
A GUIDE FOR FOSTERING SUSTAINABLE PROSPERITY 
IN MICRO AND SMALL FASHION BUSINESSES



FASHION AS SUSTAINABILITY IN ACTION
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The COVID-19 crisis has shown with startling clarity 
that both societies and businesses singularly driven by 
economic profit are alarmingly ill-equipped to face a crisis 
of this magnitude. As it turns out, when times are difficult, 
it is not short-term, resource-intensive industrial innovation 
that helps us pull through. Rather, it is people familiar with 
local context, who have the courage and integrity to lead 
the way, driven by purpose and community spirit.

In the early days of the pandemic, in stark contrast to the 
behaviour of leading brands, countless designer-owners in 
the micro and small fashion sector have shown incredible 
compassion and creativity. They have proven that fashion 
can be a reciprocal, mutually supportive process whose 
core foci are people, empathy, and well-being of all, within 
the environmental limits of our planet.
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“I wonder if there’s something 
about looking at finding ways 
of measuring potential impact 
as a way of comparing to 
potential growth. Growth is 
generally measured in profit, 
but if a business looks like 
it would have a big impact, 
then it’s almost worth 
putting the money there.” 

LITTLE BLACK PANTS
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FASHION AS SUSTAINABILITY IN ACTION

Since 2018, a team from Centre for Sustainable Fashion 
has been working with such designers to reveal what 
sustainability looks like in action, elevating and promoting 
best practice in the sector. This collaborative research 
project, underpinned by 100 in-depth interviews with 
UK fashion creatives and support organisations, has 
been translated into an interactive guide, Fashion As 
Sustainability in Action. 

The guide shows that a new kind of fashion already exists. 
However, those who practice fashion in this way need 
greater recognition and a greater visibility to encourage 
others to learn from and with them. This guide helps us 
to better understand their distinctions and acknowledge 
their new markers of success. To recover from COVID-19 
is not about returning to the old trodden paths. We need to 
rethink where we want to get to in the first place and then 
build new and much more diverse pathways, likely also in 
different places.

Our contribution can be presented as a workshop 
(1-1.5hrs), an interactive presentation with case 
studies and rich visuals, or even as a paper. We 
are open to discussing formats that would best 
suit the occasion and purposes of the programme.
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"We are happy with our lifestyle. We 
prefer to run a manageable business 
with values and integrity, and show 
there’s another way of doing things. 
We’re lucky to have had offers of 
investment, but turned them down. We 
want to remain independent and grow 
slowly, reinvesting our profits." 

PAYNTER JACKET
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SUSTAINABLE PROSPERITY IN CULTURE, 
SOCIETY, ENVIRONMENT AND ECONOMY

Sustainable	prosperity	draws	attention	to	the	critical	
interdependencies	between	culture,	society,	environment	
and	economy.

While	this	guide	explains	how	each	of	these	four	elements	
can	be	uniquely	reflected	in	fashion	MSEs	(Chapters	
2	-	5),	the	distinction	of	the	businesses	featured	here	is	
that	they	work	in	a	holistic	way,	across	all	four	areas	of	
sustainable	prosperity.	Any	divisions	between	culture,	
society,	environment	and	economy	made	here	are	only	for	
the	purpose	of	a	detailed	introduction	of	all	four	concepts.

The diagram here can 
be used as a constant 
reminder of their mutual 
interconnections:

Culture Society

Environment Economy
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Sustainable 
prosperity

means long-term quality of life for people and nature everywhere.

cares for nature, because rich biodiversity, clean water, air, and 
fertile soil are critical for the well-being of all species on earth.

recognises that economic prosperity is critical for global equality, 
but, on its own, is an insufficient metric of human well-being.

enables decent work and long-term livelihoods everywhere.

allows enough time, energy and opportunities for personal 
development and participation in culture and community.

nurtures the search for meaning, satisfaction and fulfilment in life.

"Our jobs are being 
empathetic while 
still trying to 
make money."

BIRDSONG
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BETHANY WILLIAMS LONDON

CASE	STUDY

Founder/Owner Bethany Williams
Type Design for social purpose / 

Fashion as a tool for social change
Sector Womenswear / Menswear
Established 2017
Location London
Size Micro
Website bethany-williams.com

"There was nowhere I could work which merged 
fashion design with the social element, and 
also environmentally."

---

"The social manufacturing projects that we 
work on, that’s where I spend most of my 
time – it’s in that space, not really in the 
fashion space. That’s where I enjoy my time."

---

"It’s using fashion as a tool. It’s using 
fashion as a tool to create social change. 
I’ve had to get more involved in the fashion 
side but I feel kind of removed from it."

---

"I think it [Bethany Williams London] creates 
a space where I can do everything I want to 
do. Which is to design textiles, taking on 
more textiles recycling, finding ways to re-
use, but also working with social projects 
and trying to promote these really amazing 
organisations that are doing great things. 
And also working alongside them and our 
partners to try and support them."

---

BETHANY WILLIAMS
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Key points in social prosperity: 

Moving away from designer as sole 
creative, recognising other contributors
Creating and contributing to communities
Flat, non-hierarchical company structures
Building long-term relationships based on 
trust and mutual respect
Making positive impact on employees, 
supply chains and customers

"There is a certain trend in saying ‘Yeah, I’m a 
Founder’. It is very problematic because this sells 
a wrong story of how you, as one person, can change 
the world. As a network, as a community, we can 
change the world, not necessarily as one person."

SABINNA
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