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Introduction. Fashion entrepreneurs are increasingly embracing sustainability within the fashion
retail sector (Hwang et al., 2022). This sustainable movement is critical for start-up companies
especially when they initiate communication with the public. A recent report highlights that
fashion start-ups (i.e., Ambercycle, Circ, and TrusTrace) are spearheading sustainability by
integrating a circular fashion system. This approach prioritizes eco-friendly resources and safe
processes, emphasizing quality over quantity (Vogue Business, 2023). This not only indicates the
increasing consumer demand for sustainable fashion brands but also shows fashion start-ups’
commitment to advancing sustainable practices. However, despite significant efforts by
companies to integrate sustainable practices within their supply chains and manufacturing
processes, these initiatives often remain behind the scenes to consumers. This raises
communication challenges for fashion entrepreneurs in effectively showcasing and advocating
their sustainability efforts from a transparent perspective. Particularly, college students majoring
in fashion retailing and merchandising need to enhance their capability to identify and analyze
the current challenges for fashion start-ups and to develop communication strategies. It is
imperative for college students in the textile and apparel discipline to gain practical knowledge
by exploring current challenges in making sustainable fashion products available in the digital
marketplace (Jestratijevic & Hillery, 2023). Therefore, this educational project aims to deepen
students' insights into business decisions for sustainability advocates of fashion entrepreneurs.
Literature Review. According to Situation-Based Learning (SBL), the learning process is most
effective when students acquire knowledge within its relevant context that reflects real-life
decision-making (Hwang et al., 2023). SBL-based activities provide students with the motivation
to fundamentally understand current challenges in developing and marketing sustainable fashion
products for real-world applications (Clark, 2009). Furthermore, to understand student’s learning
outcomes through SBL-based projects, we adopted Bloom’s Taxonomy framework (Pappas et
al., 2013), which is a widely used educational model that categorizes the levels of intellectual
behavior in learning. We adopted three distinct learning stages: problem recognition, where
students describe sustainability issues in the fashion industry; problem identification, exploring
relationships between concepts to pinpoint challenges for fashion start-ups in sustainability
advocacy; and knowledge application, where students grasp issue complexities and apply
insights to craft communication and marketing strategies. Following this discussion, we propose
the following three research questions.
QI. Problem Recognition: Identify major sustainability issues in today's fashion retail industry.
Q2. Identifying Problems: Based on your project, what key challenges do start-ups face
regarding sustainability?
Q3. Knowledge Application: From your findings, what's the strategic way for start-ups to
communicate about sustainable products to potential consumers?
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Research Method. This project involves a semester-long project for students who enrolled in the
‘Fashion retail entrepreneurship’ class (i.e., 70% of senior students majored or minored in
fashion retail merchandising). In the project, students simulated the launch of a new sustainable
product line within fashion start-ups and developed business plans and marketing strategies. At
the end of the semester, 25 students participated in an in-depth interview. We received approval
from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for this study. For the data analysis, a latent content
analysis approach (Kleinheksel et al., 2020) was conducted by using NVIVO14 software.
Results. Regarding the problem recognition (Q1), four themes were identified from the
interview— (1) Quantity-driven industry (35.75%); (2) Lack of transparency (10.67%); (3)
Sustainability being expensive (10.17%); (4) Lack of regulation and knowledge (7.41%). The
quantity-driven industry prioritizes mass production over quality and sustainability, leading to a
cycle of excessive waste. For example, students mentioned that "swept under the rug for the sake
of business and making money," highlighting the industry’s disregard for the environmental
impact of its practices. The lack of transparency indicates that transparency is severely lacking in
the fashion industry, with consumers struggling to find ethically made clothing due to a
"disconnect between the goals of brands and consumers." Sustainability being expensive refers to
the high-cost barrier associated with ethical fashion. The phrase "if it wasn't so expensive, maybe
more brands would participate in sustainable practices" captures the dilemma of cost versus
sustainability. The lack of regulation and knowledge points to a critical gap in consumer
knowledge and regulatory guidance in sustainable fashion, explained by the observation that
there "isn’t a guide for buying sustainable items."

Regarding the identifying problems for start-ups (Q2), four themes were suggested— (1)
Start-to-end sustainable messaging (35.29%); (2) Adapting to sustainable consumer trends
(17.65%); (3) Enhanced environmental concern (15.12%); and (4) Fulfilling the
sustainability standard (11.76%). The start-to-end sustainable messaging indicates students
understand that start-up companies face the challenge of embedding sustainability into their
core operations from inception (i.e., "being aware of the importance of sustainability is the
first step to creating successful, sustainable apparel.") Adapting to sustainable consumer
trends indicates that the shift in consumer values towards sustainability mandates start-ups to
align their practices with these evolving preferences (i.e., "with the world and consumers
focusing a lot on sustainable things, it's important for new start-up companies to focus on
sustainability.") The enhanced environmental concern indicates that as the planet faces
increasing environmental threats, start-ups have a pivotal role in combating climate change
through sustainable practices. Fulfilling the sustainability standard indicates that students
understand that sustainability is becoming a standard rather than an exception, with an
increasing expectation for start-ups to contribute to this paradigm.

Regarding the knowledge application (Q3), three key communication strategies were
identified— (1) Utilizing social media communication (66.80%); (2) Targeting and engaging
(28.33%); and (3) Influencer marketing (27.66%). In the project, students applied social
media as a communication tool since it stands out as the most effective and cost-efficient
way for start-ups to connect with potential consumers. This is recognized as "not only the
cheapest but the easiest way to connect with consumers." They also applied targeting and
engaging marketing. This theme emphasizes the importance of understanding and appealing
to the specific desires and locations of the target demographic. For example, students
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mentioned that "...Just appeal in what they want and where they are, we wanted to collaborate

with yoga places and other places of health and wellness." Also, influencer marketing is

identified as a critical strategy, with an emphasis on "well-curated content.”

Conclusion. This study indicates the importance of a situation-based learning approach in

sustainability education in college settings, enhancing knowledge about the real-world problems

associated with fashion companies’ sustainable efforts and understanding the gap between
sustainable and business goals. Through the project, students have enhanced their practical
knowledge to incorporate sustainability in business decisions for fashion start-ups.

References

Clark, R., (2009). Accelerating expertise with scenario-based learning. Learning Blueprint.
American Society for Teaching and Development.

Hwang, W. Y., Hariyanti, U., Chen, N. S.,; & Purba, S. W. D. (2023). Developing and validating
an authentic contextual learning framework: promoting healthy learning through learning by
applying. Interactive Learning Environments, 31(4), 2206-2218.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2021.1876737

Hwang, J., Youn, S. Y., & Zhao, L. (2022). How Resilient Coping Influences Goals and
Sustainable Fashion Consumption Moving Toward the Next Phase of COVID-19.
Proceedings of International Textile and Apparel Association Annual Conference, USA,
79(1). https://doi.org/10.31274/itaa.16004

Jestratijevic, 1., & Hillery, J. L. (2023). Measuring the Clothing Mountain: Action research and
sustainability pedagogy to reframe (un) sustainable clothing consumption in the classroom.
Clothing and Textiles Research Journal, 41(1), 10-25.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0887302X221084375

Kleinheksel, A. J., Rockich-Winston, N., Tawfik, H., & Wyatt, T. R. (2020). Demystifying
content analysis. American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, 84(1), 7113.
https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe7113

Pappas, E., Pierrakos, O., & Nagel, R. (2013). Using Bloom’s Taxonomy to teach sustainability
in multiple contexts. Journal of Cleaner Production, 48, 54-64.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].jclepro.2012.09.039

Vogue Business. (2023, November 30). Meet the startups building a circular fashion industry.
Vogue Business. https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/sustainability/meet-the-startups-
building-a-circular-fashion-industry-fashion-futures

Page 3 of 3

© 2024 The author(s). Published under a Creative Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
ITAA Proceedings, #81 - https://itaaonline.org



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://itaaonline.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2021.1876737
https://doi.org/10.31274/itaa.16004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0887302X221084375
https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe7113
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.09.039
https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/sustainability/meet-the-startups-building-a-circular-fashion-industry-fashion-futures
https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/sustainability/meet-the-startups-building-a-circular-fashion-industry-fashion-futures

