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Abstract 

This research project explores job positions focused on sustainability in the fashion 

industry to better understand the knowledge and skills required for this career field. Two 

research questions are presented to meet this goal. (1) What jobs exist in the fashion industry 

where the primary responsibility of the position is to advance sustainability initiatives within the 

business? (2) What knowledge and skills relating to sustainability are required for individuals 

working in sustainability-focused careers in the fashion industry? Data was collected in two 

phases to answer these questions. The first phase gathered current job descriptions relating to 

positions associated with sustainable fashion, while the second phase interviewed industry 

professionals about their experiences working in sustainable fashion and what knowledge and 

skills are needed. To analyze the data, a qualitative approach was employed, utilizing In Vivo 

and Pattern coding. Results found that greater levels of resiliency are required, experience and 

industry allies are often of more value than high levels of education, and a wide variety of 

knowledge and skills are needed. There are many opportunities for future research, which 

include understanding the future of sustainability jobs in fashion, individuals’ motivations for 

advancing sustainability efforts, and exploring strategies for overcoming challenges and driving 

meaningful change within the fashion industry. Insights from this study aim to help individuals 

prepare for careers in sustainable fashion.   

Keywords: Sustainability, fashion, education, careers, knowledge, skills, experience.  
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Introduction 

Sustainability has become a crucial focus across industries, with growing recognition of 

its role in addressing climate change and promoting responsible business practices. Currently, 

64% of U.S. adults believe that reducing climate change and ensuring the sustainability of the 

planet is a top priority (Nadeem, 2023). Similarly, there has been an 18% increase between 1997 

and 2021 in Americans believing the results of global warming will greatly affect them during 

their lifetime (Gallup, 2024). Sustainability is increasingly recognized as a critical strategy for 

mitigating climate change by reducing carbon emissions, conserving natural resources, and 

promoting environmentally responsible practices. The word sustainability is defined to be “able 

to continue without interruption or able to endure without failing” (Robertson, 2021). In areas 

such as global warming and environmental issues, this definition means that the world can 

continue to support life without decline. Often, the understanding of this term varies, but the 

concern for the future of the planet and its resources remains the same (Chang et al., 2017).   

Many industries, like fashion, are beginning to incorporate some level of sustainability 

into their business practices, and some are working to change their business models (Ajmal et al., 

2017; Fowler & Hope, 2006; Painter-Morland et al., 2015; Todeschini et al., 2017). According to 

a report by LinkedIn, sustainable fashion as a professional skill grew 90.6% on average between 

2016 and 2020 (LinkedIn, 2022). This could be related to increased interest in the ethical fashion 

market (The Business Research Company, 2023). Research shows that consumers are shifting 

towards more sustainable fashion consumption (Castro-López et al., 2021). Since COVID-19, 

there has been more consumer awareness around sustainable fashion consumption, but it is 

uncertain whether this will lead to long-term changes in consumer behavior (Brydges et al., 

2020). Patagonia, an outdoor sports retailer, is an example of a sustainable fashion brand whose 
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core values focus on providing quality clothing that helps the planet. They do this through many 

avenues, such as pollution prevention, restoration of the planet, and equitable relationships with 

workers (Our Core Values - Patagonia, n.d.). Retail giants, such as Walmart, have also focused 

on sustainability, incorporating sustainable practices throughout their supply chain with several 

goals, one being zero emission by 2040 (Sustainability, n.d.). Currently, Walmart’s initiatives 

include climate, waste, nature, and people in the supply chain (Advancing Sustainability, n.d.). 

With the advancement of artificial intelligence (AI), Walmart has been able to reduce waste by 

using technology alerting employees to move products at opportune times (Castillo, 2024). 

Because of these initiatives and advancements, fashion companies need professionals trained to 

fill positions that are focused on bringing greater sustainability into their businesses. But what 

knowledge do professionals need regarding emerging business strategies, changing systems, and 

increasing government regulations surrounding sustainability in the fashion industry? The 

purpose of this report is to explore the careers available in the fashion industry that focus on 

advancing sustainability efforts within business to better understand the knowledge and skills 

needed to fulfill these roles.  
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Review of the Literature 

To increase understanding relevant to this subject, this review will look at the importance 

of sustainability concepts, sustainability’s connection to the fashion industry, and how the 

application of sustainable theoretical frameworks in the fashion industry can bring positive 

change.   

According to Theis & Tomkin (2013), three main environmental eras have been 

identified in the United States, the first beginning in 1850. However, it was not until 1980 that 

the World Conservation Strategy report introduced the phrase sustainable development. It 

became popular in the Brundtland report later in 1987. Soon after this report was released, the 

US entered the Sustainability Paradigm, an era that recognizes the complex system that makes up 

the world. This report focused particularly on the connection between the environment, social, 

and economic systems and their connection to sustainability (Robertson, 2021). This was a 

catalyst for the emergence of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) theory (Henriques & Richardson, 

2004). Proposed by John Elkington in 1994, it suggests that for society to continue sustainably, 

businesses and individuals must care for the environment, society, and business (Henriques & 

Richardson, 2004). Today, many more theories have been studied relating to business and 

sustainability, such as Corporate Social Responsibility, Stakeholder Theory, and Corporate 

Sustainability (Chang et al., 2017). These theories and the research behind them propose that 

making sustainable business choices does not have to reduce a company’s profit (Wilson, 2015).  

The Triple Bottom Line is comprised of three pillars: people, planet, and profit. People 

include employees, their families, communities, and all those affected by the company’s 

behavior. The planet refers to the resources taken and the waste created from producing goods. 

Profits relate to the impact a company has from local to international levels with the creation of 
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jobs, beneficial solutions, and the increase of wealth. In a capitalistic society, the profitability of 

a company is the standard by which success is measured. However, according to the TBL, it 

must also be measured by the well-being of the people and planet (Elkington, 2018). The earth is 

made up of many systems that work together to maintain life, and without balance in these three 

areas, life cannot be sustained (Robertson, 2021). Businesses that create physical products 

specifically need the planet’s resources and people to be able to create their products to sell. 

Because the fashion industry relies significantly on the sale of clothing, the application of this 

framework is necessary for the creation of products in the future (Robertson, 2021). Like most 

businesses, profit has been the focus without concern for the planet or people. Movement 

towards greater change in this specific industry has come from the attention brought by the 

harmful environmental effects and the public outcry in response to several key events.  

The term scope comes from a method for looking at a company's greenhouse gas 

emissions. These emissions have been categorized into 3 groups or scopes by international and 

national carbon accounting standards (Comparing Scope 1, 2 and 3 Emissions | 

WorkForClimate, n.d.). Scopes 1 and 2 relate to the direct and indirect actions of a business 

(Scope 1 and Scope 2 Inventory Guidance | US EPA, 2025). Scope 3 refers to activities not 

owned or controlled by the business but are part of its supply chain (Scope 3 Inventory Guidance 

| US EPA, 2024). Emissions are only increasing as the production of clothing has approximately 

doubled in the last 15 years, according to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (Fashion and the 

Circular Economy, n.d.). This resource continues by saying that not all clothing is being fully 

utilized; rather, items are being worn 40% less on average. Many of these products fall apart 

quickly and are thrown away due to cheap construction. In the U.S., 9% of waste comes from 
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rubber, leather, and textile goods (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2016). This does not 

include the clothing that is donated and often sent to other countries for disposal.  

While knowledge of the manufacturing processes and waste of clothing is often the focus 

of research, there has been more public attention to the humanitarian issues happening. One of 

the major events was the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory building, leaving 1,134 dead in 2013 

(Rana Plaza, 2021). Since then, there has been more awareness of the social impacts of the 

fashion industry. In 2021, it was discovered that the people in the Uyghur Region of China are 

being forced into slavery-like conditions to produce cotton for clothing production (“‘Break 

Their Lineage, Break Their Roots,’” 2023). Furthermore, research has found that toxic waste 

from factories is sometimes dumped into rivers, polluting poverty-ridden countries like Africa 

and India (Bailey et al., 2022, Kumar, 2023). These are just a few of the effects and stories about 

the harm of fashion production. The increase in demand for sustainable products is in part due to 

consumer awareness of humanitarian inequalities (Lundblad & Davies, 2015). In response, 

companies are adapting their practices to align with these evolving consumer expectations. 

A study by Thomas (2019) recognizes that it is currently difficult for many companies to 

bring their departments together to work towards greater sustainability. The study shows the 

different meanings, views, and applications different groups take in working towards solutions. 

According to Thomas, this is largely seen in the relationships between business managers and 

designers (2019). Communication between these two areas can be difficult, and some companies 

are hiring individuals to specialize in incorporating sustainability practices throughout their 

companies. Looking through professionals on LinkedIn shows a variety of positions. From 

ambassadors, managers, directors, chiefs, to VPs, there are a great variety of titles for fashion 

industry professionals working in sustainability. There are also companies and individuals that 
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provide consulting services (Conscious Fashion Collective, n.d.; Recloseted | Sustainable 

Fashion Consulting, n.d.).  

After reviewing job postings, many of the company requirements were the same. Themes 

such as education around the government policies, legislation, multinational business, company 

standards, and NGOs emerged as paramount (Board, n.d.). With this review, several 

abbreviations and terms were used frequently in these positions.   

• NGO - Non-Governmental Organization  

• ESG - Environmental, Social, and Corporate Governance  

• CSR - Corporate Social Responsibility  

• Certified B Corporations and Third-party checkers (Robertson, 2021).  

Many research studies have covered the connection between fashion and sustainability, 

the benefits of sustainable practices, and the implementation of these methods, business models, 

and consumer perceptions. A few studies have given attention to the connection between 

employees and their knowledge of sustainability. According to Lacy et al., employees need to be 

given opportunities to increase their sustainability knowledge as well as create incentives to 

encourage sustainably (2009). However, no details are provided on what specifically that 

information should be, rather general suggestions and an emphasis that it should be done. In a 

study conducted by Sehnem et al., it shows the importance of including sustainability in higher 

education (2023). This is beginning to take place in some universities as new courses are being 

added to cover sustainability topics (Lacy et al., 2009). Finally, Ashridge Business School 

conducted a study to help industry leaders implement and improve sustainability initiatives in 

their companies. It identified three areas in which company leaders should set their focus and 

view: context, complexity, and connectedness (Ashridge Business School, 2009). These studies 
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show the need for greater education of consumers, industry professionals, and business leaders 

around sustainable fashion. However, there is a knowledge gap concerning what jobs are 

currently available in sustainable fashion and the specific skills and knowledge required for these 

careers.     
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Methodology 

This report examined sustainability positions in the fashion industry to gain a better 

understanding of the knowledge and skills required for this career path. To do so, the following 

research questions were proposed:   

RQ1: What jobs exist in the fashion industry where the position's primary responsibility 

is to advance sustainability initiatives in the business?  

RQ2: For individuals working in sustainability-focused careers in the fashion industry, 

what knowledge and skills are required relating to sustainability?  

For this research project, a two-phase approach was used to collect data, which included 

collecting online data and interviewing individuals working in the fashion industry. Exemptions 

for this study were submitted and approved by the Kansas State University Institutional Review 

Board (KSU IRB # 12455) before data collection began. For phase one of data collection, job 

positions were gathered from LinkedIn, Glassdoor, and the National Retail Federation (NRF) 

websites. The goal was to find current job openings that centered around advancing sustainability 

in the company. The collected data was entered into an Excel document using the following 

categories: website, position, knowledge, soft skills, experience (degree/job), and company. The 

keywords used in the search included sustainable fashion, fashion sustainability, and 

sustainability consultant fashion. 

The second phase of this project sought to better understand what knowledge and skills 

are required relating to sustainability in the fashion industry. To achieve this, qualitative 

interviews were conducted using semi-structured questions that focused on their job experiences 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The target demographic was individuals currently working in a 

sustainability position at a fashion company, those employed as freelance sustainability 
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consultants, or sustainable fashion business owners. The goal was to interview 4–6 participants 

representing diverse businesses, varying levels of experience, and different roles within the 

industry. Participants were recruited using LinkedIn and via referrals from previous participants. 

In total, five participants agreed to the study and went through the interview process. Knowledge 

and experiences concerning fashion sustainability came from both past and current job positions, 

providing rich insights. Participants held titles that included Senior Manager of Sustainability 

and Data, Director of Sustainability, Freelance Designer and Consultant, and Small Sustainable 

Business Owner. Some titles have been simplified to ensure participant privacy.  

Below are the questions asked during the interviews. Questions 1-2 focused on 

understanding the participant’s personal job experience, and questions 3-5 pertained to the 

required knowledge for their position.  

6. What is your current position, and what are your main roles and responsibilities. 

7. What previous experience did you have that prepared you for this position? 

8. Are there certifications needed in your work? 

9. If you were advising someone who would like work in a similar sustainability role, what 

would you recommend that they learn whether practical or knowledge based? 

10. What do you think was absent in your education when preparing for your career and what 

do you think should be added? 

 

Interviews were conducted one-on-one via Zoom and lasted approximately 30 minutes to 

1 hour. With this study being conducted over Zoom, a verbal consent process was used to satisfy 

IRB requirements. The consent document (see Appendix A) was sent to participants beforehand 

to review and then read out loud at the beginning of the interview.   

Interviews were held and recorded via Zoom video conferencing. The interviews were 

then transcribed using Rev, an online transcription service. The transcribed interviews were 
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coded for the first time using Delve, a qualitative data analysis software. In Vivo codes were 

designated by the first author based on the words and phrases participants used. These codes 

were created from every keyword(s) and themes found in the interviews. The goal of In Vivo 

Coding is to be able to capture the authentic voice of the participant (Saldana, J. 2016, p.106). 

Because the purpose of this study was to learn more about the experiences of participants, 

recording the language and terms used was important for communicating the findings. The codes 

were then organized in relation to how they answered the research questions. Confirmation with 

the major professor helped to guide the coding, improving the study's validity.  

The interview underwent a second round of coding to generate more concise thematic 

codes utilizing Pattern Coding. This method primarily creates more meaningful and explanatory 

codes, leading to more applicable conclusions (Saldana, J. 2016, p.236). Pattern Coding allowed 

the researcher to assess the data for overall themes based on keywords found in the In Vivo 

coding. These themes were defined, and the appropriate codes created from the first stage of 

coding were grouped into these categories in an Excel spreadsheet. To increase validity and 

prevent researcher bias, field notes were taken during both stages of data analysis. These notes, 

combined with the raw data and data analysis, were checked and verified with the major 

professor.  
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Results 

 Phase 1  

A summary of phase one data collection is given below, see Table 1. Seven positions 

were found on 11/13-15/2024 and 3 on 1/15/2025. One of the positions between the two searches 

was the same, resulting in a total of 8 different positions and 1 internship.  The companies 

included Nardos, Noho Home, Nike, Ralph Lauren, and PVH Corp – Calvin Klein/Tommy 

Hilfiger. The job titles ranged from product developer, lead of product traceability, specialist in 

climate and product sustainability, or lead fabric R&D. For the Ralph Lauren positions, three out 

of the four positions were called sustainability manager with the following department label: 

impact, product & materials, supply chain - Americas. Education for these positions was usually 

a bachelor’s degree, particularly in the fields of fashion, sustainability, or environmental science. 

One job would consider 5 years of industry experience instead of a degree. However, several 

jobs required 2, 5, or even 15 years of relevant experience in addition to a bachelor’s degree. Key 

areas of knowledge frequently mentioned in the job descriptions included supply chain, climate, 

the impacts of the fashion industry, market trends, data management, Microsoft Office, and 

many trending terms and concepts (PLM, ERP, DTC, GHG, CDP, NGOs, Taskforce on Climate-

related Financial Disclosure, life-cycle assessment, different scopes). Some requirements were 

mentioned only once but are still noteworthy. These include familiarity with traceability 

technologies, building buy-in, having a strong network, and carbon accounting. Several design-

related jobs required knowledge of clothing construction, materials, and applicable software 

programs. Numerous soft skills were consistently mentioned across the various job descriptions, 

such as working in cross-functional teams, maintaining relationships, being motivated, strong 

organization/management abilities, and verbal/written communication skills.  
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Table 1. Summary of Job Listings 

Company/ 

Job Title  

Education 

Level  

Experience   Knowledge  Soft Skills  

Nardos  
Product 

Developer  

Bachelors in 

Fashion 

Design, 

Textiles, or a 

related field  

5 years in product 

development or 

equivalent, couture 

design,   

Product Lifecycle 

Management (PLM), 

Microsoft Office (MS), 

couture design, sustainable 

material sourcing and 

production  

Attention to detail, fast-

paced environment, 

organization, 

communication, 

management, negotiation   

Noho 

Home 
Home and 

Fashion 

Product 

Designer   

Bachelors in 

Fashion, 

Textile or 

Industrial 

Design   

3 years working in design, 

development, and supply 

chain focusing on home 

and fashion  

Digital patterning and fittings 

(3D), color management 

tools, Adobe, PLM, 

Enterprise Resource Planning 

(ERP), Direct to Consumer 

(DTC), trends, sustainable 

practices   

Production management in 

micro and large overseas 

environments, ability to 

manage multiple projects 

with tight deadlines  

Nike  
Global 

Sustainability 

Graduate 

Internship  

Enrolled in a 

Business 

Master or 

Environmental 

Management 

or Science  

2 years work experience, 

background in Social and 

Environmental 

Sustainability, Operations, 

Supply Chain, Analytics, 

Manufacturing, 

Engineering, Procurement, 

Textiles, Finance, or 

Retail  

  

General sustainability 

skills/knowledge, experience 

in corporate responsibility, 

climate, natural resources, 

circularity, labor and human 

rights and/or other related 

topics  

  

Verbal/ written 

communication to diverse 

audiences (leadership), 

influence cross 

functionality, project 

management, problem 

solving, decipher themes/ 

make decisions/ 

communicate large data sets, 

self-starter who is 

inquisitive with a 

growth/process mindset  

Ralph 

Lauren  
Applications 

Development 

Lead  

None listed  Technology 

implementation within the 

fashion retail industry or 

international sourcing 

environment;  

Leadership in cross-

functional teams and 

managing complex 

projects; Product / 

Supplier data management 

systems/ ERP;  

Working in a global, 

diverse, and dynamic 

cross-functional 

environment  

  

Traceability technologies / 

platform;  

Strong analytical skills and 

experience with data 

management and reporting;  

Advanced experience with 

MS Office applications, 

Project Management, 

Incident Management tools  

  

Excellent communication 

and interpersonal skills.  

Ability to influence and 

engage stakeholders at all 

levels  

  

Lead, Fabric 

R & D 

(Wovens & 

Soft 

Dressing)   

A degree in 

Textiles 

preferred  

15 Years of experience is 

a plus, Experience in 

building and managing 

raw material libraries  

  

Fabric specifications, 

constructions, weaves, 

finishes, dyeing techniques; 

product costs and impact of 

design; global sustainability 

landscape and how it relates 

to textile R&D; analytical and 

mathematical skills  

  

Self-starter, Practical time 

management and 

multitasking skills to 

manage several projects; 

Very organized with strong 

attention to detail, Ability to 

quickly learn new tools  
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Sustainability 

Manager, 

Impact   

Bachelor’s 

degree in 

sustainability, 

and/or 

environmental 

subject area 

including 

Climate 

Change, 

Environmental 

Science, or 

similar  

  

CSR/sustainability, energy 

and climate or similar role 

in the private sector, an 

NGO working with 

business, or top-tier 

consulting  

  

Corporate sustainability 

practices and programs: GHG 

Protocol, CDP, Taskforce on 

Climate-related Financial 

Disclosure, and other 

emerging trends and 

concepts; develop business 

cases, model impacts, 

including financial 

implications, and build buy-

in; Familiarity with academic, 

government and NGOs active 

in the climate, water, nature, 

and environmental 

ecosystem; quantitative and 

qualitative analytical skills 

with the ability to present and 

apply findings  

  

Interpersonal skills for 

interaction with leadership 

and key internal functions, 

takes initiative and 

demonstrates ownership, 

works independently, 

communication, presentation 

and facilitation skills  

  

Sustainability 

Manager, 

Product & 

Materials   

None listed  Corporate sustainability 

setting; Experience in 

environmental science, 

engineering, sustainable 

development, and/or 

materials management 

preferred  

  

Environmental sustainability 

issues and impact 

measurement, preference for 

experience with life-cycle 

assessment and/or sustainable 

packaging, Excel experience  

  

Accustomed to working in a 

global, diverse, and dynamic 

cross-functional 

environment, strong 

collaboration and 

communication/presentation 

skills  

  

Sustainability 

Manager, 

Supply Chain, 

Americas  

Bachelor’s or 

advanced 

degree in 

relevant topics 

i.e. 

environmental 

science, 

industrial 

engineering, 

chemistry, 

sustainable 

development, 

and/or energy 

management  

Apparel, textile, and 

leather supply 

chain/manufacturing 

sustainability  

  

Understanding of 

environmental sustainability 

issues and impact 

measurement. Subject matter 

expertise in energy, GHG, 

water, wastes and chemicals 

impact areas in 

manufacturing industry  

Established network of 

industry stakeholders in the 

region  

Fluency in regional language 

i.e. Spanish (verbal and 

written), MS Office 

applications  

  

Accustomed to working in a 

global, diverse, and dynamic 

cross-functional 

environment,  

collaboration and 

communication verbal and 

written (and presentation) 

skills  

  

PVH Corp 
Specialist, 

Climate and 

Product 

Sustainability  

Bachelor’s   

  

5 years relevant 

experience  

  

  

Greenhouse Gas 

methodology, carbon 

accounting, circular 

economy, environmental 

topic connectivity, general 

industry, MS  

Interpersonal skills with 

ability to foster and maintain 

collaborative relationships 

with team leadership, 

external business partners, 

industry peers and overseas 

teams, verbal and written 

communication (general and 

data focus), team-oriented, 

ownership and problem-

solving  
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 Phase 2  

The data from phase two revealed seven themes relating to the knowledge and skills 

required for individuals working in sustainability-focused careers. Themes included Resilience, 

Collaboration and Networking, Self-Led Learning, Data Management, Supply Chain 

Applications, Business Strategy Development, and Contextual Synthesis.  

 Resilience 

An overarching theme across all interviews was the significant amount of hard work 

required to perform these jobs effectively. Participant 3 stated, “Sustainability used to mean 

idealism to me, now it means get real and go to work.” Participant 1 noted that many people do 

not want to do the extra work it takes to bring about these changes. Not only does the work 

require extra effort, often extending beyond the typical workday, but the slow pace of change can 

also be discouraging. This leads to burnout and feelings of disillusionment with the system. 

Some described the fashion industry as a broken system, with efforts to advance sustainability 

feeling like navigating uncharted territory. Participants 1 and 4 both used the term “wild west” 

when referring to the uncertainty of information within the sustainability career field. 

Participants with experience working in companies expressed that it can be hard to stay positive, 

especially without company support.   

To combat this, one must have resiliency to the dismissals, lack of available jobs, and in 

some situations, toxic workplaces. You cannot take it personally or be disappointed when things 

don’t work the way you think, was the perspective of Participant 4. Interviewees indicated that it 

is a hard, slow journey to change the ways things work. One must be adaptable, possess a growth 

mindset, and be bent on bringing change into the workplace. The phrases of being able to 

‘problem solve’, ‘think out of the box’, and ‘keep the bigger picture’ in mind were also patterns.  
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Participants who worked in multinational corporations particularly addressed the slow 

movement toward implementing change. Participant 1 spoke about their frustrations working 

towards greater sustainability in a company. Explaining that after several years of effort, their 

primary achievement was putting an end to the greenwashing practices within the marketing 

department. The progress was so slow and difficult that a coworker broke down from stress and 

stepped down. To combat burnout and build resilience, interviewees emphasized the importance 

of working within one’s area of skill and expertise while also pursuing work that is personally 

fulfilling and enjoyable. Another important factor was understanding and working with company 

culture. Several participants noted a lack of support from leadership and the challenge of finding 

allies within their company when advocating for greater sustainability initiatives. Participant 1 

said, “If it doesn't work within the culture of the organization, it's not going to work.” They 

talked about their need to understand the culture of the organization first as “trying to make it 

sustainable, going backwards, it's very difficult, let's just say.”  

Owning a business has its own challenges and these can be increased when including 

sustainable practices. It often takes a lot of time and money. Participant 5 talked about how they 

built their business slowly, learning and growing over the years. Participant 2 said that building 

their business took a lot of money. This was in part due to not having reliable and steady work. It 

also takes capital and a strong network to build a sustainable business. When advising clients, 

Participant 2 discovered that sometimes less sustainable options must be implemented with the 

overall goal of making improvements at a company. Finding customers who are willing to pay 

for a quality product rather than fast fashion products can also be challenging, said Participants 4 

and 5.   
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 Collaboration and Networking   

The second mindset going into a sustainable fashion career is looking for allies. To be 

successful, one must have connections both in the workplace as well as across the industry. In 

the workplace, it is important to have support when trying to encourage innovative ideas and 

being able to learn with and from coworkers. One must work collaboratively with all the teams 

throughout the company. Having allies throughout the industry, connecting with individuals who 

may have resources, and expanding one’s knowledge were all recurring themes throughout the 

interview process. Sharing knowledge and learning from others was also frequently expressed as 

a key mindset trait. Participants frequently shared ways they made connections, such as working 

with educators, counselors, or other school resources. Others mentioned support groups within or 

outside their companies. Often, these were sustainability or circulatory fellowships that shared 

job opportunities and knowledge.   

 Self-Led Learning  

The word ‘dig’ was used repeatedly throughout the interviews in reference to the 

necessity of self-led learning. Participants expressed the need to continually deepen their 

understanding for completing their work. Understanding as much as one could about how the 

industry works, including its strengths and weaknesses, in addition to your focus or 

specialization is key. To do this, one must research to find the information, as it can often be 

hidden. Thus, the term dig is fitting. Finding these truths is difficult for several reasons. 

Participant 4 said, “being willing to dig deeper and discover truths, whether it's what you wanted 

it to be or not. And I think that that's the big thing. I think a lot of people want it to be something, 

and then when they find out it's not, it's really disappointing and hard to handle. Not being afraid 

to figure out what's really going on.” Understanding what is going on is also helpful when 
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obtaining jobs in sustainable fashion. Participant 3 talked about their knowledge of new 

regulations coming out, knowing where this industry is falling behind, and not being “green” 

helped get their position.   

Interviewees pointed to several ways they participated in self-directed learning, that was 

not required by their company. Participant 5 said they had a love for history and of different 

cultures, which influenced their methods for sustainable clothing construction and business 

models. In acquiring knowledge relating to sustainability, participants found a lot of information 

online, taking in-person or online classes, or earning certification in the HIGG Index or lifecycle 

assessment. Participant 2 said that it was after school that they started researching online to find 

information about sustainability. A lot of this was online and watching documentaries like The 

True Cost. Participant 4 said that it takes a lot of digging to find out what companies are doing, 

as many are not transparent with their business. Participant 3 had an experience with being 

misled while working with a supplier for a new children's clothing line. They had ordered 

zippers that ended up being counterfeits. This was discovered when the zippers started to break. 

The line cost the company because the clothing had to be recalled as the zippers were a choking 

hazard.  

 Being part of employee resource groups or online communities also helped further 

knowledge. In terms of higher education, only one participant had an MBA in sustainability. All 

participants had a wide variety of experiences honing their knowledge and skills, enabling them 

to perform their jobs effectively. Participants frequently changed jobs and took opportunities for 

professional growth. Participant 4 talked about their experience of learning both the corporate 

and domestic side of manufacturing by working in different companies. This helped them to 

have a fuller understanding of the industry, allowing them to start their sustainable brand. It is 
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important to note that it took years of continual growth, usually in positions that were not 

focused on sustainability. 

 Data Management  

In working towards sustainability, individuals must use data to understand and evaluate 

the impact of business decisions and be able to recommend changes based on the data. The way 

this was expressed depended on the work the participants did. Some, like Participant 3, used data 

reporting systems to visualize data for effectively empowering teams throughout the company to 

effect change. They said:   

I'm reviewing a lot of the data we have behind our materials, and we use a source called 

Compass, and they help us with lifecycle inventory assessment data and getting those material 

scores for carbon emissions and water usage and eutrophication and energy usage. So, it's really 

digging into that data for a lot of my day. Looking at Excel files, finding ways to better show our 

data and information and seeing where there are gaps and saying, okay, this data quality isn't as 

good as we'd like it, or this data source is sort of outdated, so we want an update or we want to 

find a way to get better information… So hopefully in the future it will look less digging for 

information, but right now it's very much digging for that information and applying assumptions, 

applying emissions factors to understanding our impact at a material and product level… 

Communicating any changes in policy, any dates in the industry, really staying focused on our 

goals and how we are going to reach them. (Participant 3)  

As this participant stated, a large aspect of data management is the ability to 

communicate information clearly and effectively to leadership and different teams. This can be 

challenging as different groups often have different areas of knowledge and priorities they are 



19 

 

working towards. Communicating cross-functionally in a way various teams can understand, and 

implement is key.   

For those who managed their own business, data management was only part of their 

business. Often, it looked like keeping track of information about their supply chain, clients, and 

business partners. Participant 2 offers factory communication and production management for 

their clients. They mentioned the challenge of keeping track of the stage and location of 

products. This directly leads to the discussion of the supply chain.  

 Supply Chain Application 

The fashion supply chain is a concept that continually appeared throughout the 

interviews. To better facilitate sustainability changes in the fashion industry, it is necessary for 

individuals to understand the fashion supply chain’s manufacturing process. The base knowledge 

is understanding the ways products are made and transported. For sustainability, one must be 

able to apply sustainability themes like human rights concerns, environmental justice, and the 

long-term costs of these actions to these systems. Many people, even in the fashion industry, do 

not fully understand how clothing is made. Participant 1 expressed shock at how often industry 

professionals fail to grasp the consequences of their decisions. This is in part due to the different 

scopes of the supply chain. The concept of greenhouse gas emission scopes came up several 

times due to its connection with traceability. This method for looking at a company's greenhouse 

gas emissions distinguishes scopes 1 and 2 as direct and indirect actions of a business, while the 

business does not directly control scope 3 activities. It is common for companies to rely on their 

factories for sourcing and not to trace what is happening beyond carbon accounting standards 

scope 1 activities. Participant 1 said that it is particularly difficult for large companies to keep 

track of scope 3, third-party suppliers. Even though it is much easier to outsource scope 3 tasks, 
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according to Participant 3, these tasks have a large impact on the environment. Understanding 

scopes and how they relate to sustainable production is key for implementing regulations that 

protect people and the planet.   

Another benefit to understanding the supply chain is the ability to identify opportunities 

for improving efficiency. Participant 1 talked about how reducing waste from overproduction 

also increases the profit margin. Additionally, if there are interruptions to the supply chain, one 

must be able to adapt and react to the situation. Participant 3 said, “I think a lot of people are so 

bogged down in whatever company they're in, they don't understand the supply chain, and I think 

that's really key to understanding how the business will be regulated, how the industry will 

transform under different situations, things like that.”  

 Business Strategy Development 

Creating a business strategy is crucial in running a business, consulting, or working for a 

company. Each participant talked about how this knowledge affected their work in sustainability. 

Participant 3, when talking about the variety of their experiences, spoke of their first general 

business job as instrumental in their growth. From it, they learn how to function in a business, 

setting them up for future success. They also stressed the importance of learning scenario 

planning and how to adapt to changes. “It’s very hard to quantify risk until it happens.” One 

must be able to plan for unknown risks and be able to apply these strategies to their company’s 

unique operating procedures. Participant 5 spoke of the difficulty of learning how to set fair 

prices, balancing profit, the human cost of making, and valuing their customers. Sustainability 

also increases the challenge of scaling without sacrificing quality, losing traceability, or 

otherwise compromising the company's values. Attention to all the little details is imperative for 

catching the small things that can bring about large change.  
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 Contextual Synthesis  

To create sustainable business strategies, participants indicated that individuals must 

understand the industry and keep up with the changes happening. One must ask: where is the 

industry falling behind and where is it going? To do this, one must understand how past and 

current information affect the future and synthesize the information for application. Participants 

mentioned past and present cultures, history of fashion and business, government regulations and 

trade agreements, and environmental science.  

Participant 5 mentioned how understanding the history of design and other business 

methods helped shape their business. In this, it is important to understand other cultures and how 

they interact with the fashion industry. For example, Participant 5 is working to create a rental 

model for their special occasion clothing line. They recognized that in other cultures it is 

common to rent special occasion clothing as these items are seen as community garments. The 

Participant recognized that while this does not quite fit with US culture, there is value in 

encouraging clothing for rent. 

Keeping pace with the industry is challenging. Participant 3 said, “understanding scenario 

planning and being able to account for changes and that big picture thinking I think was missing 

(in my education). But yeah, just being able to understand data analytics was a big one, and at 

the pace that tech and our world is moving, it's hard to keep up with those things.” When asked 

about what students should know about business strategies, Participant 1 said, “trade agreements 

are a big deal too. This is a truly, obviously global industry. I think understanding the way that 

things work within these systems, like the geopolitics and the trade systems, I think is super 

important.” Both Participants 1 and 4 talked about how different trade agreements with China 

and the COVID-19 pandemic affected the fashion industry. Participants discussed the importance 
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of trend forecasting in sales and improving sustainable business strategy. Participant 1 mentioned 

that so much is wasted by inaccurate forecasting. Participant 2 talked about how companies use 

past bestselling products to create new product 

Keeping up with government regulations is critical. Participants 1 and 3 discussed the 

complexity of bureaucracy and how it amplifies the demands of their work. Navigating these 

systems is time-consuming and often challenging to adapt to. This often led to distractions, 

diverting attention from efforts to drive meaningful change and advance sustainability. All these 

factors affect current business and understanding how these topics evolve can help companies 

adjust quickly. This takes trend forecasting accurately, keeping pace with new technologies, 

obtaining certification systems like the HIGG Index, understanding trade agreements, and 

knowing what is happening in the global industry. 

During interviews, participants used a variety of terms when discussing their work. Many 

of these terms and phrases are listed below in Table 3, categorized by the parts of business they 

relate to.    

Table 2. Fashion Industry Terms Used in Interviews 

Business  Negative of Business 

Practices  

Sustainable 

Business  

Certifications for Individuals 

and Businesses  
Compliance  Carbon Tunnel Syndrome  Buyback Programs  B Corp  

Core Values  Conflict Materials  Carbon Footprint  CSO  

CSO  Green Washing  Circular Label  ESG  

Imports  Race to the Bottom  Community 

Garment  
Fair Trade Certifications  

International Trade 

and Marketing  
  Corporate 

Responsibility 

Report  

HIGG  

Management 

Systems   
  Footprint  Reprieve Material Certification 

Process  
Reporting    Life Cycle 

Assessments  
Third Party Verification   

Scopes    Responsible 

Sourcing  
Certifications for Tracing   



23 

 

Scenario Planning    Scopes of 

Traceability  
  

Setting Targets    Supplier Diversity    

Stakeholders     Sustainability 

Team  
  

    Takeback 

Programs  
  

    Traceability    
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Discussion 

To answer Research Question 1, this project showed that currently, there may be limited 

corporate jobs available that focus solely on sustainability in fashion. However, this could be due 

to positions not being listed on the selected job boards or the timing unaligned with the hiring 

season. Participant 1 predicted that jobs in sustainable fashion would slowly disappear and be 

replaced by compliance reporting positions in the accounting department. This speculation was 

supported by a job listing found in the first phase of data collection. It was not included in this 

research project since the position did not require fashion-related knowledge. The title was 

Manager of Social, Climate & Equity Compliance Reporting for Deloitte. It required a BS in 

accounting, business administration, finance, or another related field. However, it did require 

knowledge and experience in sustainability and reporting software. This listing can be found in 

Appendix C.1. Additionally, Participant 3’s position focused primarily on reporting to improve 

systems. Understanding this data was often used for the creation of external reports to meet third-

party verifications. They felt that advancing sustainability was more focused on increasing profit 

and meeting regulations. Throughout the experiences of Participants 1 and 3, feelings of 

disillusionment and burnout appeared.  

In the area of fashion sustainability, there are opportunities for doing freelance work and 

building a sustainable brand yourself. Freelance work may involve designing products or 

developing business strategies that incorporate sustainable practices. This type of work also 

brings its own challenges. Participants who own their own businesses had difficulty finding 

clients who desired their services. The unreliability of work often led to greater financial 

challenges. Moreover, their work relies on the ability to network and sell products.   
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Regarding job types, this study showed that it is possible to use a variety of skillsets from 

design, product development, business management, environmental science, and beyond. With 

this, it is key to utilize your unique personal skills, interests, and abilities to help build resiliency 

during difficult times. Moreover, this also helps prioritize the knowledge one should focus on 

acquiring to be successful in fashion and sustainability.    

This leads to the second question explored through this study regarding the knowledge 

and skills required in the field of fashion sustainability. There are numerous industry-specific 

concepts and practices that individuals must understand based on their area of work. Experience 

in a variety of subject areas was a common qualification seen throughout the job posting 

reviewed for this study. Interviews with participants confirmed that a diverse range of 

experiences complemented and built upon one another. Certifications are not a requirement. To 

gain knowledge about sustainability, one can investigate online, join resource groups, take 

classes for certifications, and start working in the industry. This is often self-lead, and the 

knowledge and skills needed differ between specializations such as design or production 

management. However, business concepts such as strategy, data management, and supply chain 

appeared throughout the data frequently as topics to understand. Being able to synthesize these 

concepts in relation to the past and present state of the world allows for the creation of effective 

sustainability initiatives.  

Overall, the results show from both data sets that formal education, particularly in the 

fields of fashion design and/or business, sustainability, or environmental science, is helpful but 

not necessary in building foundational knowledge. While graduate education is not usually 

required, the job postings revealed that there are some instances where advanced degrees or 

special certifications for education were required. 
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There were several soft skills that also stood out from the data. Interpersonal 

communication skills were emphasized in both job descriptions and interviews as an important 

skill. Being able to communicate effectively with leadership, different teams, and customers 

helps to further sustainability projects or sell products. Some concepts relating to data, science, 

supply chain, or sustainability can be challenging to communicate clearly. One must be able to 

present information verbally or in writing. The other predominant mindset to have was 

resilience. To work in a predominantly unsustainable field, one is continually working against 

culture. It can be difficult to work extra hours, often feeling little support, while trying to 

navigate a lot of unknowns. Coming with a passion for change, one must be able to bring 

creative solutions to face the challenges that come from working in large or small companies. 

In conclusion, participants signaled the importance of having a wide variety of 

experiences that build upon each other. By working in an assortment of positions, individuals can 

discover what they enjoy and where to best leverage their skill sets. Engaging in work that aligns 

with one’s skills and passions can help combat burnout. From there, one can further their 

education and find support through online resources such as classes or networking.  
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Recommendations 

There were several limitations in this study. For the first phase of data collection, the goal 

was to obtain 75-100 job listings. This was not possible due to the limited data available. This 

may indicate a decrease in jobs directly relating to sustainability roles in fashion. Fluctuations in 

job listings, over a set period of time, could be explored further in a future study. There may also 

be other methods, such as word of mouth, searching directly on websites, etc., that may reveal 

more positions. Additionally, this study only explored positions focused on advancing 

sustainability. Therefore, positions in companies that already hold sustainability as a core value 

did not appear. Further research is needed to discover what these careers look like. Finally, the 

desire and market for the services and products of sustainable business owners were not explored 

and could be further explored. Another limitation pertains to participant selection. Overall, a 

wide variety of participants were gathered concerning the type of business and career options. 

Yet all the participants were female, middle-aged, and living in the Midwest or New York. The 

use of snowball sampling from the initial contacts through LinkedIn left out the potential for 

other populations to be involved. This could not be overcome due to time constraints and access 

to a greater network of professionals. For future research, access to a greater number of 

participants could bring an even greater range of perspectives. Finally, this study was limited by 

the researcher and participants who strongly value the advancement of sustainability in the 

fashion industry. The researcher has done their best to look at the data in its entirety without 

bringing personal bias into the study. Replication of this study with a different view of 

sustainability could be helpful to overcome this limitation.  

Other areas of future research could include the importance of support groups and 

networking for those working in fashion sustainability; the challenges of running your own 
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business compared to working in multinational companies, single brands, small businesses, or 

freelance consulting; understanding the future of sustainability in fashion to understand the 

challenges of bringing greater change; and the meaning and purpose behind working towards 

greater sustainability. This is not an exhaustive list but is offered as a basis for further study.  
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Appendix A - Verbal Consent Form 

As you know, I am a graduate student in the fashion studies program here at Kansas State 

University. I am conducting a study on Sustainability Careers in the Fashion Industry, and I 

would like to ask you some questions concerning topics related to my research project.   

I would like to audio record our conversation so that I can get your words 

accurately.  This interview will take about 30 minutes of your time and will only pertain to what 

you currently do, the knowledge and background necessary for your role, and what you wished 

you would have known going into your career.  

There are no known risks to participating in this interview, but if at any time during our 

talk you feel uncomfortable answering a question, please let me know, and you don’t have to 

answer it.    

There are no benefits to you as an individual for participating in this study; however, your 

interview responses may help us to learn more about some of the knowledge gaps in the fashion 

industry relating to sustainability, help potential students looking for jobs, and generate deeper 

connections between education and industry professionals.  

I will do everything I can to protect your privacy.  There is always a chance that someone 

could find out about our conversation.  I will not use your name during the interview, and your 

contact information will be kept separately from the recording and notes of our conversation. 

The recording of our conversation will be stored securely on my computer. The copy of the 

recording, without your name or contact information, will be stored until the end of the study and 

then be destroyed. The data collected will also not be used or distributed for future research.   

Your participation in this research is voluntary and you may withdraw without penalty or 

loss of benefit.  If at any time you want to withdraw from this study, please tell me and we will 
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stop the interview. I will also erase the recording of our conversation.  If you wish to withdraw 

from the study in the future, please contact me.  

If you have questions about this research, feel free to contact me, my faculty advisor, or 

the IRB Board at K-State through the information provided in the initial email.  

Now I would like to confirm with you your participation in this research and agreement 

to share with me your experience working towards sustainability in your profession. Do you 

agree to participate, and to allow me to record our conversation?  
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Appendix B - Summary of Participants 

Appendix B.1.   

Participant 1:  

Company: Global Conglomerate 

Position: Director of Sustainability 

Responsibilities: Build and lead a team for creating sustainable strategies. 

Education/Experience: Fashion Marketing BS and Masters. Years of volunteering and 

working in small, sustainable roles. 

Participant 2:  

Company: Freelance Consulting 

Responsibilities: Advises on business design, project management, and materials 

specialist. 

Education/Experience: Fashion Product Development BS. Customer service/retail, event 

planning, and photoshoot coordination/ styling. 

Participant 3: 

Company: Global Conglomerate 

Position: Senior Manager of Sustainability Data and Materials Optimization 

Responsibilities: Evaluate the impact of the company using data. 

Education: Sociology BS and Sustainability MBA. Worked in business administration, 

coordinator of social impact, and responsible sourcing. 

Participant 4: 

Company: Small Business Owner 

Responsibilities: Manages sustainable line 

Education: Apparel Production BS. Worked in corporate doing technical design, 

production management, taught at alma mater, and ran direct-to-consumer brands. 

Participant 5: 

Company: Small Business Owner 

Responsibilities: Designs upcycled line while managing brick and mortar stores. 

Education: Started in writing then earned a degree Fashion Business BS. Learned sewing 

as a child and grew a clothing line slowly while working as a buyer. Took the company 

offered classes. 
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Appendix C - Job Listings 

 Appendix C.1 - Accounting Position 
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 Appendix C.2 – Listings Used for the Study 
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