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CREATING A MORE 
ENVIRONMENTALLY 
SUSTAINABLE 
APPAREL BUSINESS
Policies for Apparel Brands 
and Retailers 
INTRODUCTION

 When browsing many apparel brands’ and 
retailers’ web sites or catalogs, it would be easy to 
get the idea that the way to lessen the impacts the 
apparel and retailing industries have on the envi-
ronment is simply to start using organic cotton in a 
portion of each brand’s or store’s product offerings.  
But you probably know that it’s not quite as simple 
as that. We’ve heard numerous brands and retailers 
over the last year say that they want their businesses 
to be sustainable but that they don’t really know what 
that means. Further, they are afraid to talk about what 
they are doing because they fear their critics will not 
believe it is enough.
 The University of Delaware’s Sustainable 
Apparel Initiative (UDSAI)1  worked this year to 
develop a set of policies related to environmental 
sustainability that would begin to provide answers for 
the following questions:

•  What does it mean to be a “sustainable” ap-
parel business?

•  What must a company do to call itself 
“sustainable”?

 When we heard companies asking ques-
tions such as those listed above, we knew from the 
context that they were interested in learning how to 
reduce their environmental footprint while improving 
their value as businesses.  Sustainability is frequently 
used in many different ways: in reference to the 
environment, to workers rights, corporate philanthro-
py, and the long-term viability of the company.  Sus-
tainability is also exchanged with phrases like “social 
responsibility” or “corporate citizenship.”  When a 
term is used in so many ways, it creates confusion 
and is often overused, but rarely understood.  
 UDSAI defines sustainability as encompass-
ing social, environmental, and financial aspects of a 
company.  Sustainability is the result of responsible 
business practices and policies that make a positive 
impact on all people in the value chain from workers 
to consumers, maintain the environment for future 
generations, and result in a more productive and 
viable company.  Thus, to be a sustainable apparel 
business means a company embraces a vision that 
includes sustainability and that it does the hard work 
of achieving that vision. 
 While sustainability is three-dimensional, in 
this document we focus on the environmental dimen-
sion of the term, narrowing our focus to business 
practices and policies that result in “environmental 
sustainability.” The pursuit of sustainability regard-
ing workers in the apparel industry has carried on for 
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more than a decade.  To be sure there is still much 
work to be done to assure that those making cloth-
ing work in safe conditions and have their rights as 
workers upheld—that the benefits of their work go be-
yond simple survival.  But there are more established 
resources available to brands and retailers to guide 
their work on the social dimension of sustainability.  
Thus, the policies we describe here only reference 
people when they involve potential health hazards for 
workers or consumers that are typically subjected to 
environmental regulations, such as management of 
toxins and other substances.
 To answer the questions about being an 
“environmentally sustainable” apparel business, 
UD faculty and students collaborated with industry 
professionals involved with environmental sustain-
ability to research best practices. We focused our 
work on environmental sustainability as it relates to 
apparel products and the processes involved in the 
direct supply chain of production.  We reviewed hun-
dreds of documents and web sites on environmental 
sustainability and have developed 10 policies that, 
if followed, will make the apparel and retailing indus-
tries more sustainable.  Some of the policies are easy 
ones that apparel brands and retailers of all sizes can 
implement quickly and at little cost.  Other policies 
describe practices that are more costly and require 
long-term strategic planning to carry out.
 

WE PROPOSE THAT 
APPAREL BRANDS AND 
RETAILERS:
Policy 1  Follow all accepted national and interna-
tional safety and environmental 
regulations to protect workers and consumers.

Policy 2  Require all suppliers and vendors to have 
measurable goals and objectives around environ-
mental sustainability.

Policy 3  Eliminate waste in all points of the supply 
chain.

Policy 4  Understand and reduce carbon emission in 
sourcing, production, retailing, and use.

Policy 5  Consider and implement end-of-life strate-
gies (recycle, renew, or reuse) when choosing materi-
als, designing, and producing apparel.

Policy 6  Eliminate excess product manufacturing by 
balancing supply to demand.

Policy 7  Include environmental sustainability as part 
of training, education, and 
evaluation programs for employees, suppliers, and 
customers.

Policy 8  Communicate the corporate environmental 
sustainability identity internally and externally.

Policy 9  Develop and implement advertising and 
marketing strategies that avoid 
greenwashing.

Policy 10  Implement an “ACL” approach. When a 
mistake is made, ‘A’dmit it, ‘C’orrect it, and ‘L’earn 
from it.

In this report, each policy is listed, and 
the rationale for following it is presented 
along with examples of companies that 
are successfully implementing the policy.
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POLICY 1 
Follow all accepted national 
and international safety and 
environmental regulations 
to protect employees and 
consumers

 It is essential to keep everyone involved in 
apparel production and consumption safe from harm.  
Many workers encounter health problems in mak-
ing consumer goods, as Alexandra Harney reveals 
in her 2008 book, “The China Price.”2 A crucial part 
of sustainability is being able to maintain practices 
over an extended period of time, and workers cannot 
sustain their efforts if they are hurt or endangered by 
their day-to-day activities. Furthermore, stakeholders 
of apparel brands and retailers expect that people 
are not being harmed or poisoned from making and 
wearing garments.  Companies must follow this pol-
icy in order to reduce legal risks and be recognized 
as legitimate proponents of sustainability. Carefully 
crafted consumer product safety laws can provide 
helpful guidance for companies that take consumer 
health seriously, and adherence to them will reduce 
financial risks to the companies and greatly reduce 
potential harm to workers and consumers.
 To follow through on this expectation, com-
panies should follow the European Union’s REACH 
(Registration, Evaluation, Authorization and restric-
tion of CHemical substances) requirements to elimi-
nate toxins from any clothing products and process-
ing that meet the threshold requirements for release 
and tonnage.3  Although current United States regula-
tions are not as restrictive as those used by the EU, 
adhering only to legal minimums does not reflect 
leadership in environmental sustainability. 
 Companies should publish standards for 
their factories to adhere to, require these factories 
to demonstrate compliance with the standards, and 
then publish the compliance results to the public. The 
scope of this regulation should extend beyond first-
tier assembly factories further down the supply chain 
into mills and fiber production, as well as component 
parts. Footwear, handbag, small leather accessories, 
and jewelry production should be held to these stan-
dards as well. 

 Leather-tanning is a chemical- and water-
intensive process, and using vinyl as a substitute 
poses many problems because of its PVC content, 
which can leach the plasticizer Phthalate.4  Silica and 
restricted substances such as lead in jewelry create 
risks for workers who can be poisoned or develop a 
deadly lung disease when working with these items.5  
Testing labs such as Bureau Veritas and Oeko-Tex 
can provide consultation on restricted chemicals 
regulation and how to achieve the desired results of 
this comprehensive approach to safety.
 Perfluorooctanoic (PFOA), a water and stain 
repellent for textiles, is toxic and carcinogenic. Target 
set the goal that all Target products must be PFOA-
free by mid-2008. Target encouraged manufacturers 
to remove PFOA from textile products and to develop 
PFOA-free chemical alternatives.6 
 Nike is one company attempting to tackle 
the leather-tanning problem with the Leather Work-
ing Group it helped to form. This multibrand, collab-
orative group attempts to find cleaner ways to tan 
leather and involves suppliers that are committed to 
using these processes.7 Another footwear company 
called Terra Plana uses chrome-free leather (chrome 
is associated with higher rates of cancer in leather 
tanners), vegetable tanned leathers, and various 
recycled materials as component parts.  Terra Plana 
also has an “e-leather” that is a nonwoven mix of 
leather and textile fibers.  These industry participants 
demonstrate clear efforts to find alternative solutions 
that ensure employee safety.8

 Many companies pursue effective chemi-
cal management of substances in their products by 
maintaining Restricted Substances Lists (RSLs).  
RSLs identify chemicals or others substances that 
will not be allowed in products above a certain con-
centration. In some cases, substances are not al-
lowed to be detected at all.  In other cases, trace 
levels may be allowed.  Companies build their RSLs 

3



based on a series of factors including national laws 
and regulations, customer requirements, industry 
best practices, and information that may be available 
suggesting concerns over particular substances that 
are not yet regulated.
 Several organizations have taken a leading 
role in establishing and developing RSL materials.  
The American Apparel and Footwear Association 
(AAFA) maintains a global RSL for apparel, foot-
wear, and textiles.  It is a catalog of the most restric-
tive requirements related to a variety of substances 
– such as flame retardants, dyes, and metals – that 
have historically been used in apparel, footwear, and 
textiles.  It contains only those substances for which 
a regulation targeting content in this industry can be 
found. The AAFA RSL, updated every six months, is 
freely downloadable at the AAFA web site.9 
 Another group, the Apparel and Footwear 
International RSL Management (AFIRM) Working 
Group, provides a wealth of information, including 
an RSL toolkit, to help suppliers understand how 
to implement RSLs.  A partnership of more than a 
dozen top apparel and footwear brands and retailers, 
AFIRM has developed seminars and other materials 
to advance the understanding of RSLs. The AFIRM 
toolkit, and other resources, may also be downloaded 
at the AAFA web site.10 
 Consumer safety, too, should be set as a 
priority.  Just as the total product lifecycle affects the 
planet in different ways, it impacts human lives as 
well.  Those who purchase and wear clothing and 
accessories deserve safety just as much as those 
involved in production. Metal decorative accessories 
such as buttons, snaps, and chains are often found 
on apparel and can create hazards for consumers.  In 
2004, a four-year-old Minneapolis boy died from lead 
poisoning after swallowing a piece of a silver-colored 
bracelet, which was given as a gift with the purchase 
of children’s shoes.11

 The Oeko-Tex Standard 100 is widely accept-
ed in the EU countries and Switzerland.  Oeko-Tex 
International, a Swiss company, tests for harmful sub-
stances that may affect human health.  The Oeko-Tex 
Standard 100 specifies four article classes that are to 
be considered: (a) articles for babies, (b) articles in 
direct contact with the skin, (c) articles without direct 
skin contact and (d) decorative materials.12 The stan-
dards limit the amount of harmful substances in end 
products and set regulations regarding skin-neutral 
pH to protect wearers.  
 The Consumer Product Safety Improvement 
Act (CPSIA) signed into law in the United States in 
2008 severely limits the amount of lead content in 
children’s products to trace levels. It greatly reduces 
the amount of phthalates that can exist in certain 
child care articles as well as in toys used by a child 
12 years of age or younger when he or she plays.  
Under the new rules, the affected products must un-
dergo additional testing by certified third parties, must 
comply with additional labeling requirements, and 
must meet certain documentation requirements.13 
Although well intentioned, the CPSIA has created 
problems for apparel businesses due to its require-
ments and hasty implementation. It is hoped that 
many of these problems will be worked out as the 
nation transitions to this new safety regime. 
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POLICY 2  
Require all suppliers and 
vendors to have measurable 
goals and objectives around 
environmental sustainability

 Sustainability requires that brands and re-
tailers understand who they are doing business with.  
Just as goals help a company evaluate and improve 
its performance, measurable objectives are impor-
tant for suppliers and vendors to strive for as well.  
Working in long-term partnership with suppliers and 
vendors who have clear objectives to reduce their 
environmental impact will enhance the credibility of a 
company that supports sustainability.  
 Setting goals will help suppliers define their 
environmental objectives and allow them to share in 
achieving the triple bottom line of economic, social, 
and environmental success.  Supplier goals might be 
related to the reduction of toxic or restricted sub-
stances, increased use of environmentally preferred 
materials, or a reduction in the amount of energy 
used or emissions and pollution created. Goals 
should be measurable so that everyone can track 
progress and legitimize claims to sustainability. The 
Apparel and Footwear Sector Supplement of the 
Global Reporting Initiative provides initial ideas for 
how to measure environmental performance in facto-
ries.14 As well, the Worldwide Responsible Accredited 
Production’s new environmental factory certification 
standards (WRAP-E) may be helpful to suppliers 
as they get started defining and implementing their 
goals.15 
 Apparel brands and retailers, especially big 
retailers, are powerful in all points of the product sup-
ply chain. When they set sustainability as a goal and 
follow proper implementation, they can have a big 
impact on all participants in the chain and assume 
a responsibility to prioritize sustainability in their 
partnerships with their suppliers.  In October 2008, 
Wal-Mart announced its Global Responsible Sourc-
ing Initiative at a summit in China that included more 
than 1,000 leading suppliers, Chinese officials, and 
nongovernmental organizations.  The initiative con-
tains a series of aggressive goals and expectations to 

build a more environmentally and socially responsible 
global supply chain.16

 Anvil Knitwear, Inc. requires suppliers to 
embrace environmentally-minded practices. Anvil 
contract manufacturers are expected to comply with 
environmental laws and regulations applicable to 
their operations and strive to incorporate sound busi-
ness practices to protect the environment.17 In anoth-
er example, Loomstate directly manages all stages 
of manufacturing, from the fabric mills, to the cut and 
sew facilities, and finally the laundries to ensure all 
partners are participating in responsible manufactur-
ing processes. All Loomstate factory partners must 
use the highest environmental standards, including 
controlling factory pollution.18
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POLICY 3
Eliminate waste in all points 
of the supply chain

 Apparel production, distribution, and re-
tailing generate waste at multiple stages.  Waste 
includes any material used to produce a product 
that does not end up in the finished product.  By 
looking closely at the entire process and reducing 
waste as much as possible, companies can minimize 
the amount of solid waste entering landfills and the 
amount of new raw material being manufactured, 
saving energy, resources, and money.  
 The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
provides guidelines about waste reduction in the ap-
parel industry in its document “To Riches from Rags: 
Profiting from Waste Reduction.”19  One significant 
factor that was identified was eliminating waste dur-
ing the cutting process.  This involves mindful pattern 
design, selection of fabric at the width that can be 
most efficiently used with a product’s marker, and 
utilization of high-quality fabric without flaws.  
 Finding alternatives for using waste rather 
than trucking it to landfills is also important. An exam-
ple of waste utilization is the Nike “Trash Talk” shoe, 
which has uppers created from salvaged leather and 
many other features that use existing materials.20 The 
British company From Somewhere Ltd. uses fabric 
cutting waste gathered from luxury designer collec-
tions to create new garments.21  U.S.-based Martex 
Fiber Southern Company picks up clippings and cut-
ting and fiber waste22  and recreates new yarns and 
fabrics that do not need additional dyeing.23   
 While these examples are product-focused, a 
significant amount of waste can be reduced in other 
stages of the process by better engineering and plan-
ning. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has 
studied lean production methods in relation to envi-
ronmental stewardship.  Lean manufacturing creates 
a culture where waste is minimized, often resulting in 
reduced use of material, water, energy, and chemi-
cals, as well as less scrap.24  Six Sigma is one of 
the lean manufacturing tools. It provides systematic 

methods for analyzing processes and can help identi-
fy areas where waste is created.25 Companies should 
build on these examples and measure their progress 
toward reaching the ultimate goal of zero waste.  
 Packaging is often the part of the product 
with the shortest span of use, typically ending up 
in a landfill, gutter, or ecosystem shortly after pur-
chase.  Furthermore, excess packaging materials 
are frequently used to enhance a product’s visibility, 
unnecessarily drawing on resources that do not affect 
the product’s serviceability.  Using multiple criteria to 
examine impacts and maintaining a long-term per-
spective are the first steps to achieving sustainability 
in packaging. Substantial waste can be removed by 
designing containers that efficiently use materials, 
including using minimal packaging to reduce bulk and 
thus alleviating some of the environmental impacts of 
shipping. The materials chosen should be the most 
recyclable or biodegradable ones that are appropriate 
for the product and task.  
 One approach to sustainable packaging 
is Walmart’s Sustainable Packaging Scorecard. 
Walmart developed its packaging standards out of 
its “Seven Rs of Packaging” (remove, reduce, reuse, 
recycle, renew, revenue, and read) as part of a goal 
to reduce packaging consumption by 5% by 2013. 

These metrics can be used to track environmen-
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tal improvements in packaging.  For example, the 
scorecard evaluates all use of recycled content and 
efficient use of space in shipping.26    
 Progressive ideas in packaging also come 
from the Sustainable Packaging Coalition.  The 
Sustainable Packaging Coalition is a group of orga-
nizations, including such brands as Target and Nike, 
among many others, committed to minimizing the 
environmental impact of sourcing, designing, manu-
facturing, and packaging. The coalition was initiated 
by the nonprofit institute called GreenBlue, founded 
to promote the adoption of McDonough Braungart 
Design Chemistry’s “cradle to cradle” design prin-
ciples.  This coalition discovered that substantial 
waste could be eliminated by looking at the entire 
life cycle of packaging and has developed helpful 
guidelines for making their packages as eco-friendly 
as possible.27 Companies should review and imple-
ment these guidelines to steer their packaging toward 
no-container and refillable products.  Companies can 
also use these guidelines to set measurable goals 
and track their progress.  
 Waste is also generated when products are 
not made to required quality and/or safety standards.  
These products become waste when they fail lab 
tests and are unable to be shipped to the buyer, are 
returned by consumers for quality-related reasons, 
or are recalled for product safety or other reasons.  
These substandard products are wasteful of a wide 
range of resources, including time, energy, materi-
als, transportation, and others.  There are clear cost 
incentives to avoiding the waste resulting from low-
quality products and to do things right the first time.

POLICY 4
Understand and reduce 
carbon emission in sourcing, 
production, retailing, and use

 Reducing carbon emissions is an essential 
part of decreasing environmental impact because 
carbon emissions are linked to ecosystem disruption, 
resource depletion, and global warming.  Further-
more, reducing its carbon footprint can be good for 
business because research has shown that consum-
ers are interested in companies’ efforts in all areas 
of sustainability and that this interest can influence 
consumers’ choices.28

 Currently the apparel industry has a large 
carbon emission in every phase from production to 
consumer use of end products. To reduce carbon 
emission, a company needs to identify its primary 
sources of carbon emissions. On average, to produce 
1 kg of textile and clothing output, about 0.6 kg of oil 
equivalent primary energy is used, and about 2 kg 
of CO2 equivalent is generated. Different fibers have 
different carbon footprints. For manufactured fibers, 
energy use is dominated by production. Extending 
the life of a product or re-using/recycling materials 
will help reduce carbon emission.29 For natural fibers, 
energy use is dominated by consumer use and care 
(washing, drying and ironing). Reducing wash tem-
perature and avoiding tumble drying will help reduce 
carbon emission.  Both recycling and energy-saving 
care require consumer knowledge and collaboration.
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 Anvil Knitwear, Inc. worked with Camco 
Global, a leading climate change and sustainable 
development company specializing in carbon risk 
management, to conduct a greenhouse gas emis-
sions assessment, which is a full accounting of how 
and where energy is used in Anvil operations. Upon 
completion of the energy assessment, Anvil set the 
goal of reducing emissions by 10% by the end of 
2010.30  
 The freight transportation related to global ap-
parel sourcing contributes to carbon emission. Some 
leading apparel companies have realized and are ad-
dressing this problem.  H&M actively works to reduce 
carbon emissions by restricting air transportation of 
its products.31 Timberland uses software to calculate 
a pair of shoe’s climate impact and has set a goal to 
be carbon neutral by 2010. 
 Kelly Cobb’s 100-mile suit that sources all 
materials and production within a 100-mile radius of 
its intended use can be a model for local sourcing to 
reduce carbon emission related to freight transporta-
tion.32

 Carbon emission in retailing is mainly from 
electricity use. Most importantly, companies should 
focus on improving energy efficiency, which is an 
important way to prevent carbon emissions at a low 
price. Another way to reduce retailing carbon emis-
sion is to use alternative energy sources. There are 
many alternative energy sources, and various retail-
ers are already experimenting with different types.  
For instance, Kohl’s and Macy’s are both starting to 
use photovoltaics (PV), which convert solar energy 
into electricity. JCPenney is piloting the use of onsite 
wind energy.33 Marks and Spencer has announced 
the use of biomass, which utilizes biological material 
as fuel.34 These industry efforts hold potential for the 
future.
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POLICY 5
Consider and implement end-
of-life strategies (recycle, 
renew, or reuse) when choos-
ing materials, designing, and 
producing apparel

 Americans on average throw away 68 
pounds of clothing per person per year.35 Synthetic 
fibers use depleting resources as raw material and 
natural fibers contain valuable nutrients. Those valu-
able materials cannot be recovered in landfill. William 
McDonough and Michael Braungart introduced a 
model for “cradle to cradle” design in which products 
can be designed from the onset so that, after their 
useful lives, they will provide “nourishment” for some-
thing else. Materials can be conceived as “biologi-
cal nutrients” that will easily reenter the water or soil 
without depositing synthetic materials and toxins, or 
“technical nutrients” that will continuously circulate 
as pure and valuable materials within “closed-loop” 
industrial cycles.36

 Cradle to cradle design has been successfully 
applied by some textile and apparel manufacturers. 
DesignTex produced a wool/ramie blend upholstery 
fabric. Due to natural fiber content and use of safe 
dyes, the trimming waste was able to be used to 
make mulch and nonwoven fabrics for farmers, and 
consumers can safely compost the fabric after use. 
This is an example of a “biological nutrient.”
 How materials will be used at the end of a 
product’s life must be considered during the design 
phase. Design methods, such as design for recy-
clability, design for adaptability, design for remanufac-
ture, and design for disassembly, can be applied in 
the apparel industry to facilitate end-of-life recycling, 
renewing, or reusing.
 Patagonia has set a goal of recycling 100% of 
its products by 2010. In 2005, Patagonia announced 
a new line of recyclable Capilene Performance Base 
Layer garments. This initiative allows customers to 
return used polyester clothing, which is in turn sent to 
fiber manufacturer Teijin and recycled to make new 
products.37  A U.K.-based product design and sustain-
ability consulting company Wax RDC worked with 

Clarks to design “Footnote” infants’ footwear using 
the design for remanufacture strategy.38   
 Design for adaptability (DFA) involves cre-
ation of garments that can be used in multiple set-
tings over a lifetime of wearing.  Examples of DFA 
include the use of multiple components that can be 
attached to change a suit from a business to casual 
look and to completely change the silhouette of the 
garment for a fresh fashion feel.39  Design for disas-
sembly (DFD) is a strategy to improve recyclability 
of complex products composed of many different 
materials. Robert Bogue has proposed a series of 
simple design rules concerning product architecture, 
materials, and fasteners to implement DFD.40 DFD 
has been applied by apparel design students to de-
sign jackets that have a wool shell and synthetic fiber 
lining. The two layers would remain stitched together 
during the jacket’s usable life span but would be eas-
ily separated for recycling.41
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POLICY 6
Eliminate excess product 
manufacturing by balancing 
supply to demand

 Surplus production is wasteful and has 
negative impacts on the environment as well as the 
financial performance of companies, thus impacting 
two dimensions of sustainability.  Ideally, companies 
would make exactly the right amount of merchandise 
that can be sold at full price. When this does not 
happen, a company may offset some of the negative 
financial impact by selling its excess production at 
an extremely low price to get rid of the garments, but 
when an entire industry is creating too much product, 
something is going to end up in the landfill—whether 
it is the new, unsold garments or garments that were 
prematurely replaced. 
 In addition to the materials that are now 
wasted and unused, the resources, such as water 
and energy, were also wasted in the production of 
this unnecessary product.  Energy is used to initially 
ship the garments to the sales location, but further 
shifts across the country are likely to use even more 
energy as the company looks for ways to get rid of 
the merchandise.  By matching supply to demand, 
less money is wasted in the production, transporta-
tion, and storage of unsold merchandise. 
 Balancing supply with demand might be ac-
complished through just-in-time production methods, 
which are part of lean manufacturing. In the book 
Lean Thinking (1996), James P. Womack and Daniel 
T. Jones proposed lean principles that involve un-
derstanding what the customer values in the product 
or service, understanding the value stream for the 
product, identifying the waste produced, and making 
the product flow seamlessly from concept to con-
sumer.  Finally, lean production reduces the number 
of steps, the time, and the information required during 
the manufacturing process.42  
 Working to balance supply with demand will 
require more accurate forecasting, advanced replen-
ishment strategies, and redefinition of objectives 

and rewards in terms of matching production and 
sales, rather than in terms of total sales.  The Span-
ish retailer Zara is well known for its “fast fashion” 
strategies where a limited volume of product is often 
created in facilities located geographically close to 
the market.  This quick delivery of products results 
in less waste since products are designed to meet 
current consumer demands. The Zara example pro-
vides ideas for how to balance supply with demand 
for fashion products; however, the possible negative 
effect of “fast fashion” is that it may foster a culture of 
disposable fashion where fashionable garments are 
quickly discarded for the latest offering.43   
 Automatic replenishment systems have been 
used by leading retailers for decades and they ad-
dress the balance of supply with demand for basic 
products.44  Lean production methods are being 
adopted by sports product companies such as the 
adidas Group and Nike, Inc.45  While these methods 
can create efficiencies in manufacturing and poten-
tially eliminate waste, care must be taken to assure 
that the methods do not create problems with worker 
health and safety.46
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POLICY 7
Include environmental 
sustainability as part of 
training, education, and 
evaluation programs for 
employees, suppliers, and 
customers

 People often make poor choices when con-
sidering the environment due to lack of knowledge. 
To increase the sustainability of a company and its 
products, education is needed for employees, suppli-
ers, and customers. Sustainability should also be part 
of an evaluation program when a company evaluates 
employees and suppliers.
 The first step starts by educating manage-
ment and employees. Becoming an environmentally 
sustainable apparel business starts with materials 
choices—the choice of fabrics apparel companies 
make for garments likely forms their number one 
impact on the environment, and creates the largest 
opportunity for improvement as an industry.  The 
creation of the material, whether initiated through 
farming or chemistry, through all of its manufacturing 
stages is the first, and largest, impact. Associated 
issue include the quantity of water used to grow cot-
ton and to finish garments; the use of toxic chemicals 
in growing cotton and their release into waste water 
while dyeing, finishing, and laundering garments; the 
energy used in production and laundry of primary ma-
terials such as fibers and yarns; and the creation and 
disposal of solid waste generated during manufacture 
of yarns, fabrics, and garments.47

 Choosing the materials to be used in a gar-
ment is a complex process involving choices and

tradeoffs — these decisions should not be made 
by unqualified personnel. For instance, while some 

people believe bamboo fibers are sustainable be-
cause the plant naturally grows quickly, the manu-
facturing process, similar to that used in processing 
rayon, often involves harsh chemicals and has a very 
harmful impact on the environment.48  
 Some cotton is grown from genetically 
modified seed, while other cotton, including organic 
cotton, is not, and this makes a difference to some 
consumers but not all. Some cotton is farmed with 
biological agricultural methods that reduce pesticides 
but do not meet “organic” requirements.49 Materials 
with environmentally sustainable characteristics also 
include fibers developed from renewable resources, 
such as corn-based Ingeo and Sorona, hemp, and 
silk, or recycled fibers most commonly made from 
polyester, nylon, and cotton.50  Materials and garment 
production further impact the environment through 
dyes and finishes used and even the sizing used in 
the yarns to facilitate weaving of fabrics.  
 While there is no standard evaluation tool for 
measuring environmental sustainability of textiles 
and materials, a tool has been developed by William 
McDonough and Michael Braungart.51  However, 
their assessment is very expensive and difficult, if not 
impossible, to fully complete because some dye and
chemical companies do not release information on 
chemical structures for proprietary reasons. There is 
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a Cradle to Cradle certification (C2C) that identifies 
certified companies and products, but almost all of 
the C2C certified textiles are interior design 
materials.52  
 Because of this lack of simple guidelines for 
evaluating materials, companies should make sure 
their employees are educated about the sustainabil-
ity aspects of materials and that they continuously 
upgrade their knowledge as new materials and new 
information about environmental sustainability are 
generated. Companies must define what they con-
sider to be environmentally preferred materials and 
then set goals for increasing the percentage of those 
used in their products every season.  Because textile 
production is such a large part of the industry’s foot-
print, brands and retailers can drive change by the 
demands they place on materials suppliers. Besides 
the impacts made from materials selection, further 
education on topics such as pattern and marker mak-
ing is needed to design for best utilization of fabric 
yardage and to reduce solid waste from cutting.
 Increasingly, educational institutions require 
courses with content focused on social responsibility 
and environmental sustainability for apparel design 
and fashion merchandising majors. The University of 
Delaware offers graduate level courses in sustainable 
apparel design and production as part of a certificate 
in socially responsible and sustainable apparel busi-
ness.53 The courses are taught through the Internet 
and address environmental and labor concerns, as 
well as external factors that influence the ability of a 
company to be sustainable. 
 Apparel employees can also enroll in pro-
grams like the California College of the Arts Summer 
Institute in Sustainable Design in San Francisco. This 
is a two-week program which educates attendees 
on a variety of environmental topics, including life-
cycle analysis and material selection.54 Information is 
also available at Material ConneXion, which offers a 
library assessing different materials and their sustain-
able qualities. It supplies a vast collection of informa-
tion which examines materials and innovations.55 
Additionally, several new academic books focus on 
social responsibility and environmental sustainability.56 
 Nike has created the “Considered Index” tools 
that allow its apparel and footwear product creation 
teams to evaluate the environmental footprint of prod-
ucts, both in development and at final stages. For 
apparel, the index evaluates and scores materials, 
trim items, screen printing, garment treatments, and 
waste on a style-by-style basis. It applies a score in 
the end, but it also acts as a training tool for employ-
ees and suppliers by emphasizing the primary areas of 
apparel product creation’s environmental footprint.57  
 A second step involves working with exist-
ing suppliers to build their capacity for producing 

in environmentally sustainable ways.  The adidas 
Group has hosted training sessions for key suppli-
ers in China, Indonesia, and Turkey to assist facto-
ries in gaining the technologies and management 
systems necessary to make more efficient use of 
energy resources.58  Incorporating supplier progress 
toward environmental and other goals into a score-
card allows suppliers to be evaluated and sourcing 
decisions to be made that take into consideration 
improvements in key areas of interest to the buyer.  
Timberland encourages suppliers to improve chemi-
cal, water, and waste management along with energy 
efficiency by auditing factories on their compliance to 
the company’s environmental code of conduct.59  
 Finally, there is a responsibility to engage 
customers in education so they are able to purchase 
the product they truly believe is the best and care for 
it in an environmentally sustainable way. Consumers 
often unknowingly purchase items that have a more 
negative impact because they are unaware or mis-
guided.60 Timberland is an example of a company 
which is educating its customers on their products’ 
environmental impact. The company uses a “nutri-
tional information” tag with each pair of shoes. The 
footprint of each pair of shoes is listed on the box, 
including climate impact, chemicals used, resources 
consumed (including the percent of materials that are 
from renewable sources or are recycled), and goals 
of the company (600,000 trees of the 1 million they 
hope to plant to positively impact the planet).61

 Nau, Inc. is another company that actively ed-
ucates their customers on the environmental impact 
of the company and its products. Nau’s web site goes 
beyond listing facts about the impact by discussing 
the “Grey Matters” or reasons certain decisions are 
made and how they can be improved. The company 
admits to both the positive and negative effects of a 
decision and how they hope to improve these deci-
sions.62   
 The way consumers care for clothing has a 
negative impact on the environment.  While compa-
nies cannot directly control how consumers care for 
clothing, more environmentally sustainable consumer 
care behavior can be promoted by the choice of ma-
terials companies make and the care requirements 
they communicate to their customers.  Consumers, 
and thus the environment, benefit from labeling infor-
mation that guides them to the most environmentally 
sustainable washing and drying methods, as well as 
the best detergents to use.  Marks and Spencer is at-
tempting to influence consumer care behavior by rela-
beling approximately three-fourths of its clothing with a 
“Think climate—wash at 30°” label.  The label suggests 
that consumers wash the garments at 30 degrees 
Celsius—a change that saves a significant amount of 
energy over washing at higher temperatures.63
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POLICY 8
Communicate the corporate 
environmental sustainability 
identity internally and 
externally

 In order to support their environmental sus-
tainability endeavors, it is necessary for companies 
to clearly articulate their goals to stakeholders and 
incorporate that identity as part of their business pro-
cess.  First the company should establish a long-term 
vision for sustainability that includes goals that will 
be a stretch to reach.  Then the sustainability identity 
of the company must be communicated internally 
(within the company) and externally (with business 
partners and customers).  
 Internal communication should be focused at 
the organizational level where the sustainability iden-
tity of the company will be demonstrated by company 
employees’ business practices.  Clear articulation of 
the company’s sustainability identity will encourage 
individual employees to consider their own commit-
ment to sustainability and incorporate the sustain-
ability identify in all business processes from product 
design/development to retailing.  Also, a company’s 
sustainability identity should be influential in how em-
ployees conduct business such as making decisions 
to select one business partner over another based on 
the partner’s sustainable practices and track record.
 External communication of a company’s sus-
tainability identity with business partners (e.g., ven-
dors and suppliers) will assist a company in setting 
minimum expectations for conducting business and 
building identity relationships with other companies 
with similar sustainability orientations.  Benefits of 
external communication go beyond immediate busi-
ness-to-business relationships.  Positive recognition 
by government and non business organizations, 
including investors, may create future opportunities 
for business and partnerships.
 Also, external communication of a company’s 
sustainability identity is important to building cus-
tomer relationships.  Communicating the sustainable 
identity will increase consumers’: (a) preference to 
buy products from the company  rather than com-

petitors’ products with similar benefits and costs; 
(b)willingness to pay premium prices for the compa-
ny’s products; (c) loyalty to the company; and
(d) willingness to buy and try new products intro-
duced by the company.
 Whether within the company, with custom-
ers, or company to company, sharing the identity and 
intent is essential. Further advances in environmen-
tal sustainability cannot be made without expanded 
knowledge and transparency in communication.
 According to the public relations firm Edel-
man, there are many ways to communicate an envi-
ronmentally sustainable identity such as: (a) commu-
nicating with shareholders by having “Communication 
Advisory Boards;” (b) communicating with potential 
employees through the interview process and inter-
nal competitions; and (c) increasing transparency 
through the public relations and communications 
departments.64 
 Patagonia is one example of a company 
that has succeeded in imparting its environmentally 
sustainable identity on many levels.  Patagonia’s 
mission statement is, “Build the best product, cause 
no unnecessary harm, use business to inspire and 
implement solutions to the environmental crisis.” This 
statement expresses the goal to have a quality and 
environmentally friendly product with the sense of 
urgency to improve. The company brand is communi-
cated to customers: less impact on the planet.  Pata-
gonia’s innovative “Footprint Chronicles” outline the 
complexity of creating products that minimize harm 
to the environment.65 The company’s environmen-
tal sustainability identity permeates the company’s 
culture and draws many potential employees to their 
doors.66 
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POLICY 9
Develop and implement 
advertising and marketing 
strategies that avoid 
greenwashing

 It is important to engage customers in 
education about a company’s sustainability plan, but 
avoid greenwashing, which occurs when consum-
ers are provided misleading information that makes 
them believe the product is better for the environment 
than it actually is. Greenwashing exploits consum-
ers’ lack of knowledge about sustainability in order to 
sell more products. This is often done by advertising 
vague, imprecise, incorrect, or misleading “facts.” 
 The Federal Trade Commission has rules and 
certifications for communicating about sustainability 
and preventing greenwashing.  The FTC guidelines 
(more commonly known as the “Green Guides”), 
which are being updated in 2009, apply to environ-
mental claims and include guides for labeling, adver-
tising, promotional materials, and all other forms of 
marketing.  The general principles and guidelines are 
followed by examples that generally address each 
issue.67   In addition, Futerra Sustainability Commu-
nication has created “The Greenwash Guide” with 10 
telltale signs of greenwashing that advertisers should 
avoid:
 
• Fluffy Language.  Using vague terms such as 
“eco-friendly” and “green” misleads the consumer. 
Prevent this by using facts or regulated standards to 
define these terms or simply do not use these terms 
at all.
• Green Products vs. Dirty Company.  
A product is only good for the environment if its entire 
impact is considered, from production to distribution 
to product life. For example, an efficient light bulb is 
not sustainable if it is made in a factory which pol-
lutes rivers.
• Suggestive Pictures.  While advertising and tags 
often use pictures, unjustified claims must not be 
made.

• Irrelevant Claims.  Do not emphasize one sustain-
able fact about the garment if everything else about 
the product is bad for the environment. This also 
includes avoiding statements that are true, but true 
for all similar products. An example is claiming that a 
harmful chemical is not used in making a company’s 
product, when it is not used by any company in mak-
ing similar products.
• Best in Class?  This is similar to fluffy language. 
The term “best” is used as an opinion, so even if the 
other competitors are extremely bad for the environ-
ment, it does not make your product beneficial to the 
environment.
• Just Not Credible.  Claiming a dangerous product, 
like cigarettes, is “eco-friendly” is most likely not true 
or believable.
• Gobbledygook.  Similar to fluffy language, using 
jargon to confuse consumers is misleading.
• Imaginary Friends.  Making advertising or labels 
appear to have a third party’s endorsement is also 
misleading. Avoid this by using official regulations, 
such as the International Standards Organization or 
Advertising Standards Authority. The standards may 
be difficult to accomplish, but that is why they are 
regulated. 
• No Proof.  Even if the claims being made are true, 
they should not be made unless substantiated with 
evidence.  Truth in advertising requires that you have 
necessary data to prove your claims.
• Outright Lying.  Do not lie by using completely 
fabricated data or claims.68 
 Greenwashing can occur through many 
media, such as advertising, labeling, packaging, and 
the Internet. Care must be taken to constantly and 
consistently evaluate all communica-tions to insure 
they do not become greenwashing as facts and infor-
mation change.
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POLICY 10
Implement the “ACL” 
approach: When a mistake 
is made, ‘A’dmit it, ‘C’orrect 
it, and ‘L’earn from it

 It is essential for companies to admit their 
mistakes in order to remain both successful and cred-
ible.  Trying to cover up mistakes will leave those 
issues unresolved and breed more problems, ulti-
mately hurting business.  By being honest within the 
company, with employees, and with consumers, a 
company will earn trust and respect.  This transpar-
ency helps to bolster the company’s reputation and 
legitimacy. 
 Once a problem has been acknowledged, 
take appropriate action to clearly articulate and 
amend the problem.  An effective solution will bring 
measurable results that reduce harm to the environ-
ment and humans.  
 In order to learn from mistakes, analyze what 
went wrong.  This will help ensure the same problem 
isn’t affecting other parts of the business and that it 
will not be repeated in the future.  Making changes 
and learning lessons above and beyond the bare 
minimum necessary to fix the problem will make your 
company more efficient and continue a trend of con-
tinuous improvement. 
 Patagonia in its “Footprint Chronicles” details 
the negative impacts the company has identified for 
various products that occur from design to delivery.  
For example, one pair of the company’s shorts does 
not include recycled materials, while a shirt uses a 
blended polyester-cotton yarn that makes recycling 
problematic.  The purpose of making this information 
publicly available is to encourage employees to give 
more consideration to all of the decisions they make, 
for customers to make more informed decisions, 
and for the general public to weigh in with potential 
solutions.69  The company emphasizes engagement, 
transparency, and collaboration.  By admitting, cor-
recting, and learning from their mistakes, companies 
are successful in problem-solving, reputation, and 
business.

REQUEST FOR FEEDBACK
UDSAI has chosen not to include a “Conclusion” with 
this policy guide because our work and the apparel 
and retailing industries’ work toward environmental 
sustainability is far from being concluded.  New infor-
mation, materials, processes, and systems that allow 
for continuous improvement will be rapidly devel-
oped over the next several years.  UDSAI intends to 
continue to promote environmental sustainability and 
social responsibility in the apparel and retail indus-
tries.  We invite you to join us in work that will have 
positive economic, environmental, and social benefits 
for the world and its people.  We urge you to contrib-
ute feedback to these policies in the comments sec-
tion of http://www.sai.udel.edu/ so that we can begin 
a collaborative dialogue that will expand the impact of 
our efforts and those of companies around the world 
who want to be “sustainable.” 
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extensive expertise in apparel and textiles sustainability and 
social responsibility, consumer behavior, and apparel design 
to research, design, create, and demonstrate a framework 
of guidelines, practices, programs, and solutions to shape 
the character of the apparel and retailer industries in their 
evolution toward sustainability. We aim for our work to have 
positive economic, environmental, and social benefits for the 
world and its people. 
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