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Fast fashion: It is Time to Slow Down! 

Fast fashion is a term used to describe a business model that relies on consumers continuously purchasing new garments. Fast fashion focuses on designing and manufacturing new clothing ranges inspired by the latest catwalk trends. The clothes are often of questionable quality and very affordable. As of writing this article, fast fashion giant SheIn had listed under the "new in" section on their website over 60.000 new clothing items (SheIn, 2022). More shockingly, that number only represents new items added on a specific day.

The fashion industry in numbers:
· The fashion industry produces 10% of annual global CO2 emissions (UNECE, 2018).
· Each year around 92 million tonnes of textile waste is sent to a landfill. It is estimated that if the current growth rate sustains, we will produce 134 million tonnes of textile waste (Igini, 2022).
· A new single pair of jeans produces the same amount of CO2 as driving a car for 58 miles (Oxfam, 2022)
· In India, 22.500 litres of water are used to produce 1kg of cotton (Water Footprint Network, 2022)
· Textile dying is responsible for 20% of global wastewater (News Wise, 2022)
· It was reported that in 2021, UK households spent around 58 billion British pounds on clothing (Statista, 2022)




[image: ]Figure 1: Textile Waste. (Canva, 2022).




Programmed by media, we are made to believe that to make our lives more meaningful, we must participate in overconsumption and keep up with what is new right now. And, just like that, consumers become a part of a problem known as fast fashion. Nevertheless, consumers are not all to blame. Fast fashion giants such as SheIn, H&M, Primark and Zara modelled their business strategies on very high sales volumes and low prices. They rely on a throwaway society mindset that keeps their businesses going. Multiple turnovers of new clothing ranges, always "on trend", and extensive supply chain, often with factories in developing countries relying on cheap labour. It does not sound right, but the majority of customers love it. But why? What is so special about fast fashion? Could it be something to do with how accessible and affordable it is, or is the problem of a more psychological nature?   
Many argue that impulse buying is a significant contributor to fashion-related purchases. Impulse buying can be defined as a "sudden, compelling, hedonically complex buying behaviour in which the rapidity of an impulse decision process precludes thoughtful and deliberate consideration of alternative information and choices." (Bayley and Nancarrow, 1998).
Park et al. 2006 state that pleasure and enjoyment seeking are the main driving factors behind impulse buying in fashion lovers. Moreover, according to the research conducted by Sundström et al. (2019), an emotional kick is also often associated with impulse buying. Another study confirmed that we experience gratification while seeking cheap deals (Knutson et al. 2007). Therefore, the reason why we love fast fashion is so much more complicated than just the accessibility and affordability of a product. 

There is no denying that the statistics listed earlier show a worrying picture of the current situation in the fashion industry. It is apparent that fast fashion poses environmental and social challenges. The situation will only worsen if no action is taken to change the current course. But how can consumers' perception change towards overconsumption and overproduction when garments are made with an expiry date that pushes consumers to purchase again and again? That's right; the clothes are designed to "expire" within several washes or wears. Where it is common knowledge that mobile phones and electronics are built to break or become obsolete within a specific time, "planned obsolescence" is less recognisable by consumers in the fashion industry. The fashion industry relies on obsolescence, but fast fashion thrives on this practice. It seems that the marketing strategy for fast fashion designers is fuelled by planned obsolescence which in return encourages the throwaway culture.

On the other hand, it has to be acknowledged that the fast fashion industry drives the economy, with over 75 million workers worldwide (UNECE, 2018). However, just because fast fashion is good for the economy does not mean its questionable practices can be forgotten. The "Fashion Paradox" is the term used by some to explain how the economic importance of the fast fashion industry outweighs its negatives and protects it from criticism of its unethical practices (Black and Ekert, 2010). It can not be disputed that the fashion industry provides jobs for millions of people who often experience poverty and rely on employment in the clothing industry. However, more often than not, they are the ones who absorb the actual price of fast fashion so we can indulge in cheap shopping binges. 
The fashion industry is just one of many industries contributing to environmental and social issues. Extreme poverty, hunger, inequalities between countries, societal damage to the environment and the planet, increased natural disasters, water scarcity and gender inequality, were among the challenges that motivated the United Nations to create a framework to tackle those issues (WEF, 2015). 
In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly set up Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or Global Goals. The 17 goals are meant to provide a "shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future" (UN, 2022). All members of the United Nations agreed to adopt the goals. The global goals are included in the UN-GA Resolution, also known as Agenda 2030. The goals are expected to be achieved by the year 2030. The 17 goals range from eliminating poverty and hunger; protecting the planet to shining a spotlight on human rights and well-being. 
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Amongst the 17 global goals are several that relate to the fast-fashion industry, for example:
· [bookmark: _Hlk118536788]Sustainable Development Goal No 5 Gender Equality
"Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls."
Some of the most pressing issues of gender inequality observed in developing countries include the gender pay gap, sexual harassment and violence, and almost non-existent protection for women's rights campaigners. Women are seen as less than men, believed to be easily disciplined, and less likely to negotiate or form unions (Prasad, 2018). Moreover, other reports suggest that women workers are usually unskilled and employed at the lower levels, with very few prospects of promotion (Islam, 2016).

· Sustainable Development Goal No 12 Responsible Consumption and Production
"Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns."
Clothing production almost doubled in the last decade. High fast fashion demand is mainly due to low prices of clothing. Consumers can buy more clothes at cheaper prices, which leads to overconsumption and overproduction. Furthermore, overconsumption leads to waste; to be exact, over 92 million tonnes of textile waste is sent to a landfill, which is a severe environmental challenge due to inadequate waste infrastructure. 

· Sustainable Development Goal No 13 Climate Change
There is no avoiding climate change emergency, and as one of the biggest polluters, the fashion industry faces many challenges that must be addressed and overcome. Textile production uses natural resources, and its processes are responsible for greenhouse gas emissions and microplastic entering oceans. Cotton production uses vast amounts of water, creating water scarcity. UNICEF (2022) stated that limited access to fresh water affects basic human living standards, such as access to drinking water and hygiene, but it also can lead to diseases. 

As the concerns grow regarding the detrimental effects of fast fashion on the environment and society, several schemes and innovative ideas have been proposed to tackle the problems. Eradication of fast fashion may not be the answer, as too many livelihoods on both ends of the supply chain depend on it. The challenge is to make fast fashion more ethical and sustainable. In regards to the feminisation of employment and gender equality, it has been suggested that the stakeholders holding the most power within the fast fashion sector must negotiate more all-inclusive employment terms, as many countries within the supply chain still have untaxed and unregulated labour markets (Vijeyarasa & Liu, 2022).

In 2012, the Sustainability Clothing Action Plan (SCAP) was established in the UK to help achieve Global Goals. SCAP is a collaborative initiative with over 90 signatories and supporters within the fashion industry. The action plan aims to reduce the carbon, water and waste associated with producing textiles and clothing. According to SCAP's 2020 final report, there was a 21.6% reduction in carbon and an 18.2% reduction in water. Moreover, 60% of waste targets were met (WRAP, 2021). 

Another glimmer of hope to change the fashion industry was presented by Ellen MacArthur and The Circular Economy. Ellen created the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, where she discusses problems related to the linear economy of taking, making, using and disposing of. She states that to change the system, we need big ideas. Ellen's Twitter addresses the need for collaboration with a shared vision. MacArthur states that a system change is needed to move away from the linear economy. And to do so, the current economy needs to transform. The circular economy is based on three principles: eliminate waste and pollution, circulate products and materials at their highest value and regenerate nature. Eliminate. Circulate. Regenerate.
Concerning the fashion industry, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation states that a circular economy could potentially "unlock a USD 560 billion economic opportunity" through "new business models and collaboration across the value chain" (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022). The new circular economy would ensure that clothing is durable and can withstand time and use. Furthermore, new business models such as clothing rental, subscription and peer-to-peer sharing would enable consumers to obtain the clothing. 
It has to be noted that the circular economy heavily relies on the societal mind shift when it comes to the fashion industry. Consumers must change their perception of fast fashion and acknowledge the negative impact of fast fashion and its ethicality. It is believed that fast fashion is also a consumer-driven approach as opposed to being seen as a supplier-driven approach only. However, not enough studies have been performed to understand the full extent of consumer perception of fast fashion.
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Figure 3: Circular economy systems diagram, (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019).



The fast fashion concept uses linear economy principles of taking, making, using and disposing of, without consideration for the environmental or social implications. The true cost of fast fashion is not paid by the consumers but rather by the workers, especially in developing countries at the bottom of the supply chain. Moreover, our planet suffers due to overproduction and overconsumption, and unfortunately, if nothing changes, the damages will be unreversible and unstoppable. The challenges are real - the fashion industry as a whole needs to have an overhaul. As proposed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, there are ways in which change can happen. However, one of the main challenges is consumer behaviour and how it is linked to being a driving factor behind fast fashion along with the supplier–driven approach. Consumers have to become more aware of their fashion consumption. Question where they buy clothes, their quality and how often they make purchases. 
However, in the same instance, the economic development of countries such as India and China must be addressed. Fast fashion eradication in those countries would have enormous implications for workers' livelihoods. Many families in those countries rely on income from employment in textile factories. Regardless of how bad those factories are, there is no denying that millions of people depend on them. Therefore, the fashion industry overhaul is much more complex than just stopping fast fashion practices. The proposed solutions must address every aspect of the fast fashion supply chain and ensure that all stakeholders will benefit from the change. It is a massive challenge that should not be taken lightly, and perhaps that is why the progress in tackling the adverse effects of fast fashion is slow. 
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