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This paper sets out a position that 
begins with a personal journey from 
being a knitwear designer-entrepreneur 
to an academic researcher in fashion, 
textiles, design and technology. By 
championing innovation and working 
with design-led small and micro fashion 
businesses, my research contributes to 
finding ways through the complexities 
of fashion and sustainability, in effect 
creating a “research and development” 
space to support the industry. 
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A Personal Journey 
Having spent over 15 years running my fashion knitwear business before
entering higher education, I experienced the highs and (financial) lows
of being a self-taught designer turned entrepreneur and company 
creative director. I experienced the single-minded commitment that it
took to keep the business on track through swift success, rapid growth
and all that these entailed. It was exhilarating and scary at the same
time – being sought-after by buyers and fêted by the press, whilst
struggling to manage production, maintain creative output and keep
financially afloat. Within the wholesale fashion system, there is a very
long cycle from investing in designing and marketing a new collection,
to getting the orders produced, delivered and maybe – just maybe –
being paid well over a year later, whilst simultaneously having to create
the next collection. 

This is still a familiar story to any creative design-led small (or more likely)
micro-sized1 business in the designer fashion sector today. The financial 
and operational challenges for such businesses have fundamentally
remained the same even though a great deal that surrounds fashion 
has changed dramatically, including communication technologies, the
accelerated fashion calendar and social media. Clothes are still physical
artefacts, but they are now also much travelled items with very brief lives,
to many simply a cheap and disposable commodity. 

The Contemporary Industry 
Since the end of the last century, consumption has continued to rise
inexorably as prices have been driven down by the competitive mass
market fast fashion system’s “race to the bottom”, in stark contrast to
the increase in other living costs, such as housing, transport and energy.
Of course, low retail prices do not reflect the “invisible” social costs of
the contemporary global fashion system and the “hidden” environmental
and social externalities – a fundamental and unsustainable injustice. 
After many years of awareness-raising and campaigns about
sustainability in the fashion and textile industries – including the UK
government’s pioneering Sustainable Clothing Action Plan launched
in 2007, and an increasing number of publications (e.g. Fletcher, 2008;
Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Fletcher & Tham, 2015; Black, 2008, 2012; 
Hethorn & Ulasewisz, 2008; Seigle, 2011) and initiatives on sustainable
fashion2 – the time for concerted action arrived. 

The tragedy of the coronavirus pandemic has served to sharpen the
focus on all that is wrong with the former fashion “business as usual”,
and accelerate the imperatives for systemic change that have steadily
come to public awareness over the last 15 years, and are at last being
acknowledged by parts of the mainstream fashion industry. For example,
Stockholm Fashion Week was cancelled in July 2019 due to 
sustainability concerns; the influential Global Fashion Agenda issued
its CEO Agenda Redesigning Fashion’s Business Model, updated in 
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response to Covid-19 (Global Fashion Agenda 2020); luxury brand
leader Gucci committed to reducing the number of collections it shows
annually from five to two (Deeley, 2020), and London Fashion Week
staged a digital-only event in June 2020. It is easy to criticise the state
of fashion, but considerably harder to generate transformation to new
paradigms, new ways of doing fashion (both making and consuming),
and revaluing an often denigrated but economically and culturally
significant sector.   

My Intervention into the Debate 
In order to communicate what is fundamentally a complex, tension-
ridden and contested space, I developed the notion of the “Fashion
Paradox”3 to crystallise some of the many contradictions within the
fashion space, such as fashion’s inherent transience and obsolescence
playing a major role in supporting millions of livelihoods globally, or
the luxury of Bond Street or 5th Avenue set against the poor working
conditions endemic throughout the fashion industry. So, back in 2005,
as part of the Research Council-funded Designing for the 21st Century
Initiative4, I ran an interdisciplinary research network called Interrogating 
Fashion that debated issues across many aspects of fashion including
design, sustainability, new technology, business practices, and the
culture of fashion, bringing diverse practitioners and academic theorists
together with industry-based researchers. Three key themes framed
the debates: “Digital Fashion: From craft to mass customization; The
Fashion Paradox: Transience and Sustainability; and Fashion in Context:
Presentation and Display, Audience and Engagement” (Black, 2007). I
cast the net very wide, but by the end of the year, the need to interrogate
other creative and design practices was acknowledged5. The first two 
themes set the direction for my continuing research, developing into
practice-led research projects, pioneering publications on sustainable
fashion, and a new academic journal entitled Fashion Practice. I joined
the newly emergent Centre for Sustainable Fashion in 2008, just after
the publication of Eco Chic: The Fashion Paradox, one of the first books 
to appear on sustainable fashion. 

A Hybrid Approach 
Progress towards sustainable fashion was initially held back through
a siloed approach to dealing with the complex, “wicked” problems
presented by the fashion system (Horst and Webber, 1973). I believe 
a hybrid approach is essential. Having moved to design from studying
the sciences and maths, interdisciplinarity has been a key driver for my
approach to both education and research. When running academic
courses at University of Brighton and London College of Fashion (LCF),
I brought scientists into the fashion and textile design curriculum. At LCF
I convened the Fashion Science research group of practitioners, who
explored collaborations between material scientists, computer scientists, 
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and fashion and textile practitioners – an approach exemplified in the
work of my colleague Helen Storey, Professor of Fashion and Science
at LCF. 

My specialist field of knitwear design is a hybrid of textiles and fashion,
requiring both creative and technical development through what I refer
to as “soft engineering”, whether hand craft or advanced industrial
technology. Being at the intersection of disciplines is an awkward
but highly productive space, one where designers have proved adept
at constructive cross-disciplinary communication. Designers more
generally have moved from end-of-pipeline problem solvers to take on
new broader roles: designers have become initiators, facilitators and
brokers of action, communicating across sectors and disciplines. Design
thinking has become a recognised concept, applied in many business
contexts in recent years (Brown 2008; Kimbell 2011, 2012), but the 
integration of fashion into design research has been slow. 

Fashion Research, Research in Fashion 

Throughout my academic career, the position of textile and fashion 
research has consistently been undervalued. Fashion practice was for
many years considered to be a purely commercial endeavour, left to its
own devices, and was not regarded as part of the academy (except 
as dress in social and economic history). At the same time, there was
little understanding of university research amongst fashion practitioners.
Building on my practical industry experience as a designer-entrepreneur,
I have taken a pragmatic approach to research in fashion practice, 
bridging between micro and small fashion businesses and academic 
research through dialogue and practical design projects. 

Fashion and Sustainability 

Following on from Interrogating Fashion, I led collaborative research 
projects including Considerate Design for Personalised Fashion; FIREup
(Fashion, Innovation, Research and Enterprise); Mapping Sustainable
Fashion Opportunities for SMEs across the EU; and currently Fostering
Sustainable Practices (FSP)6, directly engaging with the UK design-led
fashion community that is renowned globally for its creativity and 
innovation. These micro and small businesses (the majority based 
in London) are thrust into unfair competition with the mass fashion 
machine and often struggle to survive. Despite many major challenges,
independent fashion businesses have functioned as the “research and
development” for the wider fashion industry for many years, whilst
having few resources to invest in their own development. The FIREup
project (see figures 1 and 2) explored new models of knowledge 
exchange through practical collaborations between designer fashion
businesses and researchers at UAL (LCF, Central Saint Martin’s 
and Chelsea College of Arts), aiming to bring research closer to the
fashion sector, foster more open innovation, and support longer term
investigation beyond the pressures of the next season. 
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Following this, the collaborative Fostering Sustainable Practices project,
based at the Centre for Sustainable Fashion, recognises these design-
led fashion enterprises as key drivers for transformation of the fashion
system towards a sustainable future for the industry. As such, the project
is researching creative practice, entrepreneurship, business ethos, and
operations – working with over 40 micro and small fashion enterprises,
and with the organisations that support them. Many enterprises are
pioneering new business models for fashion that champion design for
sustainability, living and working by their ethical values to embrace 
social justice and equity, together with minimizing environmental impact.
Some businesses may be social enterprises, or work with community
outreach and donate a portion of their income to charitable causes. 
Key examples from the FSP project include Elvis & Kresse, Bethany 
Williams, Raeburn Design, Finisterre, Away to Mars, Save Your 
Wardrobe and many others. Clearly, these are not businesses solely 
driven by profit or shareholders, as they aim to reconcile environmental,
social and economic sustainability whilst surviving and thriving, through
their creative practice. These independent enterprises offer real
potential to shift the fashion system, from one that contributes to the
current ecological and social crisis, to one that contributes to a new
sustainable prosperity. 

↑  Figure 1. FIREup project (2014):
Accessories designer Michelle Lowe-Holder
collaborated with LCF Digital Lab to develop
3D printed clamshell-inspired clutch bags. 

Top: Portraits of Michelle Lowe-Holder © Polly Penrose
Bottom left: Sketches © Michelle Lowe-Holder 
Bottom centre: Digital sketch © Thomas Makryniotis
Bottom right: Workshop photo © Sandy Black 

↓ Figure 2. Michelle Lowe-Holder’s range of
customised clamshell bags displayed on the
FIREup stand at AHRC Creative Economy
Showcase, March 2014 © Sandy Black 
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Fashion and Technology 

Fashion, a largely craft-based industry, was surprisingly slow to 
embrace emerging technologies. Now entrepreneurial organisations
are harnessing digital technologies together with fashion to develop
new processes, products, business models, and retail formats – a
shift that has gained much greater relevance in the current pandemic.
Extending the functionality of clothing through interaction that engages
on an emotional level and meets a range of human needs, has huge

potential beyond the gimmicks initially
seen through an outdated “technology
push” approach that only seeks “the next
big thing” as a purely commercial win. 
In contrast, this new agenda reflects 
a shift to meeting genuine needs and
desires by innovative means. For
example, for over 15 years, Cute Circuit
has exemplified such innovative
approaches to technology (figures 3
and 4). The two co-founders (combining
expertise in fashion with interaction
design) developed their own electronic
components and modular systems
designed for disassembly, creating new
ways to communicate and inspire 
through integration of technology with
fashion, including differently-abled users.   

Personalisation and fashion-on-demand systems are significant new
paradigms that can really make inroads into reducing the senseless
overconsumption and overproduction of fashion that has prevailed
for too long. With its focus on the individual customer’s needs, the
Considerate Design project aimed to reduce consumption but enhance
delight, and make sustainability accessible to fashion designers
at different levels of the industry. New methods of manufacturing 
for personalised fashion products, including bespoke leather bags
(figure 5) and seamless knitwear, integrated 3D body scanning and
3D printing technologies with both craft and industrial manufacturing 
processes. 

Knitting technology continues to be a source of innovation. The
pioneering software systems company Unmade (originally called 
Knyttan), created a proof-of-concept system for digital end-to-end 
manufacturing, by means of digitally produced customized knitwear
made to order – a unique product at near mass production costs. Now,
by empowering businesses to only make what is actually needed,
Unmade aim to disrupt the fashion industry through digitally-enabled
mass customization and fashion-on-demand. 

↓ Figure 3. Cute Circuit’s pioneering
wearable technology. 

Left: The HugShirt™, first developed in
2002 in order to communicate physically
with loved ones at a distance, 2006
© Cute Circuit 

Right: The M-Dress mobile phone dress,
2007 © Cute Circuit 

↓ Figure 4. Cute Circuit Soundshirt developed
from the Hug Shirt to communicate
the haptic sensation of sounds to the hard
of hearing and others, 2019 © Cute Circuit 
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Such businesses offer key examples of the potential to accelerate
change in the fashion system by harnessing technology for
sustainable ends. 

→ Figure 5.
Considerate Design
project: Ergonomic
back-pack handcrafted
in leather and moulded 
to a 3D printed form
created from personal
body scan data, 2009
© Sandy Black 

The Future Fashion Agenda 
Now, more than ever before, as Covid-19 has wreaked suffering and
tragedy across the globe, the role of fashion in society and in the 
economy has been brought sharply into focus. The fashion sector 
has been disastrously affected, and much debate is now taking place
around the imperative to reset the fashion industry, and the unprece-
dented opportunity that C19 represents, to finally catalyse change in
the face of the climate emergency – away from the dominant paradigms
of overproduction, overconsumption and waste. There are calls (see
for example Binkley, 2020, rewiringfashion.org) for the resetting of the
fashion calendar to be more “in season” for the consumer, and visions 
of season-less evolving collections; moving to online presentations
with smaller scale, local physical presentations to reduce the
unnecessary carbon footprint of the fashion industry. There is an 
important opportunity to redress the key power imbalance in the 
wholesale relationship between small designers/brands and retailers,
with a reduction in markdown culture crucial to retaining the real value
in fashion clothing. 

The common thread among companies that are weathering the storm
most successfully is an authentic and integrated commitment to a
purpose larger than profitability or growth, using fashion for good.
If these enterprises are recognized as key drivers for transformation
of the fashion system, can a degrowth agenda be realised where
sufficiency is the goal? I believe in the positive power of fashion practice
to collectively build an academic and industry community focused
on solving a range of challenges, including how fashion is done,
what fashion may become, and what fashion must address for an
uncertain future. 

https://rewiringfashion.org
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Endnotes 
1 Current EU definitions: a micro business has up to nine employees and turnover under EUR2 million; 

a small business has up to 49 employees and turnover under EUR10million. 

2 Including the Nordic Initiative Clean and Ethical (NICE), leading to the Global Fashion Agenda (from 2010), 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition (from 2011), Fashion Revolution (from 2013), European Clothing Action Plan 
(2017 –19). 

3 The Fashion Paradox was a theme of my Interrogating Fashion Research Cluster in 2005, part of the Designing 
for the 21st Century initiative and informed the publication of Eco Chic: The Fashion Paradox in 2008 
(Black Dog Publishing). 

4 A cross-disciplinary initiative funded by two UK Research Councils – Arts & Humanities and Engineering 
& Physical Sciences – a welcome approach and focus on design as a broad discipline. The initiative was 
led between 2005 and 2009 by Prof Tom Inns, then of Dundee University. 

5 In Designing for the 21st Century: Interdisciplinary Questions and Insights the initiative director Tom Inns states: 
“Such a research discourse could be happening within every design discipline, for example, product design, 
graphic design, engineering design, and so on.” (2007, p.21). 

6 Considerate Design for Personalised Fashion (AHRC/EPSRC funded) with Cambridge Engineering Design 
Centre and the Open University; FIREup: Fashion, Innovation, Research and Enterprise, (AHRC funded), 
with UAL colleagues from Chelsea and CSM; Mapping Sustainable Fashion Opportunities for SMEs (EU 
funded) with Middlesex University, Politecnico di Milano and Institut Français de la Mode); and currently 
Rethinking Fashion Design Entrepreneurship: Fostering Sustainable Practices (AHRC funded), with Middlesex 

University and Open University. 
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Weblinks 
Considerate Design Project Archive site 
https://www.consideratedeisgn.com 

Cute Circuit  
https://cutecircuit.com 

Fashion designers and retailers call for resetting the fashion calendar: 
https://www.rewiringfashion.org 

FIREup project overview film 
https://vimeo.com/169533326 

Unmade 
https://www.unmade.com 

https://www.consideratedeisgn.com
https://vimeo.com/169533326 
https://www.unmade.com
https://www.rewiringfashion.org
https://cutecircuit.com


  12 Social Design Institute, UAL 
socialdesigninstitute@arts.ac.uk 

The Social Design Institute champions social and sustainable
design at University of the Arts London. Its mission is to use
research insights to inform how designers and organisations
do designing, and how researchers understand design, to bring
about positive and equitable social and environmental changes.
The Institute achieves its mission through original research,
translating research through knowledge exchange and informing
teaching and learning. 
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