The Impact of Non Material Influences Motivating Consumption Pattern

Growing green fashion businesses – Adding value with ethics and sustainability
The fashion design industry, along with many other manufacturing industries, has been moving rapidly towards globalization and multi national branding for many years, with a business model of the bigger the better and a mandate of profits at any cost.  Companies such as Nike have epitomized this, with its high profile exposure of labor abuses in its factories around the world in 1996 and 97. 

The universal law of cause and effect is as true in fashion and business as it is in life.  For every action there is a similar reaction, and all fashions, especially extreme ones, are counter balanced by their polar opposite.  After the mini skirt, came the maxi skirt.  In reaction to globalization, unethical business practices, labor abuses and pollution, comes niche marketing and equitable and ecological business models.  This market trend has been slowly growing in size and importance for many years now, but is still enormously under valued, with major potential for future growth, and is presently on the tip of exploding into the marketplace.  Some of its expressions include; 

1. Garments made with environmentally conscious production methodology.

2. The use of environmentally friendly fabrications.

3. Cooperatives and companies based on community outreach.   

4. Special ethnocentric sizing and fit to better reflect our multiracial environment.

5. More equitable and diverse fashion business management.

These new business models are impacting and motivating consumer consumption patterns within our industry now, and are set to impact us in a major way in the future.

We live in a holistic society, and are constantly expressing our experiences and beliefs through the choices we make.  Those choices include how we choose to spend our money, on everything from food to clothing.  Trends from diverse arenas can act as indicators of future areas of growth in other industries, because the choices we make are representative of our value system.  As a materialistic society, how we choose to spend our money is one of the most important ways we indicate our values.  We either choose to buy the product that best represents our lifestyle, or symbolizes the lifestyle we wish to attain, whether we are talking about vacuum cleaners or designer jeans.  

Some of the most significant general trends in consumer buying patterns of recent years are:  

1.  The significant growth in the number of people buying organically grown foods, and who care about the environment that produce has been raised in, as a reaction to super-farms, the wholesale use of pesticides in farming, the use of growth hormones in farm animals and the general ecology of the planet.  This trend has been building for many years, with the expansion, and up marketing of organically grown foods through the expensive supermarket chain Whole foods in the US, with its emphasis on organic produce, sustainable farming practices and support of local farming communities.  No longer a fringe industry, appealing to tree huggers and hippies, but a trendy, expensive choice of the middle and upper classes.  

2. The global trend to embrace meditation, spirituality and yoga as a lifestyle choice, and a means to fulfillment and meaning, is a direct reaction to the pursuit of material wealth and in contrast to the conspicuous consumption of past years.  With the high profile support of icons of style such as Madonna and Cindy Crawford embracing macro biotic’s, vegan diets and yoga lifestyles, it was inevitable that this would impact the fashion market with a renewed interest in environmentally sensitive clothing, hence moving it from the cannabis market to the high fashion arena. 

These trends do not happen in a vacuum, our sphere of concern effects every area of our life, including the clothes we wear and the designers we support.  

In an effort to understand where we are currently in the movement of environmentally friendly and ethically sound business practices as it pertains to the fashion industry, and it’s affect on consumer buying patterns, I would like to overview some of the different expressions of this trend. 

1.  The area of ethno-centric products marketed to the African American and Latino population has been on a slow rise for many years now, particularly in the area of fashion consumption.  Initially, the establishment of brands such as Cross Colors, Karl Kani and FUBU, which stands for; For Us By Us, has helped address the imbalance of ethnic representation in the business world.  With these companies basing their entire marketing and promotional campaigns on the ethnicity of their ownership.  Much of the popularity of brands such as Roca Wear in the urban market, is directly attributable to the respect the hip-hop community has for its owners, Jay Z and Damon Dash, and ditto for the deluge of other urban labels owned by hip-hop icons such as J Lo by Jennifer Lopez, Fetish owned by Eve, and Sean Jean by P Diddy.

These companies and many more, have all challenged the traditional Eurocentric model of fashion enterprises, simply by their success, and by marketing their products to a previously marginalized segment of the population – that of Black and Latino urban youth. 

2.  Many of these same companies have simultaneously challenged the traditionally accepted standard of beauty, as that of European, tall, blonde haired, blue eyed, white skinned and with perfect 34 24 35 proportions.  Companies like FUBU turned the tide of marketing to another standard of beauty, hence helping to recognize that there are many.   A trend that has since been expanded upon by the huge success of companies such as Baby Phat.  

The rise of Hip Hop and rap into popular music has helped to establish this broadening of our concept of beauty, with artists such as Eve, Alicia Keys and Beyonce’ affecting the women’s wear market through what they wear on their hugely popular videos.  Ralph Lauren recognized this burgeoning market by choosing dark-skinned model Tyson Beckford as the face for their enormous promotional campaign for Polo Sport in 1993.   This trend has been expanded upon over the years to include Tyra banks as one of the faces of Victoria’s Secret, Ugandan model Kiara for Cover Girl and Missy Elliot for Mac Cosmetics.

What is interesting right now however, is the changing dynamic of who these labels and products are marketed to.   No longer content to confine themselves to the urban, casual wear market, icons of hip hop are now establishing labels in high end markets, such as Jennifer Lopez’s label Sweetface and Beyonce’s House of Dereon.  The establishment of these various ideals of beauty is a direct reaction to the single, Eurocentric model, which for too long excluded Latino, African American and Asian ideals of beauty.  

3.  The area of garment sizing and fit being more reflective of larger and ‘other’ ethnic body types is still a grossly under serviced area of the industry, with only a few companies such as Lane Bryant and Baby Phat altering their fit from the standard, slender European ideal, to better reflect their larger and African American and Latino customer base.  This trend is addressing the misrepresentative and outdated databases of standard measurement charts reflective of a racial breakdown of society that is no longer relevant.  Not to mention the ‘super sizing’ of the European American figure.  

3.  The area of businesses built on ethical commercial practices, with ecology, sustainability and community outreach as their focus is now the latest of these niche and reactionary markets set to explode, and the one I would like to concentrate on, as it is likely to make the greatest impact on consumer buying patterns.  The growth of this market is in direct reaction to an industry that has historically abused the environment as well as their workers rights.  As a design community we share the collective guilt of sweatshops, pollution of the environment and child labor.  As an industry we lag behind the rest of the art and design community, where a significant number of architects, interior designers and cosmetics and fragrance companies base their business practices in ethical design.  With such high profile examples as The Body Shop and Aveda in the cosmetics industry, the fashion design industry satisfies itself with high profile, red carpet events that raise enormous amounts of cash, and which allow us as a community to collectively wash our hands of our responsibility to society and to the sustainability of our planet, on an annual basis. 

The area of ‘green design’ has traditionally appealed only to the hippie based, cannabis market, but this is in the process of changing with the establishment and growth of whole new models of business practices. 

The increased popularity of organically grown cotton as a means of combating the epidemic use of pesticides, and the growing regard for organic dyes is a reaction to the destruction of the natural environment through the textile industries chemical dye dumping.   

The development of fibers such as Ingeo, and other environmentally friendly, organically engineered compounds to produce new fibers has been one of the technological advances fueling this market.  

I would like to highlight the area of ethical business practices in the fashion design industry that is currently motivating consumer buying patterns, by sighting four different models, each paving the way for ethical and high end fashion design businesses into the future, with some already having a major impact on consumer buying patterns.

1.  One of the newest companies to have a significant impact of the industry in the area of ethical design in fashion, is Rogan Gregory ‘s collection for EDUN, and in conjunction with U2’s Bono and his wife, Ali Hewson.   EDUN produces a fair trade clothing line, made largely of organic fibers and natural dyes, produced in an environmentally conscious manner.  90% of EDUN’s cotton and denim clothing is made in Tunisia and Peru, with more than half of the cotton coming from unsubsidized sources in Africa and South America.  Workers are paid a livable minimum wage with basic health care and child labor is outlawed.  

The concept of the company is to create a line of beautiful clothes in a respectful manner, with the marriage of social activism and aesthetic innovation.  EDUN’s goal is to build a business while creating sustainable employment in developing areas of the world such as South America and Africa.  This concept is coined by Bono as:

“Respect for what clothes are made of, 

respect for who is making the clothes,

respect for where the clothes are made,

and respect for the people who are wearing them.”

With the backing of one of the most popular and enduring musicians in the world; U2’s Bono, combined with a creative designer, a quality product and high ethical ideals as its base, this company is leading the way for future ethical based collections.

2.  Project Alabama, is a wonderful example of a company who bases their business on community outreach.  They produce a product line that is completely hand sewn with tried and true embroidery and quilting techniques, hence helping to keep these fading domestic arts alive, while striving to give them a contemporary context that has a real place in the world of design and fashion.  Employing almost 150 women (and a few men) in Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee, they are working to help fuel economic development in Alabama’s Black Belt region.

Starting with a line of T-shirts and now expanded into a full line of women’s clothing, Project Alabama produce exquisite, hand made garments retailing at high end.  Their line is a beautifully designed collection of whimsical pieces made from organic cotton, recycled T-shirts and all organically dyed.

3.  One of the newest kids on the block, and spearheading a marked departure from the marginalized market that spawned it, is the collection of Danish designer Peter Ingwersen, founder of Noir and Illuninati II; a super chic, luxury fashion company which benefits people of third world countries through trade rather than aid, therefore creating 

“meaningful consumption” 

Noir, the fashion brand, produces clothing, accessories, home goods and fragrances, all made under humane and fair working conditions.  ILLUMINATI II supplies sub-Saharan organic cotton fabrics to Noir as well as other fashion brands.  The company adheres to the ten principles of the United Nations Global Compact and is reviving an industry in Uganda as well as bringing money back into the community.  

This line is the antithesis of hippie; in fact it is the epitome of refined, with every collection synthetic free and incorporating sub-Saharan organic cotton.  According to Ingwesen, consumers buy Noir because:

“First, it’s the most beautiful collection, and second, it has the finest cotton in the worlds.  And it may justify peoples spending, knowing that a certain amount will go back to the people who helped pick the cotton.”

4.  COOPA-ROCA, based in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the final example of ethical business models, exemplifies a business set up on community outreach practices, but competing in a global marketplace with high fashion, designer merchandise.  COOPA-ROCA traded up from their roots as a craft based home product producer, to high fashion partners, working with some of the most renowned designers in the world.

Established in 1987 as a women’s cooperative, COOPA-ROCA is based in Rocinha, Rio de Janeiro, the largest favela (or shantytown) in Latin America.  With 180,000 residents, the favela is situated next the richest area in Rio de Janeiro, Leblon; with its private schools, chauffeured cars, housekeepers and cooks.  Rocinha is the product of a global pattern of poverty, with the rural poor moving to the cities in the hope of raising their standard of living, when the reality is urban poverty and prejudice, with few opportunities for work, higher living expenses and no possibility of self sufficiency.

This women’s cooperative that started with just six women, producing craft based home products for sale to the local market, realized that the arena of fashion design could afford them a much higher profit margin, traded up from what is a globally undervalued product, that of ethnically produced craft items, to what is an overvalued product, that of designer name, high fashion items.  They built themselves into an international design force, partnering with some of the best names in fashion design, home product design and installation art.  Not just instigating fair labor prices for their work but partnering with, instead of simply working for, major designer names.  Hence making themselves a creative force in the product development stage with creative license given to the now 150 artisans, as they develop the designer’s ideas, which in turn are based on the artisan’s skills.  Then producing the orders.

The cooperative started by partnering with Carlos Miele, one of Brazil’s most renowned designers, to produce labor intensive pieces for his international runway collections.  Carlos established himself from the beginning as an international designer with a conscience, with a mission statement of drawing attention to the social inequities in society.

Working through government agencies and supported by Lead Foundation, Ashoka and the Rockefeller Foundation, COOPA-ROCA has since partnered with Paul Smith and Agent Provocateur for the huge Brazilian promotion in Selfridges, London in 2003.  For Torde Bontje, a Danish installation artist working from Paris.  Anne Taylor for their breast cancer awareness window displays across the US in 2004.  Osklen, a high end Brazilian board wear collection, and most recently with Cacharel for their Paris fashion show, as part of the promotion of Brazil in France this year. 

Women’s cooperatives are not a new phenomena.  What is unique however about COOPA-ROCA is their ongoing and diversified collaborations with internationally renowned designers.   The high value they place on their artisan’s skills has allowed them to dare to partner with high profile designers, instead of simply work for them as underpaid labor.

A common misunderstanding in fashion, is that green design is bad design, and that certainly is the history, with hemp clothing designed for tree huggers and dope smokers, but it is not a necessity.  Green design does not preclude good design, with Rogan Gregory’s line; EDUN and Peter Igwersen’s collection Noir, both blazing a new trail of high-end design with a conscience.

Women’s cooperatives have traditionally produced poor quality craft based products, but neither is that a necessity, with examples like COOPA-ROCA and Project Alabama both showing that community outreach can form the basis of a high end, successful design business.

These companies are the trailblazers of what is in the process of becoming a major influencing factor on consumer buying patterns in the fashion market and of how non-materialistic values are motivating those buying patterns.  Never before have discerning, sophisticated, fashion savvy customers had the opportunity of buying beautifully designed clothing, while giving back to either the community or the environment.

Now they do.
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