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Using theories of sustainability and an appropriate model of reflection assess your own contribution to maintaining a sustainable planet







This is a reflective record that aims to consider my own contribution to a sustainable planet, in particular, my use of leather bags and footwear as a contradiction to my beliefs regarding sustainability.  This essay will explore these contradictions and further attempt to examine the reasoning behind my decision and any alternatives to the practice of wearing leather. There is evidence that suggests that leather has a high carbon footprint and is also hazardous to the health of those that help produce it, cognitive dissonance is one of the theories that will be discussed. The reflective model that will be discussed is Graham Gibbs, (1988); (cited in McLeod 2024):
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Gibbs Reflective Cycle, (1988), cited in McLeod, (2024); fig1

‘Carbon footprint’ is the amount of CO2 used to make a product from breeding animal to human use and the energy used to dispose of leather, (UNIDO, 2017).

The first part of the reflective cycle I will translate to ‘what is happening’, which is a description of what the issue is. Although I don’t eat meat or dairy, I wear leather, and I am uncomfortable with this decision.  This is a contradiction because intensive farming of animals in many areas including our culture is widely considered unsustainable and unethical; CO2 needed to complete the process of preparing leather is high, increasing my personal carbon footprint, (Collective Fashion Justice, no date). I am aware that I wear leather shoes and bags and do this despite my own animal welfare beliefs and considerations that these products contribute to intensive cull and high production costs, and negative implications for the planet (Brown, 2020).  I recognise that there is an ongoing inner dialogue regarding what I would like to do about this and what is realistically achievable. 

The second part of the process is about considering what my feelings are about the decision to wear leather and examining this contraction.  Leather has been considered as a byproduct of the meat industry, meaning that it is incidental to the slaughter of an animal, killed for the food industry (Pérez-Aguilar, et al., 2024; UNIDO, 2017),  this is the view that I tell myself, but I am also conflicted with holding this view. When I wear leather and I allow myself to consider what it means; I think about the suffering that the animal went through, the environmental damage and the roles that people play when producing the item;   I also feel that people who work in the field of animal slaughter or tanning may be in environments that are unhealthy with poisons not always have the luxury of choosing their job-roles due to economic and social factors; and are exposed to chemicals that are claimed to harm personal health and eco-systems (Clayton cited in Henry,  Stern & Rockström, 2020); Collective Fashion Justice, no date).   I feel guilty and uncomfortable about wearing leather yet paradoxically find reasons to do so despite the above knowledge.
 
Chen, Lin. and Lee, (2014) raise that environmental damage caused by leather production needs also to include that used by the life of cattle prior to their slaughter as well as the impact of processing and transporting leather (UNIDO, 2017; Collective Fashion Justice, no date); with this environmental information and emergence it is getting harder to justify my own needs above those of the environmental crises.  I have usually felt that because this is considered a biproduct of the meat industry this balances out my use of leather, but it is hard to ignore the evidence that animal skins are not just a byproduct but part of a heavily processed ‘co-product’ of the meat industry, both of which are an expensive component  to the environmental crisis (Haakonson, no date). 

In response to thinking about change I feel helpless because the system around the industry is a part of several economic structures, so finding new ways would mean complex involvement from various stakeholders (Henry, Stern & Rockström, 2020), which in turn feels like a personal goal that can’t be reached. I feel conflicted because shopping and wearing new leather bags and shoes makes me feel good about myself, and because they are of good quality that are durable over man-made fabric bags that don’t last as long (Hawes, 2025); yet also know that leather is not so good for my own contribution to the planet.  This dilemma would be considered is an example of ‘cognitive dissonance’; a term coined by Leon Fastener (1957) cited in Hogg, (2014); and Gross, (2009), described as engaging in a belief (I like leather shoes); but at the same time being conflicted by knowing that it is not good for the planet. This will be discussed further in the analysis section.

Reflecting on the evaluation part of the model; this is translated into trying to understand my conflict with the issue and what I am contributing to it.  The meat and leather industry has attracted some attention with the UK Government food strategy (Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2022) that raises concerns about the food production and the wellbeing of citizens whilst leaning heavily on economic and trade priorities and assumes that technology or additives in animal food to lessen methane gasses in the environment, will counteract the harm.  This report is heavily criticised by the Climate Change Committee, (2022), who suggest that “..technical measures alone are not enough to reduce emissions from the agriculture and land use sectors”.  Chairman (Lord Deben, 2022) goes on to say, “The Government’s ‘Food Strategy’ will do precious little to tackle emissions from agriculture which is now one of the most serious contributors to climate change”.  My contribution to not contributing to eating meat products is compatible with tackling climate change, in a small way, but it is hard to ignore that leather is also part of this industry and therefore injurious to the environment (Gurler, et al., 2017).

With the above information in mind, I have questioned my own decisions alongside why I have continued to purchase and wear these items despite feeling they are at odds with my values. The simple reason is that leather is far more available than other materials, it is durable and affordable, alternative materials that biodegrade faster may also have a shorter lifespan (Hildebrant, Thran, Bezama (2021). My own reasoning that I contribute to the environmental crisis in this way is compensated by not eating meat products, whilst contradictory, is also balancing my decision to wear leather. However, looking into whether leather is a biproduct of the meat industry, UNIDO (2017) suggest that if it is then it must take some of the responsibility for the huge amounts of CO2 that is used to prepare, make and transport leather goods. The Sustainable Apparel Coalition (Haakanson, no date) further challenges the leather industry’s manipulation that the material is ‘natural’ and is not borne out of abuse and suffering. 

Consequently, as this is not working for me, I have been making more of an effort to look at alternatives to leather, much of which is also hazardous to the environment such as PVC (Ball, 2007). Graham (2025) suggests that many alternatives to leatherwear are simply ‘greenwashing’, which is a strategy that makes companies appear that they are ‘green’ when they are misleading customers (Gibbens, 2022), who also claims that polyurethane is a much safer product and lower in CO2 emissions.  I have looked into vegan bags and experimented during this assignment by purchasing a bag from a company that only produces vegan bags and accessories; it is made from “100% recycled windshield glass resin and the lining made from recycled plastic bottles” (Matt & Nat, 2025).  I have also given a bag to charity, and thought more about buying recycled wear; leather shoes and bags that are already in use and would otherwise go to landfill having their original owner having expired of their use; whilst still wearing leather, re-using items may also be a marginally better alternative than purchasing new and contributing to the leather industry directly.

[bookmark: _Int_8kbS18FB] The analysis part of the process will now attempt to gain insight into the decisions and take an overview of the situation.  I started off by exploring my own values alongside the known environmental hazards of leather, and my decision to purchase it nonetheless. This is relevant to cognitive dissonance theory, which is considered an uncomfortable state of acting upon a decision that one is at odds with, but despite feeling this way, finding reasons to justify and continue the behaviour (Hogg, 2014; Gross, 2009). In this case, I have summarised that I use the idea that I have compensated in other areas and my own self justification to wear the items (Hogg, 2014); all of which is putting me in a contradictory state.  Considering this, it has been helpful to look at durable alternatives as well as thinking about my own input to sustainability in my life.  I have assumed that it doesn’t matter that much because I try to compensate by not eating meat; however, the evidence has shown that leather is considered a co-product of the meat industry.  Leather is subject to its own entire production process that uses an excessive amount of CO2 therefore, as I have discovered, it must be held partially responsible for ecological harm to the environment (UNIDO, 2017; Chen, Lin and Lee, 2014; Collective Fashion Justice, no date). This has in turn helped me think differently and be more throughtful when considering my purchase and use of leather goods.

I also have felt that I am contributing to an economic structure at the expense of environmental priorities; the meat and leather industry. The Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) stressed three key areas evident in sustainable futures, otherwise known as the three E’s - see below diagram for clarification (fig2). The analysis section outlined the UK Government food strategy (DEFRA, 2022) which, due to the priority of trade and growth as discussed, could be viewed as prioritising ‘economic’ growth over ‘ecological’ or (social ‘equity’) and the health of the population.
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‘Three Pillars of Sustainability’ (Adams, 2006) cited in Beers, (2009), (fig2).


Concluding Gibb’s model, I have investigated what alternative materials are available that can replace leather goods. I have found that this is very much in the development stage with some alternatives such as PVC are equally as damaging to the environment as leather; and some are made to look environmentally friendly or ‘green’ when they are not (Graham, 2025).  The ongoing processing and consumerism of leather goods is contributing to environmental damage and increasing my own carbon footprint, I have experimented with purchasing from the used product market.  This has made me feel I am doing a bit more to lessen my own contribution to climate change.  I have bought a new bag, some might criticise this decision because part of the environmental issue is that we have too much already (Hawkins, 2010), with this in mind I then decided to give a leather bag to a charity shop for someone else to use.  I have found that wearing anything is inevitably tied up with consumerist culture, and hence the interdependent making and selling industries contribute to darker issues such as poor working conditions and disease (Gallagher, 2013), so I have investigated campaigners Greenpeace and joined their newsletter with the view of taking action to support their movements (Greenpeace, 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_pCNUprHs]In conclusion, what I have learnt is that this issue is complicated by many factors including the structure of a set consumerist culture, compounded by the somewhat murky areas and processes that keep this industry alive. My own contribution feels small in comparison to this giant structure, but I feel more comfortable with trying to seek out alternatives to leather, in an attempt to balance my own dissonance.  Addressing that this is part of a much larger scale operation, it felt important to acknowledge this by linking with Greenpeace, an organisation designed to challenge the larger systems at play within the meat and leather industry. I do however recognise that there is a long road ahead and it must be tackled as an entire process.















References:

Ball, P. (2007) ‘Material witness: poison plastic?’, Nature materials, 6(2), pp. 96–96. Available at: doi.org/10.1038/nmat1829.
Beers. D.V, (2009). ‘Application of the cleaner production framework to the development of regional synergies in heavy industrial areas: a case study of Kwinana (Western Australia)’ - ResearchGate. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Three-Pillars-of-Sustainability-Adams-2006_fig2_41169020 (Accessed 2 Feb 2025).
Brown, N. (2020) 7 reasons why meat is bad for the environment. Available at: 7 reasons why meat is bad for the environment - Greenpeace UK. (Accessed 11 February 2025).
Chen, K.-W., Lin, L.-C. and Lee, W.-S. (2014) ‘Analyzing the Carbon Footprint of the Finished Bovine Leather: A Case Study of Aniline Leather’, Energy procedia, 61, pp. 1063–1066. Available at: doi.org/10.1016/j.egypro.2014.11.1023.

Climate Change Committee, (2022), Government’s Food Strategy ‘a missed opportunity’ for the climate, Available at: Government's Food Strategy ‘a missed opportunity’ for the climate - Climate Change Committee. (Accessed: 2 February 2025).

Collective Fashion Justice, (no date), Issues in the bovine skin leather supply chain, Available at: Leather — Collective Fashion Justice. (Accessed: 2 February 2025).

Lord Deben, (2022) Government’s Food Strategy ‘a missed opportunity’ for the climate, Available at: Government's Food Strategy ‘a missed opportunity’ for the climate - Climate Change Committee. (Accessed: 2 February 2025).

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2022) Government Food Strategy, Available at: Government food strategy - GOV.UK. (Accessed 11 February 2025).

Gallagher, S. (2013) The toxic price of leather, Available at: Toxic Price of Leather - Sean Gallagher - Photographer & Filmmaker - Beijing, China. (Accessed: 11 February 2025).

Gibbens. (S). (2022) ‘Is your favourite ‘green’ product as eco-friendly as it claims to be?’ nationalgeography, Available at: What is greenwashing—and how do you avoid it? (Accessed 5 February 2025). 

Gurler. K., Kilic. E., Gullu. S. (2017) ‘Sustainable Product Design and Examples of Leather Material Recycling’, Annals of the University of Oradea: Fascicle of Textiles, Leatherwork, XVIII(2), pp. 141–144. Available at: SUSTAINABLE PRODUCT DESIGN AND EXAMPLES OF LEATHER MATERIAL RECYCLING – DOAJ. (Accessed 3 February 2025).

Graham, W. (2025) UK Vegan Handbag Brands with Sustainable Style, Available at: UK Vegan Handbag Brands With Sustainable Style - Moral Fibres. (Accessed 11 February 2025).

Greenpeace, (2025) Let’s change the world, Available at: Take action - Greenpeace UK. (Accessed 11 February 2025).

Gross, R.D. (2009) Psychology the science of mind and behaviour. Fifth edition. London: Hodder Education.

Hakansson, E. (No Date) The carbon cost of our leather goods, calculated. Available at: The carbon cost of our leather goods, calculated — Collective Fashion Justice. (Accessed 11 February 2024).

Hawes. R. (2025). ‘How long do handbags last? A guide to prolonging the life of your favourite accessory’, Bag Vanity, Available at: How Long Do Handbags Last? How Long Do Handbags Last? A Guide To Prolonging The Life Of Your Favorite Accessory. (Accessed 5 February 2025).

Hawkins, R. (2010) ‘The Story of Stuff: How Our Obsession with Stuff Is Trashing the Planet, Our Communities, and Our Health--and a Vision for Change’, Sustainability : science, practice, & policy, 6(2). Available at: The Story of Stuff: How Our Obsession with Stuff Is Trashing the Planet, Our Communities, and Our Health--and a Vision for Change - ProQuest. (Accessed 6 February 2025).


Hildebrandt, J., Thrän, D. and Bezama, A., (2021). ‘The circularity of potential bio-textile production routes: Comparing life cycle impacts of bio-based materials used within the manufacturing of selected leather substitutes’. Journal of Cleaner Production, 287, p.125470. Available at: The circularity of potential bio-textile production routes: Comparing life cycle impacts of bio-based materials used within the manufacturing of selected leather substitutes - ScienceDirect (Accessed: 6 February 2025).

Hogg, M.A. and Vaughan, G.M. (2014) Social psychology. 7th ed. Harlow: Pearson.

Henry, C;  Stern. N; Rockström. J. (2020) Standing up for a Sustainable World: Voices of Change. Edward Elgar Publishing. Available at: doi.org/10.4337/9781800371781.

Matt & Nat, (2025) Our materials, Available at: Our Materials | Matt & Nat UK. (Accessed: 6 February 2025).

McLeod. S. (2024) ‘Gibbs Reflective Cycle’,  SimplePsychology. Available at: Gibbs Reflective Cycle. (Accessed: 2 February 2025).
UNIDO (United Nations Industrial Development Organization), (2017) Leather Carbon Footprint, Review of the European Standard, EN 16887:2017, Available at: leather_carbon_footprint_p.pdf. (Accessed 2 February 2025).
WCED (1987) Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future Stockholm: UN. Available at: Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development : (Accessed 2 February 2025). 

Pérez-Aguilar, H., Lacruz-Asaro, M.A. and Arán-Aís, F. (2024) ‘Bioprocess to valorise fleshing produced in the tanning industry’, Environmental science and pollution research international, 31(12), pp. 17718–17731. Available at: doi.org/10.1007/s11356-023-28652-0.       











	
	
	



image2.png
Environment

Three Pillars of Sustainability (Adams 2006)




image.png




