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Abstract: Circular fashion has become a favoured option for the fashion industry to transition toward as the fast 
fashion industry becomes unsustainable. Current research within academia, business and policy focuses on the 
lifecycle stages of the garments, with the designer and design phase in focus. Research on circular economy 
predominantly looks at material flows and the lifecycle. This however fails to acknowledge potential innovation 
and the capacity for this change to occur. This study uncovers the perspectives of the designer, who are largely 
absent from the current research agenda, in order to identify leverage points in the current system which would 
allow accelerated transition toward a circular fashion system. Using workshops as a method to involve designers, 
paired together with critical systems theory; the study first highlights a large gap between academia and reality, 
and reveals that there is a large misconception between designers from fast fashion and designers from luxury 
fashion and the power influences they allow, while, underlying internal organizational structures pose as an 
obstacle minimizing capacities for change. Finally, using a three horizons framework as a technique, six leverage 
points are identified: cultural norm, strong teams, digitalization, leadership for sustainability, education & 
knowledge and reducing intergenerational conflicts. Overall, the study provides a holistic view of the current 
environment and the transition toward circular fashion, how lifecycle phases connect to circular economy 
frameworks and highlights innovation and the ways in which the designer can be re-empowered. The study bridges 
fashion business with sustainability science in a straightforward way and sets and refines the future research on 
solutions and challenges.  
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Summary: The fast fashion industry is rapidly causing damaging environmental and social impacts globally, 
where there is a persistent tendency for consumers to buy, use, and dispose. A popular solution is to ‘close 
this loop’ and eliminate the dispose part, keeping materials in circulation with an emphasis on recycling. 
Solutions for transitioning often focus on the role of the designer and the impact which they could make. 
However, designers themselves as of yet have not been involved in the research and their views are largely 
underrepresented. The missing perspective from the designers will be likely to change what is considered as 
a challenge and what is considered as a solution when working toward this sustainable development. This 
study aims to include the perspective of designers and academia to understand the applicability of currently 
discussed transitions toward a more circular fashion system. And to address the gap between reality and 
literature to make more informed decisions in order to influence future research on the topic of design and 
circularity in the fashion industry. The study found through two workshops with designers that their capacity 
of what is possible to do within their internal organizations differed greatly from the perceptions of academia. 
Most notably, this study finds there is a misconception between designers within fast fashion and luxury 
fashion whereby the fast fashion designer is perceived to have the same levels of power and influence as in 
the luxury industry. Internal conflicts within the fast fashion organizational structure further highlighted low 
capacities for change based on the roles outlined within academia. Based on the data collection, six areas were 
highlighted as leverage points which could accelerate the transition with high capacity for change. 
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1. Introduction 
In a world primarily driven by economic growth and increasing consumption patterns, fast fashion is 
among the industries thriving. However, with an understanding that it cannot continue to be sustained 
into the far future due to the extent of its resource intensity; substantial systemic changes need to occur 
(Anguelov, 2015). The discipline of circular economy seeks to both decouple the use of natural 
resources from development, but also find alternative solutions and aid the process toward an 
environmentally and socially sustained world. Shifting from fast fashion to a reinvented circular fashion 
system is one of the most popular solutions due to its well-grounded potential for success, which 
recently has gained attention at both a policy and business level. Most predominately, The European 
Union in 2015 vowed to lead the global direction toward a circular economy (European Commission, 
2020a), which specifically targets the textiles industry. While a transformation is of fundamental 
importance, it is a complex problem as the fashion system is vast and complex. Current research, 
therefore, focuses on how the transition toward a circular fashion system could happen. 
 
Within the realm of circular fashion, fashion designers are perceived to play a powerful role in bringing 
about the transition in the industry. Research within both academic and other non-academic institutions, 
including organizations and governmental reports, view designers to be the starting point (Lewis et al. 
2017; Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). Fashion designers are therefore then attributed 
responsibilities that span the various life cycle stages of a product, from the initial fibre selection and 
growing processes till the end of life processes such as recycling and reuse (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2019).  
 
However, the designer perspective within current research is largely underrepresented by actual 
designers themselves. They are mostly absent from the academic sphere, whereby they are positioned 
more in the creative fashion business industry. In addition, designers are surprisingly absent from the 
majority of research regarding them and the role they could play in a shift to circular fashion. It may be 
argued then, that a large amount of research will consequently be largely speculative rather than 
realistic. 
 
In order to refine and focus on solutions that could have the potential for impact when transitioning 
toward circularity in the industry, the designer perspective which is currently a blind spot must be better 
understood (Ibisch & Hobson, 2012). Systems thinking provides a way to explore the links between 
individual viewpoints and system-wide action. According to systems thinking, each stakeholder has 
their own perspective and own portion of the overall bigger picture (Ison & Blackmore, 2014; Ison, 
2016; Ison, 2017). All perspectives must be included in order to adequately identify potential challenges 
and solutions toward implementing circularity principles within the current model in order to foster the 
transition.  
 
This study follows on from systems thinking principles and engages more closely to critical systems 
theory. Uncovering the designer perspective on the realities of the industry gives a more holistic 
understanding of current challenges and solutions in the industry. From this understanding, potential 
leverage points will be drawn in order to encourage the future direction of the research agenda and 
identify gaps in realities between the designer and academia. Ultimately, this study will help bridge the 
perspectives of the fashion business and sustainability science in a way which can be understood by 
both sides. 
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1.1 Aim and Research Questions 
The aim of this study is to utilize designers in and from fast fashion as a tool in order to identify potential 
transitions (opportunities) and leverage points for the industry toward being more circular.  
 

1. How do designers identify their role/ responsibility in comparison to their expected role within 
a circular fashion system? 

2. How will uncovering the designer role from designer perspectives contribute to altering what 
is perceived as 'problems' and 'solutions' when working toward circular fashion? 

3. What leverage points and transition points show potential seeds in the current system, and what 
would allow them to blossom? 
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2. Background 
Ultimately growth cannot continue exponentially in a world with finite resources (Anguelov, 2015). 
Despite studies have demonstrated that consumers are more aware of the impacts of their lifestyle 
choices, and are increasingly willing to act on them (European Commission, 2019a); levels of 
consumption continue to increase unrestricted. This trend can be largely attributed to the perceived lack 
of reliable information (European Commission, 2019a). Therefore, sustainability science must deal with 
how fashion can have a more sustainable presence in the world, which is one of the great wicked 
problems of the century (Wahl, 2006). Research efforts are primarily focused on acknowledging 
barriers and problems with the current system, and thereupon trying to find solutions to this complex 
global challenge. Current topical subjects include speeds of fashion such as transitioning from fast 
fashion to slow fashion (Fletcher, 2008a; Goldsworthy et al., 2018); rental and collaborative models of 
consumption (Lang & Armstrong, 2018) and finally circular fashion (Niinimäki, 2017; Vehmas et al., 
2018) which is what this paper will focus on. 
 

1.2 What is fast fashion?  
Mass production, speedy supply chains and low costs (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010); the fast fashion 
business model dominates the fashion industry. Fast fashion represents one of the largest, economically 
successful industries in the world it draws the current on-going trends from the luxury markets runway 
and catwalk shows and produces affordable styles based on this (Fletcher, 2008a). Prices are made 
affordable through low production and labour costs, as prices continually drop this in turn results in 
higher volumes of sales meaning, even more, can be produced, resulting in an endless cycle in the 
growth of the industry (Joy et al., 2012). Fast fashion’s streamlined supply chain also means that styles 
can go from the drawing table to the shop floor in a couple of weeks (Tokalti, 2008; Joy et al., 2012). 
With new styles hitting the shop floor every week, consumers are encouraged to keep up with the current 
styles and trends. Keeping prices low is often based on using the more affordable materials in the 
market, which are likely to be of lesser quality (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). This has in a way 
undermined and decreased the value of how society views clothing, products are short-lived, which 
ultimately encourages disposability of clothing in a search for newness (Fletcher 2008a; Joy et al., 
2012). With the industry’s primary focus on profit margins and increasing economic growth, recent 
years have seen the numbers of garment collections increase from three to four a year, to three to four 
a month, and oftentimes, even more frequently. Fast fashion has evolved and adapted, following in the 
lines of the seasons of the luxury fashion industry. While the industry was initially a positive tool, 
increasing economic prosperity and levels of social wellbeing, the negative environmental and social 
aspects have now arguably outstripped the benefits (UNFCC, 2019) and is therefore no longer fit for 
purpose.  
 

1.3 Environmental and social impacts 
Some of the most critical impacts originating from the fast fashion industry are related to water, energy, 
carbon emissions, pollution and waste (Niinimäki et al., 2020). The high number of impacts are 
challenging to address due to the global size of the industry in which decisions are made at multiple 
levels and scales throughout the many steps of the value chain. A designer’s role was initially to 
overcome a problem by creating a solution for that purpose. Design has however evolved, as ‘needs’ 
and ‘problems’ become shaped in order to increase demand and levels of production. In Papanek and 
Fuller’s (1972) timeless piece ‘design for the real world’, they maintains the view that design requires 
a high moral responsibility of the designer. Any unwanted impacts should be accounted for and 
mitigated. However, with the absence of economic sustainability, environmental and social aspects have 
continued to be overlooked (Ozek, 2017).  
 
With design decisions based mainly on costs; the majority of textile manufacturing for the fashion 
industry gets outsourced to Asia where regulations are lighter, which is also where the most substantial 
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environmental and social impacts from the industry can be detected (Niinimäki et al., 2020). High 
dependency on coal-driven energy in this part of the world has meant that air pollution levels are 
extreme. China’s textile carbon footprint has been shown to be 40% larger than factories based in 
Europe, for example, due to the lack of alternative or renewable energy resources (Niinimäki et al., 
2020). In addition, thousands of chemicals are used in dyeing and finishing processes, causing water 
contamination, developing significant health implications among those who live in close proximity to 
these areas. Such impacts are however, no longer limited to the specific areas of production. Impacts 
have become far-reaching that they have spread, affecting the entire globe (Kozlowski et al., 2012). 
Current estimates suggest that 20% of global water pollution has stemmed from the fashion industry 
alone (Kant, 2011: 23). Textile fibres such as microplastics have been found at all levels of the 
ecosystem, including the food chain (Hollman et al., 2013). 
 
The fast fashion industry under current global circumstances continues to increase business. 
Consumption levels today are double that of 20 years ago (Niinimäki et al., 2020) and alarming statistics 
have demonstrated that apparel consumption could increase by an additional 63% globally between 
2019-2030 (Pulse, 2019). A noteworthy explanation for this accountability is likely down to populations 
expanding economic growth (Niinimäki et al., 2020). As other cultures similarly following in the global 
Norths textile consumption habits, this has resulted in a lower percentage of production from Asia 
getting exported, and higher levels of textile consumption in these parts of the world (McKinsey, 2019a; 
Niinimäki et al., 2020). 
 

1.4 Business and policy responses 
Some political bodies in the Global North are now stepping up and beginning to accept accountability 
and to take responsibility as sustainability comes into the spotlight. Business and policy thus far have 
primarily focused on the circular economy principles, and how their application could push the industry 
to transition more sustainably. In response to initiatives such as the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and The European Green Deal, The European Commission has set out a ‘Circular Economy 
Action Plan’. The plan highlights explicitly and addresses the importance of focusing on resource-
intensive industries such as the textiles sector while accelerating transformational change toward a 
circular textile economy (European Commission, 2019a; European Commission, 2019b; European 
Commission, 2020a). The reports’ primary focus on textiles focuses on how resource-intensive products 
such as clothing are causing an economic loss, as resources are not kept in the economy long enough 
due to their premature replacement, increasing negative environmental impacts (European Commission, 
2020a).   
 
Political decisions have influenced action at a business level. Calls on a country level to decrease carbon 
emissions, have placed a demand and increased awareness among business professionals. As a result, 
there have been increased pressures on fast fashion retailers to integrate sustainability principles into 
their company strategy. Additionally, the focus of the circular economy has called for the employment 
of technologies that will close material loops (De los Rios & Charnley, 2017), as most choices need to 
be made already during the design phase then, a circular economy in this sense may be seen as a 
‘designed economy’.  Nevertheless, despite increasing levels of awareness, brands have mostly focused 
on appearing to make less of an environmental impact rather than trying to prevent it. Equally, 
consumers have not either largely altered their spending habits, meaning more sustainably produced 
fashion has only really developed as a niche market (Jang et al., 2012). The requirements on a policy 
level will, however, mean that brands will need to adjust. With the lack of an overall systems approach 
currently taken by the fast fashion industry, there lacks the level of collaboration required in order for 
the industry to transition (Centre for Sustainable Fashion (2008). 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 What is circular economy and why does it matter for 
fashion? 

Research within the topic area of fast fashion and sustainability remains an emerging field and a 
complex problem, despite the environmental and social impacts have been well-known under the past 
decade (Niinimäki et al., 2020). Circular economy entails shifting from the standard linear model of 
‘produce, use, dispose’, to a more circular system where the ‘dispose’ part becomes eliminated, and 
materials remain in circulation until returning to the ecosystem for the purpose of positive benefit (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation n.d.; Smith et al., 2017; Karell, 2018). 
  
The circular economy is one of the most favoured alternative systems to the current predominant 
capitalist system. Circular economy primarily aims to eliminate waste and pollution (McKinsey, 
2019a), enhance reuse and recycling efforts in order to benefit people and the economy without 
impacting the environment (Hur & Cassidy, 2019). Studies have suggested that a circular economy 
could reduce environmental impacts and emissions by 70% while still growing the workforce (Stahel, 
2016). There has been an acceptance of the theory on a political level. When The European Commission 
in 2015 adopted the ‘Circular Economy Action Plan’, focus was drawn to how action could be taken at 
the level of the lifecycle aspects of the products, with a particular focus on their design, while fostering 
sustainable consumption (European Commission, 2020b).  
 
The term circular fashion began to be most frequently used in 2014, as the popular concept of the 
circular economy started to be considered and implemented within the fashion industry. The essence of 
the circular fashion system strives to take into consideration the entire life cycle of a garment from 
design to end-of-life. Desired for its commitment to longevity and overall sustainability and prevention 
of environmental degradations such as pollution, waste and resource inefficiency seen in the dominant 
fashion system today (Brismar, 2017). On a deeper level, circularity in the apparel industry also 
encompasses sourcing, production, transportation, storage, marketing, sales and customer garment care 
(Brismar, 2017).  
 
Critics of circular fashion thinking often argue that it only poses a short-term fix, and rather focusing 
on keeping materials in circulation the root of the problem should instead be addressed, shifting focus 
to decreasing levels of consumption (Fletcher, 2008b). However, there is no clear-cut definition of 
circular fashion, and commonly, decreasing levels of consumption are addressed and considered part 
of the model. Decreasing levels of consumption are just as commonly outlined in circular action plans 
such as the one proposed by the EU. 
 
Circularity is present in the current system today, the second-hand and resale market shot up and 
represented a 24 billion dollar market in 2018 (ThredUp, 2019), extending garments lifespans which 
otherwise would most likely end up in a landfill. Nevertheless, the second-hand market has decreased 
in relation to the fast fashion market, which is growing more rapidly. The second-hand market has 
instead shifted to an online platform and therefore has a more prominent presence (Sweet et al., 2019). 
There is currently a heightened focus on the investigation of mechanical and chemical recycling 
techniques (Östlund et al, 2015). Despite efforts towards circularity, research by The World Economic 
Forum (2020) has shown that circularity efforts are not keeping pace with the current global progress 
of the industry, the world is now estimated to be 8.6% circular, a reduction from 9.1% in 2018 (Circle 
Economy, 2020). This figure is based on calculations which reveal that, although recovery and recycling 
of materials has increased overall, this has been cancelled out by rapidly increasing rates of natural 
resource extraction and the continual up-levelling of physical assets with a product life of under a year 
(European Commission, 2020a; Circle Economy, 2020). 
 
With the focus on circularity currently concentrated on increasing product life and keeping materials in 
circulation (Smith et al., 2017), there has been a big emphasis on the environmental impacts regarding 
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the design process. Academics like Lewis et al. (2017) have pointed out that irrespective of wherein a 
product life cycle the most impact lies, the greatest amount of impact is fixed during the design phase. 
Although estimates vary greatly, some studies suggest that up to 90% of a product's environmental 
impact is set during the design phase (Thorpe, 2010; European Union, 2014; Lewis et al., 2017). As a 
result, in recent times, the focus has shifted, and fingers are being pointed toward designers in the 
industry to mitigate these impacts and ‘close the loop’ which is a common mantra meaning to eliminate 
waste and keep materials in circulation (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). 
 

2.2 The Importance of the Design Phase  
The design phase within fashion refers to the stage where a garment is initially designed and 
encompasses a wide range of considerations such as material selection, aesthetic and function. While 
the design phase does not have a clear structure and will differ depending on a designer’s own design 
criteria, there are five broad overall stages in a design process. Beginning with the preparation and 
research, defining and detailing the design, production and prototyping, final tests and final production 
with the initial launch (Lewis et al., 2017; Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). 
 
The design phase is regarded to be particularly important, as this is where environmental decisions are 
made. According to The Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences (IVA) (2020), the largest 
part of a product's sustainability, resource effectiveness and the possibility to be part of a circular system 
is decided in the design phase. Consideration of such aspects requires an additional design criterion 
which will take into consideration the environmental impacts. Furthermore, there is an emphasis that 
the designer must take into consideration the impacts along each of the lifecycle phases during the 
product design (Fletcher 2013; Blok et al., 2015; Goldsworthy et al., 2018). A products lifecycle 
consists of multiple phases extending from the sourcing of the fibres, production, marketing sales, till 
the end of its product life. Some of the most significant environmental impacts previously mentioned 
are formed concerning lifecycle phases such as water stress, pollution and carbon dioxide emissions 
(European Parliament, 2017). The lifecycle phases also concern broader aspects such as consideration 
of how natural and synthetic fibres from garments entering the air and water system, energy intensity 
and use of nonrenewable resources. Some areas where these impacts are visible include but are not 
limited to, the cultivation and manufacturing process of the fibre, dying/ finishing processes, customer 
garment care and the potential to be recycled at the end of life. 
 
With the design phase stressed to play such a crucial function for allowing the capacity to transition 
toward a circular fashion system, the assumption that designers have the power for change has been 
widely accepted as a truth. Therefore, designers are perceived to have the most considerable influence. 
This has set the direction for research which predominantly focuses on the designer’s role and 
responsibility within a circular fashion system. Studies are based on power being associated with the 
designer throughout the different stages of the lifecycle, capacity for innovation and immaterial aspects 
such as identifying problems and solutions and influencing cultural norms. Fashion designers are 
perceived to be key players in helping to realise a systemic change toward circular fashion. 
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2.3 The perceived roles and responsibilities of the fashion 
designer towards a more circular fashion system 

The table below (Fig. 1) demonstrates the structure of the literature review, and the overall structuring 
of the research. The perceived roles and responsibilities of the designer will be first explored following 
through the various lifecycle stages, which are represented in (Fig. 1) below in green. Thereafter, the 
capacity for change regarding the roles and responsibilities will be questioned and explored, represented 
in (Fig. 1) in blue.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 Structuring of research – A visual representation of the structure the thesis will follow.  
The main focus of the literature review is to understand designer’s roles, responsibility and engagement for 
transitioning from a fast fashion system to a circular fashion system. Designer roles and responsibility will first 
follow through the lifecycle phases (green), but also integrate a deeper understanding whether conditions allow 
for the capacity for the changes proposed (blue). 
 
Designers can play a pivotal role in transforming the fashion industry. According to Tonkinwise (2015) 
‘a designer is not confined to the creation of artifacts, whether communications or environments, but 
the practice of design is actually about persuading a wide range of actors --- designers, suppliers, 
investors, logistics, users, workplaces, public spaces to work together on materialising a future in which 
such an artifact exists’. In order to adopt a more circular fashion system, a systems approach must be 
implemented in the design process, which is something that currently lacks within fast fashion 
(Kozolwski et al., 2012). Additionally, this conveys that collaboration is essential in order for it to work. 
(Goldsworthy et al., 2018). Designers can be a leader and have the opportunity to pave the way for 
various types of sustainable fashion whether it concerns the introduction of new materials, changes in 
consumption patterns such as laundry requirements, or the development of recycling or upcycling 
schemes. This is particularly important as designers’ choices in materials flow out as new options for 
the rest of the system. Therefore, helping to close the loop for a circular fashion industry (Earley & 
Goldsworthy, 2015; Smith et al., 2017). 
 
In terms of environmental transformation, the designer’s role for the potential to design out waste and 
pollution. Designers play a massive role in mass production and mass consumption; design is a powerful 
tool (Tonkinwise, 2016). If a designer has a high social and moral responsibility, then they have the 
power to shape the environments around them (Papanek & Fuller, 1972). Designing and adopting a 
more circular fashion system means to reduce environmental impacts throughout the entire lifecycle of 
the garment from the fibre growing to the end of the product life. Brands are in a unique position as 
they design and sell; they have the power in the market and can understand valuable feedbacks in the 
system (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019).  
 
Designers explore ideas throughout their creative process, giving them many opportunities to learn how 
the system works. With circular fashion shifting more toward the norm, designers must now learn how 
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this new system works and adapt to the potential upcoming shift and to play a role in assisting this shift. 
Textile designers, therefore, need to learn how the smaller systems within the bigger system connect in 
order to have a more holistic view over their approach and overall impacts. Which includes technical 
and biological cycles, and how these systems interconnect (Goldsworthy et al., 2018). Design decisions 
are world view and value-dependent, and we can learn from past design decisions to influence the 
future, for more holistic design (Wahl & Baxter, 2008). Transdisciplinary design dialogue can create 
new visions for sustainability.  
 

2.3.1 The Designer’s influence in lifecycle phases 
With policy frameworks highlighting the importance of the lifecycle phases during the design process, 
studies addressing transition from fast fashion to circular fashion suggest what the designer role and 
responsibility should include, that they should implement in their practice.  
 

Sourcing 
Within current research, designers are advised to pay particular attention to their choices in fibre 
selection, materials and blends when sourcing (IVA, 2020). Natural fibres (such as cotton and linen, 
grown from plants) may require high levels of water consumption and can include the use of fertilizers. 
Synthetic fibres (such as polyester or nylon, made from synthesized polymers) require high energy 
levels to extract the petroleum. Protein fibres (such as silk and fur made from animals) are linked to 
greenhouse gas emissions as a result of the livestock it originates from. Cellulosic man-made fibres 
(such as viscose and Tencel made from dissolving wood pulp) might be linked to possible deforestation 
of primary forests. Designers must weigh up the options to make educated trade-offs in order to choose 
the option which will develop the most minimal environmental impacts (Goldsworthy et al., 2018). 
Material consideration must also include whether the fabrics are conventional, organic or recycled, and 
the properties which they have, such as shrinkage and piling. The reason is that the length of fibres will 
often determine the overall quality. Garments are also often made with multiple components, materials 
and blends, for example; buttons, zippers, pockets and linings. Designers are encouraged to limit their 
designs to one material in order to assist in the development and possibility for recycling and keeping 
materials in circulation, seeing the materials as valuable will require selecting materials of a higher 
quality. 
 

Production  
A recent research report released by McKinsey (2019b) ‘The State of Fashion 2020’ explains the 
important role designers play during the production stage of the lifecycle to design out the masses of 
waste and pollution caused as a result of it. The report largely focuses on the designer role and 
encourages designers to request lists of harmful substances used in their productions from their 
suppliers in order to show commitments and communicate the importance of the issue. The designer in 
the production phase of the design process should also consider the most appropriate country of 
production for that garment (IVA, 2020) based on climate and location. Additionally, close attention to 
pattern making processes can minimise waste offcuts. A great deal of the environmental impact occurs 
at the production stage of the garment’s lifecycle (IVA, 2020). Whereby activities consists of the 
spinning of the yarn, the dying and washing of the fabric, the manufacturing of the garments and also 
the finishes which may include chemical processes in order to achieve a particular hand-feel or look.  
The garment-dyeing process is among one of the most polluting processes to natural water resources. 
Furthermore, the washing process also emits large quantities of fibres into the water system in the form 
of synthetic microplastics, cellulosic fibres and even natural fibres such as cotton. Likewise, machines 
used in production processes use high levels of energy while emitting vast amounts of carbon dioxide 
emissions into the atmosphere; a study by Sandin et al. (2019) found that the majority of the carbon 
footprint and energy use came from the production phase of the garment’s lifecycle. 
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Marketing 
There is a growing emphasis that designers need to be included in the marketing process of fashion. A 
shift from fast fashion to a circular fashion system will also require the transformation of consumers 
consumption habits and culturally dominant views (Andrews, 2015; De los Rios & Charnley, 2017). 
Wahl and Baxter (2008) suggest that designers have the power to help change these culturally dominant 
views and value systems by educating consumers about the environmental choices they are making 
each time they purchase a garment (Vezzoli & Manzini, 2008; Lewis et al., 2017). Designers could play 
a role in engaging consumers and altering the way they currently live the process of the garment and 
how they later dispose of it (Hur & Cassidy, 2019). While the current fast fashion business model is 
based on quick profits, and in educating the consumer to consume less would be contrary to their 
business model, Earley (2017) stresses that designers must recognize their role in identifying new 
business opportunities particularly in the area of remanufacturing in a way that becomes economically 
viable. Therefore, designers are urged to have a more significant role in marketing than they perhaps 
are currently engaging in. 
 

Sales 
The dominant view is that the designer’s role is to contribute to increased sales. The average consumer 
buys clothes as often as every month or season (Ekström & Karin, 2012), as fast trends cause panic and 
result in people purchasing higher volumes of clothing. Consumers also use a piece of clothing on 
average, ten times before discarding the item completely (Pulse, 2017). Although it can be the case that 
cheaply produced garments lose their quality at this point, a study by WRAP (2017) demonstrated that 
75% of the time clothing get disposed of either because the garment was no longer liked, or that it did 
not fit. The majority of clothes do not wear out; they simply get replaced by the latest designs and 
colours of the season (Ekström & Karin, 2012). This trend contributes to design obsolescence whereby 
a garment gets designed to be disposed of and replaced with something new, contributing to the 
problematic textiles waste being sent to landfill (Joy et al., 2012). Designers are now also perceived to 
take a role in addressing potential environmental aspects of high and accelerating sales by trying to 
direct to other forms of collaborative consumption such as rental services, resale of garments requiring 
only minor touch-ups and offering repair services in order to increase the life span of the products 
(McKinsey, 2019a). Collaborative models of consumption are growing in popularity in Europe and the 
U.S, and in particular for dress hire (Roos et al., 2015). Designers are also encouraged to play a more 
prominent role in how garments are returned if they are faulty, and ensuring the same problems do not 
persist (IVA, 2020) 
 

Customer Garment Care 
Within academia is it often stated and suggested that designers can have an impact in the customer 
garment care phase of the lifecycle by clearly communicating to the customer via the labelling of the 
sold product (Svensk Handels Hållbarhetsrapporten, 2018). This involves providing detailed 
information on how to care for the garment properly from aspects such as how to wash, dry, iron and 
dry-clean the garment (Lewis et al., 2017). Such labelling could include alternatives to washing and 
drying in the standard machines and specifying how many times a season the product needs to be 
washed. The customer garment care phase of the lifecycle has been shown to cause some of the highest 
environmental impacts. Previous studies have highlighted that up to 80% of a garment’s environmental 
impact comes from the way the customer washes their garments (Walsh & Brown, 1995; Lewis et al., 
2017). Some sources even suggest that designers should be collaborating with laundry detergent 
producers in order to develop detergents which cause the least environmental impact and damage to 
textiles (Pedersen & Andersen, 2014). Powder laundry detergent, for example, can cause fibres to break 
quicker, while other liquid forms strip away the fibres protective layers. Garments are commonly 
washed in cycles which are too hot, using unnecessarily high levels of energy. However, this topic is 
debated. Knowledge and research on energy consumption and environmental impact is still relatively 
underdeveloped. Yasin et al. (2016) point out that it is a challenging task for a designer to label washing 
instructions for a garment that is being sold globally. First, different countries use different water 
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sources such as greywater or drinking water, and secondly, guidance will differ largely depending on 
the features and functions of that garment.  
 

Intended life/ Uses 
Initially, in the design phase, the designer should decide what the overall use, function, and desired 
lifespan of the garment will be (IVA, 2020). In fast fashion items are often designed for one function 
and one use (Earley, 2017), and as a result, people purchase more garments, which they use for a shorter 
amount of time, adding to the pressures of resource scarcity. In order to design for a circular fashion 
system, designers are required to take a more in-depth consideration into uses and functionality rather 
than merely focus on the current trends alone (Niinimäki, 2017). In a guide aimed at designers, the 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2019) addresses how designers should embrace functionality aspects by 
designing reversible garments and creating modular products which could be adjusted, upgraded or 
adapted. They further note that shifts towards such a design style could have the potential to increase 
the amount a garment is worn while simultaneously decreasing the number of garments the person 
owns.  
 

End of life 
Designers are expected to play a crucial role in the determination of a garments end-of-life, or so-called 
post retail responsibility already during the design phase. A focal point of circular fashion is how to 
keep materials in circulation and prevent garments from being sent to landfill, where they will take 
thousands of years to break down. Post retail responsibility is currently limited to second hand retail 
(Hvass, 2014) and outlets. However, the second hand market, such as charity shops are under pressure 
from the high volumes of clothing they receive, an outcome of consumers relieving themselves of their 
waste. This has meant that a lot of donated clothing still ends up in landfill. With the fast fashion 
industry producing so many garments yearly, there is a view that the fashion industry should be taking 
more responsibility once the user stops using the garment. Recycling of garments in order to remake 
new textile fabrics is currently under lived; however, the research agenda is largely focused on 
mechanical and chemical recycling techniques. This research requires the collaboration of the designer. 
A large barrier to recycling at scale is the current recyclability of textiles; the predominantly mixed 
blends in circulation lack technologies which can separate these fibres (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
2019). In order to facilitate and accelerate this transition, designers are required to play a role during 
the design phase in decreasing blends to harness recyclability, while collaborating directly with 
recycling mills and on-going projects (Earley, 2017; IVA, 2020). Also, there is an emphasis on designer 
engagement in labelling material content in garments accurately, including all trims. Universal tracking 
technologies are recommended to assist with labelling, which would provide complete information on 
the material content accessible easily by the user via a smartphone device. Universal tracking 
technologies can additionally be used as a tool in order to study and understand the lifespan of garments 
better. 

Designers as innovators 
While designers have the opportunity to implement sustainable design criterion into the various 
lifecycle phases, this needs to be coupled with overall innovation for the system. Ultimately radical 
innovation in the fashion industry is being highlighted as the market begins to shift. Research into 
innovations and development currently focuses on materials, fibres, textiles and finishes (McKinsey, 
2019a). Since designers are perceived to be experts of how the industry works, they are expected to be 
a part of that process. There are four main areas where designers are expected to have a high engagement 
within circularity innovation; developing new materials, uncovering psychological and physical 
barriers to sustainable solutions, better understanding customer spending habit and business model 
innovation (Earley, 2017).  
 
When discussing innovation, there has been little focus on whether the designer has the capacity for the 
innovations outlined by current studies and policies. It is therefore relevant to note that focusing on the 
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perceived designer roles and responsibilities is a novel and relevant contribution to the on-going 
research in fashion, sustainability and circularity in the current moment. Many reports are basing their 
analysis off of the same information and few sources reinstating the same thing over again without 
complimentary research to back up the effectiveness of it. Additionally as previously mentioned, as 
studies fail to include the designers, this will first distort the effectiveness and possibilities for suggested 
roles, but it may also hinder transformation when the designers are not aware of the role they are 
expected to undertake (Senge et al., 2007; De los Rios & Charnley, 2017). De los Rios & Charnley 
(2017) further explain that education providers, industry stakeholders and bigger strategies and 
collaborations must be informed of how environmental consequences will transform the practice of 
design and the level of expectation required of them. 
 

2.4 Prior knowledge and education of designers  
It is evident that within the discourse of implementing circularity in the fashion system, the designer 
stands out to be attributed to a great deal of power and responsibility. This leads us to delve into the 
question of whether designers are prepared and knowledgeable to implement their role in these areas 
outlined above. Current research in the field of the implementation of sustainability-related curricula 
within fashion design programs has advocated that overall there is a lack of integration (Marques et al., 
2018) Therefore, students are generally not aware of larger environmental impacts of the choices they 
make, how to implement them in their design process or how to adapt to a changing system. Within 
fashion curricula, fashion and sustainability are seen as separate things entirely. On an analysis of 
fashion courses and degrees offered by countries in Southern Europe, integration of sustainability was 
either completely absent or offered as one stand-alone class (Marques et al., 2018).  
 
Armstrong & LeHew (2015) made an overall broader analysis of 600 students which further supported 
that sustainability integration in the fashion design curricular lacks by indicating that a study of 50 
fashion schools demonstrated that only 30% incorporated sustainability aspects into their programmes, 
yet 88% of students felt more incorporation of sustainability was required within their education. The 
main reasons were to increase employability and to be able to integrate their knowledge into their future 
career, even if it was not in the environmental sector of the fashion industry. Additionally, another study 
by Langdown & Vargas. (2015) found through interviews and focus groups that the process of fashion 
education largely shaped their perception about what the role and responsibility of a designer is. Some 
main obstacles which have been outlined by course coordinators were mainly based on fashion and 
sustainability perceived as an antithesis, followed by a lack of understanding, funding and resources. 
Their study also found a perceived lack of interest by students in these issues (Armstrong & LeHew, 
2015). The commodification of higher education could result in more programmes providing course 
content based on what people want rather than what they need (Langdown & Vargas, 2015) which will 
ultimately limit designers in their future careers. In the study, Hoff says, ‘In times of change learners 
inherit the earth while the learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no 
longer exists’ (Langdown & Vargas, 2015). Furthermore, there is an identified demand within the 
industry of circularity that the youth must be educated in order to fill in prospective circular jobs of the 
future (Circle economy, 2020). Whilst knowledge of environmental and social aspects should be a core 
requirement, the implementation and understanding of systems thinking is an even more important skill 
required by the designer. Likewise, design should be implemented across other disciplines as this would 
allow collaboration to work more efficiently (Tonkinwise, 2016). Overall education is deemed to be 
segmented, with overlap and interdisciplinarity distant, therefore hindering collaborative efforts for 
circularity in the future. 
 

2.4.1 Importance of perspectives 
While challenges are complex, overall society is becoming more aware of the impacts of the fashion 
system, yet a change shift is not really occurring.  With the designer’s own perspective missing from 
research almost entirely, this will largely affect what is seen to be a challenge and what is seen to be a 
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solution. However, though this is not just limited to fashion, it is a common trend that business and 
science are separate entities, and the bridged communication in between is very poor. This study is a 
positive outlook study, which focuses on assisting the transition and therefore will look to engage the 
designers in the discussion and get an insight into how they reflect over the expectations of their roles 
and responsibilities perceived by the current research in order to pinpoint places in the system which 
could be seen as a potential leverage point for change in the circular direction. In order to recalibrate 
the focus for current research on problems and solutions specific to fast fashion, which is the 
predominant fashion system currently.  
 
2.5 Summary Overview 
 
A compilation of the above literature review regarding roles and responsibilities of the designer 
perceived by the academic literature was  can be seen clearly set out in the below table (Fig. 2). 
 

 
 
Fig. 2 Table of roles and responsibilities of the designer – transitioning toward a circular fashion system 
The table above is a compilation of current perceptions within academic literature and research on what the 
fashion designers role is transitioning toward a circular fashion system throughout the lifecycle stages (green), 
environment, innovation and systems thinking (blue) which represents H2 of the three horizons framework.. 
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3 Theory 

3.1 Systems Thinking  
Systems thinking is a philosophy which sees the world as systemic, that systems emerge which are 
interrelated and act in whole as a synergy (Flood, 2010: 269). These systems include social, 
environmental, political and economic (Holling, 2001). Systems thinking, therefore, puts a larger 
emphasis on collaborations and viewing decision-making more holistically. More specifically, General 
Systems Theory (GST) is the study of these systems, which theorises that changing a part of any system 
may affect other parts of that system, or alter the whole system of which it is a part of. GST has been 
around for a long time (Von Bertalanffy, 1972), but its application to sustainability-related issues has 
been more recent in the past two decades. While it is important to understand the way systems theory 
functions, it is also important to note that it offers an overly simplistic view of the world. GST suggests 
systems are equal and have equal levels of power to impact the overall systems, notwithstanding that 
players within systems can have very opposing and different views (Midgley & Ochoa-Arias, 2001).  
 

3.2 Critical Systems Theory (CST) 
The overarching theory for this study is Critical Systems Theory (CST). While GST views that the 
world is made up of complex systems which interrelate with each other, and a change to one part of the 
system will affect the overall system, CST which originates within soft systems theory, which instead 
acknowledges that each component of the system is not equal and that there are power imbalances 
within, and in between systems (Flood & Jackson, 1991).  
 
CST is very relevant and applicable to this study. Overall the designer perspective is unknown, and it 
is a blind area in research. Designers are assumed to have a great deal of power. Therefore it is essential 
to understand the level of power that the designers actually have within their organisational systems, 
and in turn, be able to gain a better understanding of how much they could alter surrounding systems in 
particular concerning the industry becoming more circular.  
 
When dealing with complex problems in the world, such as systemic changes which require a high 
number of stakeholders, it is important to recognise that each stakeholder only has a partial perspective. 
Therefore, when investigating pathways for systemic transformation, it is necessary to be inclusive of 
each stakeholder’s partial perspective of the situation (Ison, 2016). Moreover, reinstating the 
importance of thinking holistically in order to make more informed decisions and efforts understanding 
perspectives, underlying power structures and what is possible will ultimately adjust and reshape what 
is seen as a ‘solution’ and what is seen as a ‘challenge’ when working toward a more circular fashion 
industry.  
 

3.3 Techniques for identifying leverage points 
Another perspective within the systems thinking theorists is the theory of leverage points developed by 
Donella Meadows (1991). Sustainability science aims to aid the transition toward sustainability. The 
theory is based on the concept that in order to shift these overall systems, there are places in the system 
where you can intervene, and a small shift in a system could produce more substantial changes toward 
transition. It is based on the view that we can intervene and push these leverage points in either direction. 
Leverage points are often visible in the system; however, a significant number of sustainability 
interventions target highly tangible but weak leverage points, with limited potential for transformational 
change (Abson et al., 2017).  
 
This study will use the theory of leverage points in order to first and foremost decipher whether the 
designer has an influential role within the areas named by the research, and through workshops 
understand and identify leverage points which offer opportunities for more substantial levels of 
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transition. However, it is also important to note that although pushing on a leverage will often result in 
a change to the system; you can never be intentional about this change (Stroh, 2015). Systems and their 
interrelations are very complex, and any change will, in most cases cause unintentional consequences.  
 

The Three Horizons Framework  
The Three Horizons Framework (3H) developed by Bill Sharpe (2013) is used as an entrance point, 
guide and grounding tool for the workshops. The three horizons framework recognises that although 
there have been substantial developments in understanding the ways in which systems interrelate and 
affect one another, there has been limited research on practices for facilitating this transformative 
change in a way that acknowledges uncertain futures based on complex systems. The 3H offers a simple 
way to consider complexity, developing future consciousness, distinguishing between incremental and 
transformative change, considering processes of power, exploring how transitions could be managed 
and offering a means of communication between actors with different mindsets (Sharpe et al., 2016). 
The 3H framework has previously been absent from studies in fashion and circularity. Additionally, the 
overall function of this framework is to focus on different pathways and how real-world change could 
be fostered. However, given the scope and limited timeframe of this study, it will only focus on 3H as 
the entry point and the collective thought process, and not the latter.  
 
The framework is based on the acknowledgement of three different horizons. The first is the current 
environment, business-as-usual, which is a pathway which needs to change (Kass et al., 2011). In this 
study, this represents the current fast fashion system and the negative environmental consequence of it. 
The third horizon is the more desirable goal for the future, which in this study is a predominant circular 
fashion system in society. Finally, the second horizon is the catalyst for a transition between the other 
two horizons. The second horizon is characterised by disruptions, drivers and leverage points which 
would allow a transition to occur (Kass et al., 2011), which in this case strives to uncover and better 
understand what conditions would enable the capacity for such a transition from fast fashion to circular 
fashion to occur. Fig. 3 below demonstrates how the three horizons functions.  
 

 
 
 
Fig. 3 Three horizons framework – Based on Sharpe et al. (2016).  
The three horizons framework looks at how transitions toward uncertain futures can be facilitated. H1 business as 
usual represents the current system and environment which needs replacing. H3 represents the emerging future 
which needs to grow. H2 represents innovation and the capacity for transformation. 
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4 Methods 

4.1 Empirical setting 
With the aim of uncovering the designer’s perspective on their roles and responsibilities, it was 
necessary to talk directly with the designers themselves. From prior experience and knowledge of 
working in the industry, it was recognised that the literature and own experiences did not line up. 
Designers within fast fashion are very busy, appear to have limited knowledge of the fashion industry’s 
impacts, and lack of interests in learning more. Additionally, with a strong emphasis on the designers 
and the steps they should take to limit environmental impact, it was intriguing to understand if this 
information was being conveyed directly to them. These perplexities influenced and guided the 
selection of the most appropriate research method to be used. First, it was identified that the research 
should consist only of designers. Secondly, the current discourse of difficulties in communication 
between academia and business highlighted the need for a method which would be appropriate for 
interdisciplinary research, bridging together academia and business. This required setting up a creative 
environment which the designers would be the most comfortable and familiar with, allowing 
discussions to flow, without being restricted. 
 

4.2 Qualitative methods 
The choice of qualitative methods was deemed most appropriate to this study. Qualitative methods 
allow rich information to form through conversational techniques. In this case, qualitative research 
techniques meant that designers would have full flexibility and creativity in order to prevent limiting 
the designers in their answers and experiences.  
 
The chosen method for this study was workshops. Workshops act as an invaluable mechanism for 
exploring relevant factors and providing a means for understanding complex work and knowledge 
processes within the domain (Ørngreen & Levinsen, 2017). Furthermore, the collaborative nature of 
workshops, as opposed to singular interviews, uncovers ‘blind spots’, this is information which may 
not have otherwise occurred from other research techniques such as interviews (Ørngreen & Levinsen, 
2017: 77). Workshops allow participants to bounce off of each other’s ideas and experiences, while the 
interactive nature of workshops allow creativity to flow. Furthermore, workshops as a research 
methodology has been used in previous studies which aimed to identify leverage points. Moreover, 
workshops have been regarded as particularly useful when trying to uncover participants unrecognised 
or unacknowledged blind spots which may have not otherwise emerged in other research designs. 
 

4.3 Data gathering - workshops 

4.3.1 Participant selection  
In total, six designers participated in the study. Participants were accessed via personal contacts from 
working within the industry. Designers were required to have been recently, or currently, be working 
as a designer within a fast fashion brand. Designers were also informed briefly what the study was about 
and that they did not require to have any previous knowledge on sustainability issues around the fashion 
industry. While workshops are designed to fulfil a research purpose specifically, workshops should also 
aim to be of benefit and interest of the participants (Baran et al., 2014; Ørngreen & Levinsen, 2017). 
The designers were informed that the workshop would be equally beneficial to them as they would be 
educated in the process on current topics of research within the field of sustainability and fashion, and 
the expected role of the designer. All designers were secondary contacts, and the researcher had no 
previous relation to them prior to the time of the study. The six designers who participated in the 
workshops had experience working as a designer at the following brands: Zara, Bershka, Mango,  
Springfield...) which are some of the most globally present in the world. The number of designers/ 
workshops were based on availability at the time of the study. However, as designers came from a wide 
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variety of brands, with some overlapping, it was deemed an overall good number of designers from a 
range of fast fashion brands. A limit of three designers per workshop was desired in order to limit the 
length of each workshop, keep designers engaged throughout, and in order to allow for equal 
participation, avoiding an environment where a small number of participants lead the discussions 
causing others to take a step back. Participants were randomly assigned one of the two groups based on 
their availability. Without intending, one group consisted of designers who had worked in the industry 
for 7+ years and were more experienced, whereas the other group consisted of designers who were new 
to the industry working for around three years. There was assumed to be approximately a generation 
difference between the two groups. The separation between more experienced and less experienced 
could have some level of impact on the results. Clear commonalities could be drawn with the current 
discourse of older generations assuming it is the younger generations role to innovate. However, no 
definite conclusions can be drawn on this, as it is likely that each group’s responses will differentiate. 
This will further be elaborated on in the discussion section of this paper.   
 

4.3.2 Data gathering  
Two workshops were set up, each with three designers partaking. Workshops were re-directed online 
to the communication and video platform Zoom after unforeseeable circumstances of Covid-19, which 
did not allow the workshops to take place in person as intended. Zoom was chosen due to the interactive 
features available, with the functionality to record the session. Online workshops are not standard within 
research, however, it proved to be beneficial as this removed the need for space hire, and for participants 
to be located within the same area. The two workshops took two and three hours respectively and took 
part on the 24th and 27th of March 2020. Designers in the group of more experienced had more 
reflections and also went off-topic more, offering an explanation as to why that workshop took an hour 
longer than the other.  
 
 
The workshop was structured into two sections. In part one, the designers were first reminded and 
briefed on what the study was about. Thereafter designers were presented with a table (Fig.2) which 
covered the seven lifecycle phases: sourcing, production, marketing, sales, garment care, intended 
life/uses and end of life, the environment, systems thinking, and innovation. Using the table derived 
from the literature review as a grounding framework, the sections were introduced and discussed in the 
order they appeared in the table. For each theme, designers were asked to reflect over whether they 
considered the various tasks to be their role/ responsibility within the design phase. In the case of 
disagreement, designers were encouraged to reflect on whose role they believed it to be. In addition, 
designers were questioned on whether they could see themselves working with these tasks in the future, 
and what conditions would allow them to do so. Designers were encouraged to avoid answering ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ and to instead story tell and reflect on their own experiences. In order to avoid researcher 
participation influencing the results, nodding was used in order to show engagement while agreeing and 
disagreeing with what the designers were saying was actively avoided. This meant that the 
conversations between designers were allowed to evolve naturally. The researcher role included 
introducing the topics, asking the designers to elaborate or re-direct the workshop if it started to go off-
topic in order to keep within a timely time frame. During part one of the workshops, the researcher role 
also included observation and identification of potential leverage points. Potential leverage points were 
noted based on designers experiences and responses to conditions which would allow them to work 
with something in the future. Such barriers and seeds of potential transition were noted alongside the 
three previously described horizons and thus carried through to the second part of the workshop.  
 
Part two of the workshop had a stronger emphasis on discussing the identified leverage points using the 
3H framework as the technique, intending to open up the conversation further and draw out potential 
blind spots which may have been missed in prior discussions. Designers were asked to reflect on the 
various barriers to engaging with specific tasks based on their current working environment, and the 
visible seeds that would allow the capacity for change within their organisations.  
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Finally, at the end of the session, designers were informed that if they had any questions or if they 
wanted to learn anything then I would be happy to give them all the information I had from researching 
the topic in order to help them within their workspace.  
 

4.4 Ethics  
Both workshops were recorded via both the zoom record function and via a smartphone device with the 
permission of each designer for the purpose of analysis. Additionally, designers’ names and gender 
were decided to remain anonymous.  
 

4.5 Data analysis 
Prior to analysis, a transcription software called Trint was used in order to transcribe both of the 
workshops. Once transcribed, it was also manually quality checked and corrected accordingly to the 
recordings. A thematic analysis was later carried out on the two transcriptions in order to theme into 
the ten outlined topics from the table and their subheadings respectively. Later both transcriptions were 
compared to the table in order to identify whether they agreed, disagreed, had mixed views, or had not 
provided enough meaningful information to draw any conclusions. The table was later colour-coded 
accordingly, where red represented roles and responsibilities they did not agree with, orange represented 
mixed views, green represented a level of agreement and grey to point out the insignificant areas. 
Afterwards, the transcripts were analysed in order to identify and cluster together potential leverage 
points. This included repetitive barriers and seeds towards solutions to the problems being discussed. 
These clusters were then pinpointed toward six final leverage points, which were perceived to have the 
most significant potential of capacity for change. 
 

4.6 Method Limitations 
As workshops took place virtually rather than in person this ran the risk that participants may be more 
likely to cancel last minute, or have difficulties technical difficulties such as connecting to internet 
which could result in a smaller participant outcome. Additionally, in physical workshops, if one person 
was not fully engaging there are techniques to help facilitate their engagement in order to make them 
feel more comfortable, these techniques are however more difficult to apply to an online workshop 
(Ørngreen & Levinsen, 2017). This means that certain participants could lead the workshops, excluding 
other participants. However, this study did not experience any technical difficulties or lack of 
engagement, with each participant equally engaging throughout. Furthermore, in order to overcome 
potential technical difficulties, participants had a 30 minute period to log in and check everything 
worked smoothly prior to the start time. Therefore, the choice of method was perceived to be very 
successful despite not being a common research methodology within the field. 
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6. Findings  
This section of the paper will short and brief, first outline the results of how academics perception of 
designer role, contrasts and agrees with the designers own views, and identify the six leverage points 
for accelerating this change derived from workshop discussions of the table (Fig. 4). Deeper 
engagement and discussion of these findings will be addressed later in the analysis and discussion 
section of the paper. 
 

 
 
Fig.4 Designer responsibilities - agreement  between academic and designer views   
This table  above relates to the first research question ‘How do designers identify their role/ responsibility in 
comparison to their expected role within a circular fashion system?’. The table is colour coordinated in relation 
to the designers response and experience from working in the fast fashion industry. Green areas represent where 
academic and designer views overlap, and there is some form of agreement over the role and responsibility of the 
designer. Orange represents areas where views were mixed, and contrasted between the different designers, in 
some cases designer views and academia matched, and in other cases they contrasted. Red represents tasks where 
the designers views did not agree with academias view, and the designer noted that they did not consider it to be 
their role or responsibility. Grey represents topics where designers did not engage enough in conversation, leaving 
insufficient information for drawing robust conclusions.  
 
 
The table (Fig.4) was compiled by first drawing together topics from current academic literature on the 
role and responsibilities of the designer when working toward a circular fashion system - then asking 
designers to reflect on these various tasks presented in the table, based on their current experience and 
working environment of the fast fashion industry.  
 
Overall the findings showed (once grey areas were removed from the equation); 25% were green, where 
the designers agreed with academia, 33% orange, whereby designers had mixed views of agreement 
and disagreement with academia, and 43% were red, where there was a disagreement between the 
designers and academia. Green and orange areas opened up extensive discussion, opinions and 
experiences, whereas red and grey areas were given short and concise answers lacking opinions and 
experiences. The main reason was that these areas were not seen to be relevant to them, and participants, 
therefore, did not engage. 
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Above-listed topics, which are highlighted in grey in the table (Fig.4) were either not discussed by the 
designers or very lightly touched on. Therefore, there was not enough information gathered in order to 
have any significant understanding of the designers’ views regarding their roles and responsibilities: 

● Business model consideration. 
● Technical/ biological cycle. 
● Common design.  
● Modular garments. 

These topics will, therefore, be dismissed and will not be included in future discussions. 

4.7 Main insights  
The table offers an overall view, but it is important to point out that it is not black and white. As with 
most workplaces, their roles and responsibilities ultimately overlap with other departments and areas 
within the company. In this case, the colour coordination attributed to each topic is based on how big 
of a role and say they have. If they do have an influential role within these aspects, then it will be 
attributed to green. However, even if a designer felt morally responsible for specific tasks but have no 
experience engaging in these, then it is more likely they are orange or red. It is of importance that 
designers care and feel a responsibility towards the impacts their industry makes, for this will make 
structural changes in the system easier to deal with when there will be a willingness to collaborate given 
the appropriate environment to make this happen.  
 
Working within this framework showed the realities of working within the industry versus the beliefs 
and opinions of previous research undertaken of the designer's perceived powerful role within the fast 
fashion industry. Cost and budget, size of the company, and knowledge were the three overarching and 
recurring themes throughout the workshops within all ten topic areas from the table. While the 
explanations vary slightly between them, the main factor was high mark-ups to be achieved, and this 
required the lowest prices possible. 
 
From compliation table of literature review it was showed how designers identify to the roles outlined 
and follow through the lifecycle and material flows. The main barriers identified were costs, time and 
knowledge, which were all reoccurring themes throughout the ten different categories. Additionally, 
six leverage points to accelerate transition were identified: cultural norm, strong teams, digitalization, 
leadership for sustainability, education & knowledge and reducing intergenerational conflict. These six 
leverage points will be explained in the following discussion and analysis section. 
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7. Discussion & Analysis 

4.8 How do designers identify their role/ responsibility in 
comparison to their expected role within a circular fashion 
system? 

Environment 
Circular fashion focuses on keeping materials in circulation, while academia, therefore, saw the 
designer playing an influential role in designing out waste and pollution, the designer's views around 
this were mixed. Designers admitted that they do consider environmental aspects and waste during their 
design process; however, time was a significant barrier limiting any high levels of engagement. 
Furthermore, designers highlighted that since they are positioned on the other side of the world from 
where the clothing is produced, they do not witness the environmental impacts such as waste, pollution 
and stains on water resources first-hand often, which overall impacted their knowledge and awareness. 
Therefore, designers viewed the role of the supplier playing a big role. 
 
 Designers reflected on their experiences of actively trying to mitigate their environmental impact 
during the design process. The focus was mainly concentrated around avoiding fabrics which shred 
microplastics such as fake synthetic fur, and fabrics which undergo harsh chemical processes such as 
polyurethane (PU). However, the designers did not consider waste as much within their design process. 
One designer explained 'I'm not physically witnessing it with my own eyes. So it's something for me 
that's very very hard to control' (Designer 2). A number of the designers which more regularly visited 
the factories and mills explained that they make an effort to use machines, techniques and fabrics which 
they already had in stock, rather than asking the mill to produce more yarn, or invest in new machines, 
leaving the older ones obsolete. 
 
Further relating to being on the opposite side of the world, the designers showed an emphasis toward 
the manufacturing and wet processing mills, attributing this role and responsibility to the supplier. It 
was within their opinion that suppliers should take responsibility for communicating their experienced 
environmental problems regularly. However, they acknowledged that suppliers would actively not do 
this. One designer elaborated by explaining 'You know the factory should be telling us, but they're also 
going to lie(…) because they're going to do what's the cheapest and fastest option, even if it's damaging 
to their environment because they want to make profit, not to help other local people' (Designer, 6). 
 
Nevertheless, the fast fashion industry is based on keeping up with the current trends of the fashion 
industry, so even if they have an interest of working on designing out waste and pollution during the 
design process they do not have time. ‘and yet you know Inditex, my last company, we were pumping 
out three to four collections every two months, which is a lot’ (Designer, 6). Designers noted that they 
overall did not see any action occurring regarding reducing numbers of collections and therefore natural 
resource consumption etc. without the implementation of policy level regulations, or unless high-end 
luxury fashion brands start producing fewer seasons. 
 

Systems thinking 
Research predominantly focuses on the designer being required to take a pro-active systems-based 
approach in order for systemic transformation to occur, while around 50% of the participants were 
familiar with the term, they had never learnt about or practiced it before in their work. There was an 
apparent lack of understanding of what systems thinking is. Prior knowledge had stemmed from the 
work of the fashion designer Stella McCartney who largely bases her clothing lines on systems 
innovation, and uses her voice in the industry to influence other designers. While discussions on 
business model considerations, technical and biological cycles and common design did not yield any 
experience or opinion, it was made explicitly clear that designers were overall intrigued by the concept 
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and wanted to learn more about it. Discussions focused as a result primarily on education in systems 
thinking.  
 
Designers explained that they had not come across systems thinking during their formal education. 
However, designers voiced how they liked the approach ‘That would be really, really nice (…) they can 
make a really big effect in the fashion industry and in different industries as well, I like that approach, 
really’ (Designer 1). Furthermore, designers noted that they would expect the companies they worked 
for to provide them with the knowledge and education in order to implement systems thinking into their 
design process. 
 
However, prospects of playing a role in systems innovation made the designers retreat a little. They did 
not believe that they would be equipped with enough knowledge in order to participate in collaborations 
on a big scale, for example, guiding the factories and understanding their processes. Instead, they 
redirected this responsibility toward the quality control departments. 
 

Sourcing 
The sourcing phase of a garment’s lifecycle is one of the most well-focused areas of research within 
academia due to some of the largest impacts being fixed there during the design phase. While designers 
agreed that their role was to decide on the material used, they explained having no say in terms of fibere 
selection; which is one of the most environmentally pressing factors (Sandin et al., 2019). The 
designer’s role within the sourcing phase of the design process overlaps with the buyer’s role. The 
current high prices of the more sustainable fibre options limits the designers in their choice of material. 
Costs were identified as a considerable barrier for transitioning toward more responsible sourcing. 
 
All designers expressed the value of choosing materials of the highest quality possible in line with the 
views echoed by academia. Decisions of clothing quality and longevity were mainly driven by their 
personal preferences of owning good clothing. Quality was always a priority, however, this role was 
shared by the buyers of the company who ultimately needed to validate the designer’s decision based 
on the available budget. Material selection was mainly driven by what collection being designed was 
aiming to achieve, if it were for a sustainability collection, then the designer responsibility would be 
guided to considering the sustainability of the material. Nevertheless, when deciding on fabrics where 
sustainability factors are not the priority, the focus is instead predominately focused on the current 
trends and customer demand, and this will be aimed to be produced in the cheapest way possible.  
 
In order to decrease waste, designers are encouraged to see materials as valuable during their design 
process; some of the designers agreed with this, while others did not. Designers who worked for the 
departments following the current trends reported that they are often required to achieve mark-ups of 
up to 40%, and therefore did not see the materials used as valuable - whereas the designers who worked 
for departments that focused on basic wear were able to work with considerably lower mark-ups. Two 
explanations for this are that as basics do not follow current trends, larger orders can be made, drawing 
down prices, but also that basics are the ‘bread and butter’ of fashion meaning larger quantities are sold 
leading to higher profits as a result. 
 
Areas, where designers explained that they did not have any control or role in the choice of materials, 
was regarding garments which consist of multiple components such as jackets and shoes. While 
academia states that designers should be increasingly more involved in reducing the number of blends 
and materials used in order to assist recycling efforts and keeping materials in circulation which is the 
main essence of circular fashion, the designers saw this as a near impossibility. One designer explained:  
 

‘outerwear is pretty impossible to recycle because of all of the components. With the 
jacket you’ve got polyester linings, you’ve got the cup, you’ve got five different trims, 
you’ve got leather components, or fake fur (…) you can’t have a parka jacket and recycle 
it basically, and all the buyers want is just the cheapest price possible so they can get as 
many sales as they can. I think if you worked at higher end brands you’ve got more space 
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(…) you know if you’ve got a nylon jacket then unless you’re a high end brand you can’t 
afford to use nylon as the lining as well’ (Designer 6). 

 
In order to keep costs low, fast fashion brands generally need to prioritise away the quality. In addition, 
designers also noted that they did not see that they had the fibre knowledge to understand which had 
more or less or an environmental aspect and the reason why. Designer 5 wrapped up the section on 
sourcing by stating 'I don't think that the designer has like the ultimate word'. 
 

Production 
The production stage of the design phase also represents one of the areas where some of the most critical 
environmental impacts are fixed most notably, in relation to water pollution, microplastics and carbon 
emissions. While designers expressed a responsibility in terms of the country of production and taking 
care in pattern making processes, they rejected playing a role in the production processes or the harmful 
substances involved, yet which is where the largest impacts in a production originate. Costs and lack of 
knowledge and time pose the biggest barriers within the production processes for a more significant 
designer involvement.  
 
Designers reflected on the budget being the starting point for the production ‘I’ll say 90% of the time 
you always go with the company just giving the cheapest price and they are all undercutting each other’ 
(Designer 2). However, supplier relations are important, in terms of loyalty, and therefore designers 
prefer to continue working with the same suppliers and have a say in the country of production. One 
designer reflected ‘As a designer, truly, I don’t pay as much attention as I should in the production side 
(…) and if I focus on that, I focus more on the country that the production is made’ (Designer 5). 
Therefore, if production is required to be moved to a different country, then the designers will assist 
and help the supplier to open a factory in another country. However, it is important to note that this is 
currently rarely due to sustainability factors. In addition, the designers reflected on experiences trying 
to produce as little waste as possible during pattern making and noted they might also take water usage 
into consideration.  
 
In contrast to the views of academia, none of the designers considered harmful substances in the design 
process, and did not recognise that they should play a role within it ‘This is where the production team 
or this is where the buyers may look into it, but a designer? I wouldn’t say’ (Designer 2). Additionally, 
while the designers acknowledged that ‘If we don’t actually push the suppliers to use technology to 
make it more environmental, it’s not going to happen. But then the buyers and people who are actually 
in control of you, they just want the product price, as similar process to the cat-walks a possible’ 
(Designer 6), they stated that they must put their trust into suppliers either way because they do not 
have any additional time. Denim was, however, an exception to this rule. They reported that they would 
pay attention to the washing and dyeing processes.  
 
Ultimately though, through discussions of production processes, designers recognised the role they 
could have, but the conditions they worked within did not allow them this power within their role. It 
was of the designer’s opinion that change needs to come from the top, viewing Zara as an example of 
a brand which has a powerful force in the market which could highly contribute to factories altering 
and upgrading their production processes and innovation. 
 

Marketing 
Academics regularly point out that a transition toward a circular fashion system also requires the 
designer to transform consumers culturally dominant views and consumption habits (Wahl & Baxter, 
2008; De los Rios & Charnley, 2017) and the designers agreed with their role in this. Discussions on 
the marketing phase of the lifecycle gained the most engagement in both the workshops. While some 
designers initially dismissed their role within marketing, by the end, all designers had changed their 
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minds and acknowledged their role and responsibility. Designers explained how collaboration was 
important and how they critically viewed the way sustainable consumption is marketed today.  
 
The designers were all very expressive in acknowledging their role as a designer and their responsibility. 
‘When you’re a designer you are a part of the responsibility’ (Designer 3); ‘the values of the company, 
they need to match yours as well and if they don’t match yours for sustainability wise, it’s like, you’re 
responsible to somehow trying to suggest or impose some way this consciousness in the textile world, 
in the fashion world’ (Designer 1); ‘as a designer, I'm like, that's a starting point of everything’ 
(Designer 5). Designer 4 reflected on how they try to influence the system and create awareness to the 
supplier side by contacting the factories they work with in China, explaining to them why certain factors 
such as recycled materials are important to European consumers. Additionally, designers also reflected 
their role of convincing the companies they work for, according to designer 2, it may be a long battle, 
but if arguments are presented well, then companies are often willing to listen. 
 
Designers were critical of the way sustainable aspects in the fast fashion industry are currently 
marketed. One designer explained ‘H&M have been doing their conscious range mainly for a few years 
now, and they’ve got a recycled brand that costs more, but the problem to me is that people are starting 
to understand that it costs more, but they are not understanding why because they’re not marketing it 
properly.’ (Designer 6), they believed it to be essential to connect the designers directly to the 
consumers. This also highly relates to current studies in academia which view the inclusivity of the 
users of the garments in order to redesign business models toward a circular economy (Fletcher, 2008; 
Aakko and Koskennurmi-Sivonen, 2013).  
 
There is, however, a strong emphasis portrayed by the designers that in order to transmit this 
information to the customer, the collaboration of the entire company is required. Designer 2 paints a 
picture: 
 

‘But for our message to get all the way to the customers how we felt it needed a joint effort 
from the photographers, from the website designers from their window display people..  
If a large number of people within the company, let's say 80% or more are always pushing 
for sustainability. Then that will be the direction, but if theres people working for the 
company and then they don't have the same vision to have sustainability. If a 
photographer does not care if something isn't sustainable, you're not going to argue for 
it...all departments are different and everybody has their own ideas, we might be looking 
at sustainable, but then let's say in the, the people doing the store the Windows or the 
websites, they have their minds on something totally different relevant today in their 
fields. And they want to do something different in this. You have to have lots of meetings, 
lots of arguments and just have to find the place. Sometimes you win the arguments and 
sometimes you don't, so you can always say to every.’ (Designer 2). 

 
 
Designer 5 additionally reinforced ‘But because it maybe they can listen to you and apply your 
suggestion and maybe they can tell you that's not your job that's not why you are here for, your job is 
designing. I mean, we don't care about what you're saying, just draw’ (Designer 5).  
 

Sales 
Research on circular fashion often points at shifting away from trends, avoiding any design 
obsolescence and adopting new collaborative models of consumption. There was generally shown to 
be high levels of agreement between academia’s perception and the own designer's views. Repairs and 
warranty were, however, an exception, and budget and costs were identified to be the most significant 
barriers to developments for designers in the sales phase of the lifecycle.  
 
While designers were not currently engaging with collaborative consumption models such as clothing 
rental or the resale of faulty items returned via take-back schemes, they all expressed that they believed 
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this was the direction the industry was currently heading and saw the engagement of their companies 
in the near future. The most prominent expression of interest was drawn toward the resale and selling 
new and upcycled garments alongside each other. Furthermore, designers expressed that they took 
responsibility for design flaws which resulted in faulty garments. 
 
There was a clear understanding from the designers that design obsolescence is something which they 
avoid. However, there were cases where they did design garments, knowing that their life span may be 
short-lived, and this was highly dependent on customers willingness to pay. Jersey is, for example, a 
material very high in demand, but the high-quality jersey is expensive, and customers are not willing to 
pay. ‘When its expensive that you've got to remember. There's a high percentage of people that can't 
afford, like it's the same with foods, not many people can afford that sustain their living and lifestyle’ 
(Designer 6). Therefore, garments are produced at a lesser quality because it is something that gets them 
sales, which is ultimately what the fast fashion business model is based upon. Designers also directed 
this responsibility toward their quality control departments, as they are the ones who work with these 
questions. 
 
While designers expressed the importance of avoiding design obsolescence and resale; repairs and 
warranties had the opposite response. It was overall viewed that repairs are not realistic within fast 
fashion companies the size of Inditex, in line with a previous study made by Vezzoli & Manzini in 2008 
who explained the high costs of repairs. Designers described how it is cheaper to produce a new garment 
than to repair one. ‘For me, the fashion industry is a sale is a sales industry. It's about trying to make 
as much profit as possible. So if you're teaching people to not buy new jeans and get the old ones 
repaired and yeah you are not getting the sale. So if it comes down to money or your integrity.’ 
(Designer 2). Instead, the designers believed repairs are more appropriate for denim companies or 
performance brands (Nudie, Patagonia, North Face were touted as examples). Designers, however, 
stressed the importance of people learning how to repair their own clothing. They also stressed the lack 
of restrictions on how much clothing a brand should be allowed to produce. ‘I think it has to shift back 
because we can't sustain how we're continuing in the industry’ (Designer 6). 

 

Customer garment care 
Garment care, labelling and laundry detergent was the only part of the lifecycle that was entirely 
dismissed by the designers, they saw no role, nor responsibility, and they unanimously disagreed with 
these sources. The designers mostly claimed that this was not something that was possible within a 
global fast-fashion brand and that it would instead be more appropriate for smaller brands. Knowledge 
and time were both identified as the main barriers for designer engagement.  
 
Designers first and foremost explained that they did not play a role in the labelling process of how a 
garment should be cared for and redirected this responsibility toward the quality control and fabric 
departments of their companies. Designers also emphasised that labelling in such detail would be 
unrealistic for a large fast-fashion brand because the brand does not always know all of the properties 
of the fabric, and sometimes even the entire fabric composition, with the speeds of getting the product 
to the shop floor, there is not always time to confirm the information provided by the supplier ‘it 
depends on the company and the information they have about the fabrics, because it’s not always true’ 
(Designer 3). Designer 5 added that labelling therefore usually displays more general instructions 
‘you’re just gonna see a tag here like you can iron it, you cannot iron it, you can use bleach, you cannot 
(…) so I think that depends like on the size of the company that you’re working for’.  
 
In terms of any collaboration together with laundry detergent producers in order to develop products 
which last longer, or research which products currently have a longer life span; this was something 
which had never previously been considered by the designers. Neither could they see themselves 
engaging in such a task in the future. ‘The designer will normally just say I need satin fabrics or I need 
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this colour’ (Designer 6), designers explained that they did not require the fabric expertise in order to 
assist with such a project.  
 

Intended life/uses 
Designers are prompted in the design phase to shift from designing for one use or function toward 
designing multifunctional garments in order to increase its lifespan. Designers recognised a high level 
of responsibility within this but reported that they were limited within their power to make such 
decisions due to costs and interference with other departments roles.  
 
Designers additionally expressed an interest in educating their customers to be able to adapt or upgrade 
their garments themselves. Fixing small holes, changing buttons or altering a long sleeve to a short 
sleeve were general skills people possessed prior to the fast fashion system coming into focus. Designers 
expressed how they would like to make short videos for their company websites in order to simply 
demonstrate how such upgrades to garments could be done, although this was something very few had 
experienced within their companies. Designers reported their experiences where if they suggest 
something that will affect another department, then it often became arguments, so therefore, such 
confrontations would often be avoided unless they are given orders to do otherwise. 
 
Designing multifunctional or reversible garments yielded a positive response, and most designers had 
an experience of this. They liked the sense that the garments could evolve into something else; for 
example, in sportswear, a jacket could also be a bag. Therefore, this was often highly considered during 
the design process and implemented into their design when possible. The problem, however, was that 
reversible garments will significantly increase the price and that this did not have any space within the 
fast fashion system with the lack of customers willingness to pay. Designer 5 explains: 
 
            ‘It’s complicated you know, because when it turns to money, it’s really hard to educate 

people and showing them that even though they are paying for it cheap it’s not going to 
last. But if you paid double for the item item, maybe its going to last you for two more 
years (…) it’s really hard to make somebody spend more money on something if they 
actually don’t care of anything else than their pockets’ (Designer, 5). 

                                                                        

End of life 
The end of life phase of a garment's lifecycle is one of the phases addressed to be of the most importance 
when envisioning a transition toward a circular fashion system. In particular, the designer’s choice of 
materials flows out as new options for the rest of the system. While the designers displayed a genuine 
interest and engagement of end of life, it was clear this was a new concept for them. Additionally, there 
was a clear, stark contrast between what the designer would like to do within this phase, and the frames 
in which they are confined to, mainly due to expensive costs.  
 
Designers mainly diverted their attention to post retail responsibility, where views between them were 
very mixed, most notably between the two different groups. The group of less experienced designers 
saw a more significant responsibility, whereas the group of more experienced designers struggled to 
identify as much responsibility or envision potential solutions for this stage of the lifecycle. One 
designer expressed ‘It’s not something that is in my train of thought when I’m designing. What will the 
customer do after they bought the products? Yeah it’s up to them’ (Designer 2).  
 
Some designers, however, acknowledged that their brands should be held responsible ‘I think holding 
in the actual company more responsible for their products is a good thing because most companies, if 
they’ve got dead stock, they just burn it’ (Designer 6), and also acknowledged the limitations of second 
hands’ capacities. Designers, however, struggled to see the role they could play within recycling efforts. 
Foremost, they did not consider decreasing blends to be realistic within the near future, being limited 
to keeping costs as low as possible.  
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Recycling was a fundamental challenge; designers saw little possibilities of how they could impact the 
garments future recyclability during the design phase. Alternatively, they envisioned the role they could 
play at the post-retail responsibility stage. There was thorough engagement and brainstorming on the 
topics of upcycling, buying back older productions and giving them a new life for resale. They saw the 
initiatives made by urban outfitters for example, selling used alongside new to play a bigger role within 
fast fashion. ‘as a designer that would be as interesting as making the product (…) should we re-dye it, 
should we just relabel it, should it be shorter, should we mix and match?’ (Designer 5). Designers 
warned that in order for fast fashion companies to start considering recycle or upcycling as part of their 
strategy regulations must be in place, as it would require setting up new departments, merchandising 
and fitting into a section of the store, which is considerably expensive. Furthermore, responsibility was 
directed to luxury fashion brands to lead the way and take a stand. Therefore, it was clear there was a 
big interest, but limited engagement.  
 

Innovation 
Innovation is viewed by academia to mean learning from the system and developing solutions to move 
that system forward, while innovation to designers was generally viewed just to include technical 
aspects of design. This is foremost an example of language being confused between different 
stakeholders, creating barriers for engagement with sustainability (Gwilt & Rissanen, 2012). Designers 
could only identify a minimal role or responsibility within aspects of innovation such as uncovering 
psychological and physical barriers to sustainable solutions, or better understanding customer spending 
habits in order to develop alternative economically attractive business models as suggested by Earley 
(2017).  
 
It was made clear when discussing the development of new materials that designers separated 
sustainability from design ‘either I’m designing for a sustainable line, or I’m designing probably to 
climb mount everest’ (Designer 4). Yet, they were highly interested in such innovations. One designer 
said ‘As a designer yeah the more options you have to be creative the better, so if there is new 
technology, is available with this new innovation, as designers, we’re always interested’ (Designer 2), 
it was therefore identified that designers saw themselves as the beneficiaries of such innovations, rather 
than the innovators. 
 
Uncovering psychological and physical barrier, there was some acknowledgement of what they could 
participate with, including that of previously mentioned educating their customers, but also being more 
educated themselves of current technologies and how to apply this to their designs. There was the 
further acknowledgement that such research would need to occur on personal time, although they 
strongly felt this information should come from the companies they worked for. Overall, this meant that 
designers were generally not engaging with this.  
 
Finally, designers saw no role, control or responsibility regarding customers spending habits. ‘For me, 
when it comes to customers, I don’t see that we any have power’ (Designer 2). The designers perceived 
this to be a sensitive topic, explaining customers to have the power over them and lacking an 
understanding over customers willingness to pay, ‘because normally the more sustainable things are 
more expensive than the other, and the customers think about that (…) because if they stop buying then 
literally, you don’t have any reason to be in the market’ (Designer 5). There was however some level 
of acknowledgement of innovation to the current business model, as repairs were viewed as being of an 
economic loss, there was some economic feasibility attributed to upcycle and resale, even though they 
could not explain how the logistics of such a system would function.  
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4.9 How will uncovering the designer role from designer 
perspectives contribute to altering what is perceived as 
'problems' and 'solutions' when working toward circular 
fashion?  

4.9.1 The misconception of fast fashion vs luxury fashion 
This study found there to be a clear misconception within academia, of the term ’designer’ within 
fashion where the designer within fast fashion and the designer within high-end luxury fashion is seen 
to be equally as powerful as one another. More specifically, there is a misidentification between the 
different types of designers and the inherently different systems they work within. Whereas in the luxury 
fashion industry, designers are represented as individuals, there is a known name behind the designers, 
who have a large image and presence within fashion culture. Contrary, the designer in the fast fashion 
industry is anonymous and unidentified, and this designer is often part of a collective of designers 
specifically for that category of clothing and an overall network. This draws a close relation to how 
designers referred to company size and prestige on a regular basis. Designers acknowledged how certain 
things would have a higher possibility of being implemented or controlled within the luxury industry, 
and if this industry changed, they would be likely to follow suit. Overall it can be hypothesised that the 
designer within the fast fashion industry represents a smaller part of a bigger subsystem, whereby their 
power for change is relatively smaller than the designer within the luxury industry who represents a 
bigger part of a smaller subsystem whereby their power for change can be regarded as being reasonably 
larger. This aligns exceptionally with critical systems theory which strives to recognise the power 
dynamics in place which may hinder or allow transformations to take place (Wittmayer & Scäpke, 
2014). 

4.9.2 Internal conflicts prevent collaboration 
This study also found that internal conflicts within the fast fashion industry also shed light on the 
realities of the systemic and organisational structures in place, which could limit some of the 
opportunities outlined in the current literature. ‘Stepping on people's toes’, ‘arguments’ and 
‘discussions’ were words used oftentimes when explaining past attempts to try something new which 
would require the collaboration of the other members of the system, most notably buyers, marketing 
and commercial teams. For example, there is a strong emphasis in the literature on how designers have 
the power to change culturally dominant views. Designers identify, that in order to communicate this 
via the website they require the collaboration of the marketing team, the website curators, photographers 
and overall management. A fast fashion system is also based on fast decision-making. Even if only one 
of these departments are not willing to collaborate the whole project will be set aside. Literature rarely 
considers the internal interplay of fast fashion organisations, and therefore does not take into 
consideration the various power structures within, by oversimplifying the problematisation. The 
illustration below (Fig. 5) visually demonstrates the systemic structure of the fast fashion system, and 
the designer’s power within it. 
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Fig. 5 Designer power in fast fashion system – designers positioning compared to the other departments. 
The figure above demonstrates a visual view of designer’s level of power within the fast fashion system in line 
with critical systems theory which claims that power structures and influences within a system must be considered 
in order to understand the capacity for transformation. 
 

4.9.3 Material and immaterial flows  
Wahl and Baxter (2008) have explained that the solutions to wicked problems of design are more likely 
to be new processes, rather than purple material artefacts, which proved to be true in this study. The 
designers appeared to be most engaged within the workshop when discussing immaterial aspects such 
as the changing of culturally dominant views,  marketing of education, and understanding how to apply 
systems thinking to their design process. Currently, within a linear fast fashion business model, there is 
no business in that, but there could be in a circular system. This ultimately demonstrates that reducing 
the barriers of costs and time perceived by the designers, and increasing knowledge and education could 
leverage the transition from fast fashion to circular fashion. While material flows such as fibre selection 
and recycling processes were dismissed as being their role.  
 

4.10 What leverage points and transition points show 
potential seeds in the current system, and what would allow 
them to blossom? 

Using the systemic three horizons thinking, leverage points were identified in order to advance further, 
stimulate and incubate future transitions and redirect and calibrate the focus of research within the field. 
Six leverage points were identified based on designers view and experiences of working in the fast 
fashion industry: cultural norm, strong teams, digitalization, leadership for sustainability, education & 
knowledge and reducing intergenerational conflicts as displayed below in (Fig. 6).  Leverage points 
were drawn upon the aspects in (Fig. 4) - the perceived roles and responsibilities of the designer by 
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academic sources, and the designers lived experiences of them which were mapped along the three 
horizons. While the identified leverage points present areas which could accelerate and leverage 
transition toward circular fashion, it is important to point out that the researchers are the experts in this 
area, and the designers who focus on the design, and not the circularity or sustainability aspects will not 
be as reachable of solving these problems alone, requiring the collaboration, guidance and assistance of 
these experts. 
 

 
Fig. 6 Leverage points - leverage toward a circular fashion system (adapted from Abson et al., 2017 and Sharpe 
et al., 2016 three horizons framework). The figure above demonstrates six leverage points with the potential for 
change from the current fast fashion system (business as usual) toward a circular fashion system (desired, 
emerging future). Currently, the fast fashion system is dominant in society, meaning each of the six leverage 
points are currently negative. Addition of any of the six leverage points will tilt the lever down toward the circular 
fashion system. 
 

4.10.1 Cultural Norm 
The section on changing culturally dominant views provided the most extensive set of significant 
clusters for being a leverage point. The cultural norm played a substantial role within the media shaping 
awareness and knowledge on sustainability-related issues, and leading ‘newness’ and ‘trends’. Being 
more outspoken via the media could, therefore, shape culturally dominant trends. 
 
One interesting finding is the way in which the media dilutes information about sustainability in the 
fast fashion industry so it loses power and fails to create a norm. In cases where a sustainability issue 
is picked up as a trend in the media, it can become a cultural norm and inspire the industry to become 
more circular. There were many cases where the designer stated that they did not believe something to 
be their role for example production processes such as dying and washing, yet it was a consistent trend 
across all the designers that they saw denim to be the exception to that rule. When questioned why more 
attention was paid to denim, they expressed how polluting, and water-intensive denim production is, 
this is in line with the increase in awareness among consumers on these issues (Amutha, 2017: 30).  
Additionally, designers responded similarly to fake synthetic fur and polyurethane (PU). In the past 
couple of years, some brands have started going fur-free in a change up towards sustainability. The 
fashion industry poses many environmental risks, but the power of the media highlighting denim and 
fake fur, in particular, has meant that it has become culturally known to us. Other recent developments 
in the industry have seen unisex clothing, inclusivity and body shaming to have transitioned to become 
standard in the fast fashion world. A more significant focus within the media could also shape and form 
cultural norms and provide leverage for development in this area.  
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Another very prominent cultural norm currently within the fast fashion model is ‘trends’ and ‘newness’, 
which was regularly brought up by the designers as being a barrier towards sustainable developments. 
Designers reported their experience curating ‘sustainability collections’ but also stated that ‘if you’re 
trying to do ‘sustainable’ all year round, that’s very very difficult, because the moment somebody sees 
a different trend….’ (Designer 2). This idea is further reinforced by social networking platforms such 
as Instagram whos strongest traits is advertising fashion when you want it. It is not surprising when 
brands market sustainability as if it were a trend. For example, New Look ‘99p delivery on sustainable 
dresses, surprisingly sustainable’ with the only information following supporting is ‘ecological cotton’.  
 
Based off of the designers experience, one designer stated ‘I guess the more we talk about it, the more 
who generates, the more people will be educated and the more it will snowball into benefits’ (Designer 
2). Social media platforms are large social spaces for altering believed norms. Furthermore, designers 
expressed their value of the environment over their job in the bigger picture, reinforcing that designers 
are willing to collaborate if the circumstances were made possible.  
 

4.10.2 Strong teams 
Time was a reoccurring issue throughout the workshop, and the lifecycle phases discussed. Building 
stronger teams has the potential of serving as a leverage point, assisting a transition toward circular 
fashion. 
 
The majority of the participants noted that time was a significant challenge for them. Therefore the time 
to add any additional tasks to their existing ones was somewhat limited. It thus can be suggested that 
engagement in pushing for sustainability initiatives are likely to fall short. For even if the designer 
wishes to engage in these tasks, it is not made possible. Designers within fast fashion are often tasked 
with three to four current collections, fitting three collections, while sourcing fabrics for upcoming 
collections. Perhaps the most obvious option to optimise time is to create a larger team or make fewer 
collections, but this is unlikely to be brought about based on the current fast fashion business structure. 
However, the way in which teams are formed can be identified as a leverage point. A capable, strong 
team requires minds of different backgrounds and skills. Knowledge of sustainability and circularity is 
evidently not currently a skill many designers in the industry have. Teams built upon different 
background skills and tasks offer an opportunity to broaden the current tasks and add interdisciplinarity 
to teams.  
 

4.10.3 Digitalisation 
The role of digitalisation in the fashion industry has risen and become more prominent in the past few 
years. Through discussions with the designers, it became evident that digitalisation works as a tool for 
a means of communication between brand and customer. Website experiences have evolved, and online 
shopping has increased, accompanied by special helpful features. Nevertheless, using websites as a 
platform for conveying information on sustainability has lacked. Websites serve as a platform to convey 
information to the customers quickly and swiftly. Using as a tool to highlight, educate and influence 
circularity within their brands is an under-lived potential.  
 
Discussions on digitalisation were most significant when talking in relation to post retail responsibility. 
Designers identified the powerful, influential role of websites as a tool to communicate to the customer 
primarily how to repair their garments such as missing buttons, small holes, or updating their item such 
as altering a long sleeve to a short sleeve. They felt they had a responsibility to convey this information 
to the customer, but it was nothing that had been experienced before within their companies. This again 
links with cultural norms and how the fashion industry forms them. With a small amount of time, a 
broad audience is targeted. Garment repair is a dying skill that many used to posses, but now that they 
do not need to know how to anymore it is contributing to buy-use-dispose, a barrier to circularity. 
Brands themselves such as Zara are seen as role models for the industry, and their brand websites could 
offer the potential to set a new direction and awareness around respecting one's clothing. 
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Additionally, universal tracking technologies is a relatively new concept, and designers were interested 
in the potential. Universal tracking technologies can let users add a story to the garment; additionally, 
for brands, it provides information on how long an item is used before being disposed of. Therefore 
digitalisation was identified as a leverage point in pushing the industry to become more circular.  
 

4.10.4 Leadership for sustainability  
A lack of leadership for sustainability was made very clear through designer discussions on 
roles and responsibilities when it came to working toward a circular fashion system. 
Repeatedly designers directed sustainability-related responsibilities to several areas in the 
company. CEO, directors and consumers were perceived to have the highest level of 
responsibility, while marketing, commercial and sales teams were regularly referred to as 
decision-makers. It was somewhat surprising that not a single designer referred to 
sustainability departments, even though at least 50% had a sustainability-related department 
within their company.  
 
There appeared to be no point of call for the designers when it came to ethical and 
environmental aspects. ‘Join life’ is the name of fast fashion giant Inditex sustainability focus 
programme. One designer reflected on its first introduction. ‘I knew nothing about recycling 
(...) join life (...) We just started the project (...) In six months time you have to have thirty 
percent recycled fabrics in your products, and that was kind of it. We weren’t informed of 
how they were going to test it or anything like that’ (Designer 6). This further enhances the 
need for education and leadership within these fields.  
 
Additionally, the suppliers were seen to hold a great deal of responsibility from the designer's 
point of view. There was a firm belief that suppliers producing the clothing, who have 
suffering natural environments in their country of residence should be pushing for more 
sustainable practices, and investments in new solutions, innovations and technologies. This 
was something of great interest to the designers. This once again echos the lack of 
collaboration and communication currently within the fashion industry. 
 
Overall though, designers even though they pointed out whom they think the responsibility 
lies with, they firmly believed that any real change has to come from the top. Designers could 
only really see government regulations being the only solution. Ultimately, without any 
leadership in becoming more sustainable, nobody will take the lead.  
 

4.10.5 Education and Knowledge 
Another leverage point for the fast fashion industry to advance their circularity is the education and 
knowledge the designers receive on sustainability from the companies they work for. Designers 
reflected on that any research they make is usually on their own, but they expected that the company 
they work for would educate them.  
 
Education received in prior studies varied between the designers, but the extent of it was perhaps one 
to two classes and having a sustainability aspect included in your final collection. Designers who had 
been in the industry longer and had been away from the education system longer reported no 
education on sustainability as it was not a trend at the time, social media has not started yet, and 
access to the internet was limited.  
 
Designers reported their primary knowledge on circularity came from trade fairs and social media. ‘I 
feel all four of us are highly educated in sustainability now because of social media’ (Designer 2). 
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This once again highlights the aspect of the digital world, cultural norms and where our beliefs 
originate and form. Simultaneously need to develop a consciousness alongside customers, as both 
players are required to make this work. 
 

4.10.6 Reducing Intergenerational conflicts 
There was a clear divide between the more experienced designers (7 years plus) versus, the newer 
designers (3 years) mainly in their interests of sustainability in fashion overall and how they reflected 
on their own personal responsibility as a designer. Minimising and reducing this view, and instead 
viewing it as an ‘all generations’ responsibility, some barriers to transition could be lifted.  
 
The more experienced generation believed that the next generation of designers would be more educated 
to take on these problems and saw less of a responsibility on their own side. This could be put down to 
two main explanations. First of all, the more experienced designers may feel they have already made 
their ‘stamp’ on the industry under the duration of time working there and feel this new challenge is 
being passed on down to newer designers in the industry who are just starting their careers. 
Alternatively, another explanation may be that they have been in the industry so long that their ideas 
have been knocked down enough times and already experienced conflicts and losing arguments that 
they have lost the energy to fight these things and instead do the tasks outlined by their role.  
 
This further reinforces this idea of passing a problem on to somebody else instead of tackling it 
themselves head first, even though they are the experts of how the industry works. With the right amount 
of support, this could perhaps be overcome. As more experienced designers not showing interest in 
sustainability issues would additionally be likely to contribute to little change occurring as newer 
designers will be limited.  
 
The younger, less experienced generation, however, were a lot more interested in the prospects of 
sustainability and circularity, they had a better background and understanding around sustainability and 
had an itch to learn more. They notably echoed the importance of collaboration and even had some 
knowledge of systems thinking. The older generation were also interested in a system change but rather 
a focus on producing less, with more of a focus on the social aspects.  
 
Each of the leverage points outlined above are interlinked and connected as previously has been 
described through systems thinking practice. Pushing one of the six leverage points in the direction of 
circular fashion will enhance and reinforce the shift of the others, due to the high connectivity. For 
example, if a leadership of sustainability is placed and given resources, then education will be directed 
toward the designers, which they can use to educate their customers via digitalisation, and will help to 
alter culturally dominant views and value systems. Another example, if intergenerational conflicts are 
reduced, this will create a powerful force for change and realigning a companies values, this could gain 
media attention, or the attention of that company, which could shift their views toward a circular system, 
employing strong teams to deal with the change of company strategy and overall better knowledge for 
power. 
 
The six leverage points outlined offer opportunities for transition and how circularity principles can be 
applied directly to the current fast fashion system. Connecting business and academia in this way 
provides an overall holistic yet practical way of leveraging capacity for change, and the ways in which 
the designer can be re-empowered. The leverage points were based around the three reoccurring barriers 
identified in (Fig. 4) which were costs, time and lack of knowledge. 
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8. Conclusion 
This study provided an overall holistic view, bridging together current debates around the needs for a 
circular fashion system within academia, business and policy and the transformational change required 
in order to achieve it. Further, this study provides an overview of the current fast fashion system, 
demonstrating why it is no longer fit for purpose, following it through the various lifecycle phases 
within the design and uncovering leverage points which would allow the capacity for this transition.  
 
This paper first and foremost argues that academia cannot be so heavily focused on the role of an 
important stakeholder and the direction for the industry without including that very stakeholder from 
the research. Designers are not aware of the expectations of them, or the ways these expectations could 
be achieved, which is primarily due to their absence from academia. Additionally, current research on 
the designer role in transitioning toward a circular fashion system does not quite depict the reality of a 
designer’s capacity for the required change. Underlying power structures limit designers within their 
systemic frame and conditions they currently work within. 
 
The critical systems-based methodology, paired with workshops worked successfully in identifying 
how designers perceived role, and the reality of their role differed when viewing problems and solutions 
for transitioning from fast fashion to a circular fashion system. Most notably, the misconception that 
designers within fast fashion and luxury fashion being viewed to be equally powerful as one another 
and leaving out internal structures posed barriers to the currently recommended solutions. Time, costs 
and lack of knowledge were shown to be the most significant barriers for the capacity to change, and 
six leverage points aimed to overcome these.  
 
Overall this interdisciplinary study bridges fashion business with sustainability science in an easy way. 
It sets and refines future research on solutions and challenges when looking at transitions, whereby 
academia and reality are slightly out of touch, while also providing an opportunity to influence brands 
sustainability integration and strategy.  
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9. Implications and further research 
This study covers a broad empirical setting of the fashion industry and transitions toward circularity. 
While choices could have been made to focus on specific aspects more deeply, research including the 
designers was at the time of the study absent from the academic sphere, prompting a broader exploration 
of the field in order to assist future studies. Therefore, it is recommended in the future to focus on certain 
aspects of the circular fashion landscape such as the role of design in material flows, the role of design 
changing culturally dominant views or how design could be utilized to open up new possibilities for 
recycling.  
 
Research on large complex problems such as systemic change is still an emerging field. While this 
study points to new perspectives within circular fashion, including the role of the designer, there are 
other systemic challenges which are still yet to be understood. Future studies could focus on the 
designers working within the luxury fashion industry, to better understand their capacities for change, 
and if they align with, and could assist the movement of the fast fashion system toward a more circular 
one.  
 
Additionally, this study focused on six designers who were all currently based and working within 
Europe, a future study including more designers from various parts of the world, could lead to a better 
understanding in overall global systemic change.  
 
Finally, the critical systems-based methodology together with workshops proved to be a successful new 
way of bridging together industry and academia, and it is highly encouraged to continue to be used in 
the future. Large amounts of data were generated, which could lead to deeper understandings than 
singular interviews could provide. Overall the study format worked very well and achieved the intended 
aims of the study, with insightful results. 
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