints (along such other constraints as 
budgets and timelines). Public and general sustainability 
communications still predominantly use a quantitative 
and reduction focused language, asking us to lower 
emissions or use less water. Despite an accumulating 
body of insights into sustainability communications 
(see e.g. Futerra 2007), seldom is the emphasis on 
the qualitative aspects of a larger goal, the tactile, 
the experiential, the vision. 

This brief outlook on ‘fashion and sustainability’ speaks 
of dichotomies or polarisations at several levels, for 
example:

Two types of staff – the scientist and the artist

Two types of working modes – restriction and 
abundance

We can effortlessly continue listing ways in which 
fashion and sustainability form, or are perceived to 
form, opposites:

Fast versus slow

Risky, sexy versus safe, boring

Egotistic versus altruistic

Creative versus reactive

Lucrative versus costly

(For a further discussion of such dichotomies see 
Tham 2008)

Versions of this paradox theme (also the title of Sandy 
Black’s book from 2008) are rehearsed so often, and 
so pervasively that they have become intrinsic to the 

emerging legend of fashion and sustainability. Indeed, 
the deeply rooted tradition in Western thought to 
construct dichotomies (see e.g. Merchant 1982; Pepper 
1997), points to a tendency in using them as a form 
of coping mechanism when we encounter the new. It 
appears more natural for us to hone down onto difference 
and dissonance than to look for the similar, the compatible 
or the complimentary. A different but adjacent tendency 
towards the staging of dichotomies can be found in the 
media coverage of fashion companies’ engagement with 
sustainability, with reports oscillating between screaming 
‘scandal’ and ‘saint’, shunning the nuanced ground 
in between. Whether because of fear, or in pursuit of 
drama, or simply to arrive at palatably distinct categories 
(and here leaving aside a rich discourse on, for example, 
power and gender, see e.g. Merchant 1982), the tendency 
to polarise sub-properties of fashion and sustainability is 
arguably an indication of an immature integration process. 

Levels of intervention in the fashion system

In a short but seminal text the environmental pioneer and 
systems thinker Donella Meadows argued that the most 
auspicious place to intervene in a system often appears 
counterintuitive to a mind looking at problems conventio-
nally. (Meadows 1997) Her upside-down list therefore starts 
with those intervention points where logical reason often 
tells us to go (least effective), and ends with places that are, 
according to her, potentially most conducive to change.

9. Numbers (subsidies, taxes, standards) – “Diddling
  with details, arranging the deck chairs on 
 the Titanic.” 

8. Material stocks and flows – buffers 

7. Regulating negative feedback loops

6. Driving positive feedback loops 

5. Information flows – restoring feedback loops 

4. The rules of the system (incentives, punishment, 
 constraints) 

3. The power of self-organization 

2. The goals of the system 

1. The mindset or paradigm out of which the goals,
 rules, feedback structure arise (Meadows 1997)4

The strategies to date to facilitate the fashion industry’s 
journey towards sustainability, reveal much hard work 
– but mainly work located in the, according to Meadows, 
less effective realms of a system. Much effort has been 
placed on implementing the environmental agenda at 
product and process level, predominantly using quantitative
instruments and evaluative frameworks and, literary 
reductionist approaches. Transparency across the supply 
chain, and stakeholder dialogue, is currently prioritised, 
but as yet the organisation – specialised – and the language 
– again predominantly quantitative – do not optimise an 
auspicious information flow across all the stakeholders. 
Finally, it is clear that sustainability in the formal sense, 
and as evidenced by, for example, the messages on 
corporate websites and by CSR staff occupying places on 
the management team, has been ‘promoted’ from the 
strictly operational, to the highly strategic. (See e.g. H&M 
2010) However, while it can be anticipated that a deeper 
cultural shift is also underway, at present it is probably 
safe to say that the “goals of the [fashion] system” and 
its mindset still reside in ‘business or design (almost) as 
usual’ and that efforts have not been dedicated to a shift 
at the paradigmatic level. This is, as the end of the quote 
below points out, of course unsurprising, yet directing 
our attention to the paradigm appears both promising 
and necessary.

3 These themes derive from a study completed in 2008, with fashion stakeholders in Sweden and the UK (Tham, 2008), and have since been updated 
through continuous dialogue with Swedish industry representatives, through the Sustainable Fashion Academy, of which the researcher is an associate 
and course leader.

4 Negative and positive feedback loops serve to regulate a system, the former going against the direction of a development in the system (the less the 
more, or the more the less), and the latter with it (the more the more, the less the less). (See e.g. Meadows 2008)
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“People who manage to intervene in systems at the 
level of paradigm hit a leverage point that totally 
transforms systems. You could say paradigms are 
harder to change than anything else about a system... 
But there’s nothing physical or expensive or even slow 
about paradigm change. In a single individual it can 
happen in a millisecond. All it takes is a click in the 
mind, a new way of seeing. Of course individuals and 
societies do resist challenges to their paradigm harder 
than they resist any other kind of change.” 
(Meadows 1997)

Finding sustainability in fashion

How can we then direct our attention to ‘fashion and 
sustainability’ at paradigmatic level, and address the 
legends of a paradox? Perhaps a starting point is a 
nuanced understanding of both realms, and above all an 
outlook that is opportunity and synergy seeking instead 
of problem orientated. 

Fashion’s ‘brand’ or identity is very much in the making. 
While fashion is increasingly theorising itself from within, 
and celebrating its more tacit processes, (see e.g. the 
journals Fashion Practice, published by Berg, and The 
Nordic Textile Journal, published by University College of 
Borås. The Swedish School of Textiles) it is also increasingly 
being claimed and publicised from the outside through, 
for example, blogs. The interpretations of fashion, even 
at a superficial level are many: trade, theory, technology, 
artistic activity to name but a few. Again, the diversity in 
the conceptualisations of sustainability and of its advocates, 
practices and perspectives is enormous, from anti-growth 
to business opportunity: from global set of guidelines to 
personal convictions and much more. (See e.g. Pepper 
1996; Walker 2006) It is in the juxtapositioning and in 

the polarisation (which is perhaps in aid of a certain sense 
making) that the concepts lose their nuances. Fashion 
becomes the extreme and almost perfectly decadent pole 
to sustainability’s wholesome proposition. 
Yet, only very few of fashion’s facets or qualities really 
hold as opposites to sustainability. The Lucky People 
Forecast study brought together a range of fashion stake-
holders in a series of participatory workshops.5 In an initial 
stage of each workshop the participants were asked 
to describe key characteristics or qualities of fashion. 
These included ‘creativity, story-telling, visuality, tactility, 
zeitgeist-intuneness, emotion and vision’. None of the 
properties appear opposite to the official definition of 
sustainable development6 (WCED 1987), nor to the 
qualities of ‘sustainability’ that the fashion stakeholders 
articulated.7 Even the ‘pursuit of the new’ (also a frequent-
ly mentioned feature of fashion), and the notion of ‘fast 
fashion’ do not in themselves appear irreconcilable with 
sustainability – if we can envisage dematerialised ways of 
offering fashion, and a culture of sharing. It is primarily 
in the notions of ‘shopping’ and of ‘a consumer’ that 
perhaps the real conflict arises. However, it important to 
note that although ‘shopping’ and ‘consumption’ appear 
closely coupled or intrinsic to a pervasive popular 
representation or mediation of fashion, neither were 
even present in the fashion stakeholders’ definitions 
of fashion. (Tham 2008) 

After defining fashion and sustainability respectively 
the participants of the Lucky People Forecast study were 
invited to create scenarios for a future for fashion from 
within a paradigm of sustainability. 

The scenarios that come out ranged from the realistic 
(for example in-shop restyling service and the use of 
overtly local fibres in a lyocell like8 process) to the 

fantastic (such as the generic – and comfortable 
– pyjamas as the constant interface to a myriad of digit-
ally transmitted fashions). The scenarios, celebrating the 
symbolic and experiential dimensions of fashion – staying 
close to the very nerve of fashion, evidenced the level 
of imagination and engagement that an opportunity 
focused, qualitative and design-led approach to the 
exploration of ‘fashion and sustainability’ can engender. 
Perhaps most importantly the open and allowing format 
allowed participants to start claiming ‘fashion and 
sustainability’ and therefore shaping it, and to create 
new and fresh legends, firmly resident in their collective 
and individual experiences and knowledge, but free of      
constraints. (Tham 2008) 

Metadesign – an integrator of systems

This paper has sought to explore how barriers to fashion 
fully embracing sustainability – or vice versa – while 
overtly existing at the levels of organisation and resources 
management, may also exist in the cultural dimension of 
the emerging identity of ‘fashion and sustainability.’ The 
paper has argued that the latter may be crucial to unveil, 
acknowledge and challenge.

Emerging at a convergence between science and the arts, 
informed and facilitated by new information technologies, 
metadesign is simultaneously described as a higher order 
of design and a bottom-up approach to design and 
change. Metadesign can also be an integrator of systems. 
(Giaccardi 2005; Wood 2007)

“Metadesign can be described as a comprehensive 
design process that includes the design of itself. 
The benefits of this approach is that it transcends 
the limitations of individual design specialities and 
works systematically by integrating social, political, 
economical and emotional levels.” (Wood 2007)

On the Benchmarking Synergy Levels within Metadesign 
project, tools to spur synergies in collaborative and inter-
disciplinary processes, with the aim to further sustainability, 
were developed and piloted. (See e.g. Wood 2007; 
Tham & Jones 2008) For the purposes of this paper one 
of the principles of metadesign that we developed is of 
particular relevance.

“Metadesign can intervene creatively at 
the level of languaging.” (Wood 2007)

Languaging, first conceptualised by biologists Maturana 
and Varela (1980) refers to the continuous and co-dependent 
process of understanding through saying and defining, 
and by saying and defining in turn shaping our world. It 
can be argued, for example, that the behaviour of the 
consumer is informed by its sinister origins9, and that it 
continues to self-reinforce itself in a positive feedback 
loop. Attempts to change its intrinsic culture exemplified 
in the terms ‘ethical or conscious consumers’, should fail 
because they are intrinsic oxymorons, closed to real 
imagination. However, were we to taste the words 
‘nurturer, caretaker, steward or participant’, they also 
intrinsically imply new relationships with our material 
world, and are not closed to emerging practices. 

The definition, identity or ‘brand’ of fashion is spacious 
and in many ways open, and emerging theory and 
practices, and new information technologies, are stretching 
fashion in its capacity for immaterial manifestations, for 
empathy, and participation. (See e.g. von Busch 2009)
If our approach is gentle and creative, we might find  
sustainability latent within the capabilities and qualities  
of fashion, there for us to unveil, instead of with force 
seeking to attach or insert it. There is energy and hope 
when we work with instead of against. There is scope to 
re-attune our fashion identities and our fashion abilities, 
but to do so we must feel we have license and that 
we can take ownership. Communicating, imaging, 
legending, languaging offer powerful leverage.

5 The stakeholders included designers, buyers, project leaders, CSR staff, fashion journalists, fashion PR staff, educators, students and users. The 
research was conducted in Stockholm and London. (Tham 2008)
6 “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (WCED 1987)
7 A wide array, ranging from the generic ‘care’, and ethics’ to the more specific ‘organic materials’. 
8 Based on cellulose from woodpulp, lyocell is a fibre developed through a chemical closed-loop process, which makes it environmentally advanta-
geous to e.g. viscose. (See e.g. Fletcher 2008)

9 1. the act of consuming or process of being consumed. 2. an amount being consumed. 3. The buying of good and services to satisfy immediate 
needs. 4. a wasting disease, esp tuberculosis of the lungs. Latin consumere  to devour, destroy, from CON- + sumere to take up, take. (The New 
Penguin English Dictionary 2000)
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