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Introduction

As upcycled fashion proliferates in the sustainable fashion economy (Radin, 2019; Chan,
2020), designers face both challenges and opportunities with sourcing. A critical point of interest
is how and where companies access the pre- and post-consumer materials used to create
upcycled lines. Massive overconsumption and rapid disposal rates have created tremendous
amounts of materials suitable for creative reuse (Wicker, 2016); however, waste streams can be
difficult to predict, leading to inconsistencies and unreliability. Accessing these abundant pre-
and post-consumer textile materials is complex. A deeper and more nuanced understanding of
the ways businesses in the U.S. navigate the challenges of these complex sourcing opportunities
could increase the accessibility and scalability of upcycling to a larger number of brands. With
these aspirations in mind, we ask: where and how do upcycled fashion businesses in the U.S.
source the materials needed to create their lines?

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

This research draws upon R. Edward Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory and Mark
Starik and Patricia Kanashiro’s (2013) interlinked theory of sustainability management (2013) to
better understand sourcing strategies for upcyclers. In stakeholder theory, companies take a
holistic view that evaluates how businesses positively and negatively affect individuals,
organizations, and communities throughout their supply chain and should strive to create value
for all people and places they interact with (Freeman, 1984). Starik and Kaneshiro (2013) have
built upon this framework by considering the challenges of sustainability management, which
they define as “the formulation, implementation, and evaluation of both environmental and
socioeconomic sustainability-related decisions and actions” (p. 13). Horisch et al. (2014) have
drawn connections between the two theories by arguing that “both concepts extend the view
beyond maximizing short-term shareholder value or accounting-based profits and share a broader
understanding of the embeddedness, dependencies, obligations, abilities, and possibilities of
companies” (p. 331). For upcyclers, sourcing materials is integral to a holistic understanding of
their impact and management strategies since they bypass traditional models of purchasing new
materials through well-established supply chains and incur additional labor as part of their
brands’ prioritization of environmental and social benefits.
Sourcing materials for traditional (non-upcycled) fashion lines include numerous routes, often
global and transnational (Tyler et al., 2006; Karaosman et al., 2020; Niinimaki et al., 2020).
Aesthetics, function, quantity, and cost figure prominently in the textile purchase decisions that
apparel brands will make (Johnson et al., 2015; Sherburne, 2019). Depending on a brand’s needs
and budget, they may visit showrooms, textile trade shows, textile retail outlets, online platforms,
or through a full-package production agreement (Ingram, 2019; Meadows, 2019). Brands seeking
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a high level of control over this process will work directly with manufacturers or converters to
create exclusive-use textiles (Buboni, 2017). However, having this level of control in the textile
creation process comes at a higher cost. Alternatively, businesses may order from a textile
producer’s pre-made stock materials. In both scenarios, textile companies require fashion brands
to commit to buying a high minimum quantity of textiles (Johnson et al., 2015; Buboni, 2017),
which can put these options out of reach for small and micro enterprises.

While traditional sourcing options offer apparel producers convenience, reliability, and
greater inventory control, making garments from new textiles typically comes at a high
environmental cost. Textile manufacturing is notoriously resource-intensive and polluting,
negatively impacting the environment across the supply chain (Black, 2008; Fletcher, 2008; Roy
Choudhury, 2015; Lee, 2017; Milburn, 2017; Thomas, 2019; de Castro, 2021). Reusing existing
materials requires significantly less energy (Fletcher, 2008, p100) and has the added benefit of
delaying these textiles from entering landfills. The United States is responsible for an
overabundance of post-consumer textiles (Papamichael et al., 2023; Bick et al., 2018). Such
bountiful waste has made upcycled fashion production more accessible to individuals. At the
same time, creating one-off garments for personal use differs significantly from the consistent
flow of materials required to run an upcycled fashion business. A diversity of materials and
sourcing locations are at odds with the fashion system’s current expectation of consistency for
scalability. For fashion companies prioritizing upcycling used and waste materials, their sourcing
process can vary significantly from traditional fashion manufacturers and may include pre-
consumer materials, post-consumer materials, or a combination of the two.

Methods

Commercial upcycling is still a nascent, relatively small-scale industry in the United
States. Therefore, a variety of qualitative methods were used in this study. Data was collected
over fourteen months through digital surveys, in-depth semi-structured interviews, video and
photography recordings, and ethnographic fieldwork in the states of California, Illinois, New
York, and North Carolina. The study’s inclusion criteria required that all participant’s fashion
brands use upcycled materials in a portion of their line and that some of the brand’s production
occur in the United States. In all, 29 participants contributed. Most of these individuals were the
owners or co-owners of upcycled fashion businesses, though three were employees speaking on
behalf of the fashion companies they worked for. Purposive sampling was used to ensure that the
study participants represented a large swath of the current upcycling markets in terms of both
location and product assortment. The interviews ranged in length from thirty minutes to two
hours, while the site visits typically lasted three hours. All data was coded for emergent themes.
The initial round of coding was completed manually, and a second round of coding was done
using Atlas t.i. software to crosscheck validity.

Results and Discussion

Our research found that upcycling fashion businesses use a wide range of sourcing
strategies across multiple channels that include both people and places. The spaces accessed
included second-hand retail shops, in-person markets, online marketplaces, deadstock retailers,
rag houses, dealers, and donations. Additionally, all participants stated that personal production

Page 2 of 4

© 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/

2024 Proceedings Long Beach, California

scraps were retained for use in future designs. This occurred during in-house work and also with
outside production partners who were expected to return all textile cutoffs.

In examining the question of how brands source materials for upcycling, it became
apparent that this system involves a complex web of social, material, financial, and creative
assets that overlap and intersect. These relationships shape the upcycler’s power and control,
which in turn impacts conditions of possibility for their business that will ensure a sustainable
future for their businesses. In addition to the sites of sourcing and the materials themselves,
numerous factors affect what materials businesses have access to, but can also affect the
materials’ quality, quantity, and price. These forces also impact the sourcing landscape by
influencing the designs upcycled brands can produce. These factors include materials, social
connections, location, technology, finances, and creative design. Depending on the upcycled
brands’ engagement with these varying factors, they can either increase one’s access to materials
or serve as barriers. A balance of these factors allows upcycling brands to produce a greater
range of high-quality designs in greater quantities.

Implications

This research uncovered that upcycled materials are acquired from a wide range of
spaces. Though a combination of sourcing channels was accessed by all brands, the specific
channels a brand chooses to access are greatly influenced by its aesthetics and the form of
upcycling it practices. Additionally, a range of factors affected which materials brands could
access as well as the quantities they could acquire. By understanding these factors, upcycled
fashion businesses can reduce inefficiencies and enhance the quality and quantity of their
designs. Despite challenges in speed and scale, many upcycled fashion brands prioritize work-
life balance and ethical production over optimizing sourcing or scaling. This profit approach
benefits all stakeholders, aligning with Freeman’s stakeholder theory and Starik and Kanashiro’s
sustainability management.
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Figure 1. Sourcing Forces Model. This model illustrates how forces in the sourcing landscape overlap and

interact. Upcycled designers with a balanced blend of these factors are likely to have access to the highest
quantities of materials.
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