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Abstract: The clothing industry is a hotbed for exploitative working conditions and environmental
damage, of which affluent global North countries remain a substantial driver. The circular economy
is a potential solution to these issues, but its social implications remain unclear. Using the UK as a
case study, this article analyses the global social impacts of a transition to circular clothing economies
in the global North, finding these to be (almost) entirely dependent upon the intentions and design of
the associated policies and governance, as well as broader socio-economic changes. Some aspects
of a transition will be unambiguously good for some people; others will only be beneficial with
careful governance. Moreover, entrenched global economic inequalities leave trade-offs borne largely
by the global South, highlighting the need for circular economy research—its drive for localization
notwithstanding—to look globally to consider how a fair transition can be achieved.

Keywords: climate change; circular economy; fast fashion; sustainable consumption; social impacts;
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1. Introduction

The Rana Plaza building collapse of 2013 killed over 1100 garment workers [1]—almost
half as many people as at the World Trade Centre in the 9/11 attacks. While no war was
waged in response to the former, the disaster did heighten public awareness and anger over
the harsh working conditions faced by global South workers as they labour to provide the
cheap clothing consumed largely by the affluent global North. It thus precipitated a wave
of government, private, and citizen action to improve these workers’ conditions. However,
the problem of harsh working conditions in the fashion industry remains widespread, and
not only in the global South. ‘Sweatshops’, defined broadly as factories with low wages and
poor employment conditions, are typically thought of as a global South, ‘developing world’
phenomenon, but research shows they also prevail in affluent global North countries such
as the UK [2].

Sweatshop labour is only one aspect of contemporary clothing economies where there
are social injustices that demand attention. Issues also abound in the way the global North
manages the increasing quantities of clothing waste arising since the advent of fast fashion,
much of which is currently exported back to the global South [3,4]. And this issue of
waste points to broader environmental impacts. Globally, carbon emissions related to the
production of clothing and footwear increased by 30% throughout the 21st century, and
material use doubled [5,6]. Clothing production is also associated with numerous other
environmental impacts, from water pollution and use [7,8] to biodiversity loss and land
occupation [9,10].

While this recent growth in impacts has been largely due to increasing demand in
middle-income countries of the global South, particularly in East and South-East Asia, the
per capita impacts remain highest in the import-reliant global North. The UK is an archety-
pal example, with high clothing consumption per person [11] and environmental impacts
that occur upstream within global South countries like Bangladesh and India—impacts
that compound the social justice concerns that sweatshops in low-income countries already
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present. These impacts are difficult to reduce while the UK clothing economy remains
largely linear and underpinned by a consumer culture embedded within an economy
dependent upon continual growth [12].

Transitioning from this model to a circular economy (CE) is a key idea proposed to ad-
dress these various issues [13]. There is no magic bullet (or magic, impact-free fibre); rather,
a transition must involve manifold technical and social strategies, from improving energy
and resource efficiency throughout clothing supply chains [14] to increasing the reuse and
repair of clothing to prolong its lifetime [15–18]. Such strategies must be implemented
so that unintended consequences that may negate environmental benefits, like rebound
effects and/or unsustainably high energy consumption, are avoided (see Section 2.2). Early
concepts of CE also aimed to achieve positive social impacts [19]; however, researchers
have shown how the social side of CE was lost as CE was absorbed into the economic status
quo [20]. Recent works have investigated CE alongside social impacts and human well-
being, but largely theoretically [21–24]—sectoral case studies are rare [25,26] and remain
technologically focused [27]. Whether or not a CE would be better for people remains a
question rarely scrutinised in research [19,28,29].

In this article, we aim to provide a synopsis of the global social impacts that may
accompany a transition to sustainable, circular clothing economies in the global North,
thus assessing whether these are likely to be as positive as CE discourse often assumes. We
focus upon the UK so as to build upon recent work developing sustainability scenarios for
the UK clothing economy—scenarios underpinned by circular economy interventions (see
Section 2.3). These circular interventions are necessary, but not sufficient, for environmental
sustainability—the possibility of an environmentally unsustainable circular economy is
something we recognise, but do not explore here, where we focus instead upon the asso-
ciated social impacts. To this end, we draw upon methods and literature from various
disciplines, including social lifecycle assessment, social footprinting, theories of human
needs, social anthropology, and environmental justice. A key message of this analysis is that
assessing the social impacts of even a single industrial sector, such as clothing, requires this
analytical diversity; no one method, framework, or perspective is superior. Accordingly,
this article does not provide a detailed analysis of social impacts by formally applying a
single method such as social lifecycle assessment. Instead, we draw upon various existing
studies to qualitatively assess the current social impacts of the UK clothing system, and how
these may change if the UK (or similar global North countries) adopted circular clothing
production and consumption practises in the future. We devote particular attention to the
risks a ‘bad’ circular transition may pose to people if the impacts are not scrutinised—a
perspective that is rarely taken in the CE literature we review in our analysis.

2. Background and Methods
2.1. Social Impacts and Human Well-Being

Broadly defined, ‘social impacts’ refer to any changes affecting people and commu-
nities. They relate to culture, political systems, working conditions, individual health,
well-being, etc. [30]. Given this wide scope, it is unsurprising that assessment methods are
diverse (to put it mildly).

The phrase ‘social impacts’ itself conjures up more technocratic methods, such as ‘social
lifecycle assessment’ (S-LCA) or ‘social footprinting’ [31], which focus upon quantifying
various social impact metrics, locally and globally [32]. Studies of ‘bad labour’ footprints
have quantified the scale of child labour, forced labour, and other unethical labour practises
embodied in global trade [33]. Forward-looking work, which is far more speculative, has
estimated how things like workplace fatalities may vary between alternate sustainability
pathways for major sectors [34,35].

A very different group of approaches for studying social impacts is grounded in
philosophies of human well-being. Scholars have developed theories defining finite sets of
basic human needs [36,37] and how their realisation contributes to well-being [38]. Related
empirical research has explored how well-being outcomes vary in different political and



Sustainability 2024, 16, 7094 3 of 16

social contexts [39,40], while theoretical work has quantified the energy and resources
required to secure well-being for all [41,42].

Key to all such approaches are issues of equity and inequality, and environmental
justice more generally. Work in this area has highlighted how the negative impacts of
environmental damage are disproportionately borne by poorer populations [43,44]; benefits
and subsidies relating to clean technologies are often captured by the affluent; and global
inequalities allow the wealthier global North to exploit and appropriate the labour and
natural resources of the global South [45,46], a situation many trace back to colonialism [47].

As described later, all such approaches offer useful perspectives for analysing social
impacts in the clothing sector.

2.2. Circular Economy in Theory and (Current) Practise

The CE concept has become central in guiding transitions to sustainability across
many industrial sectors, including clothing. Kirchherr et al. [48] propose standardising its
definition as follows:

“an economic system that replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively
reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production/distribution and consumption
processes. It operates at the micro level (products, companies, consumers), meso level
(eco-industrial parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to
accomplish sustainable development, thus simultaneously creating environmental quality,
economic prosperity, and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations”.

(p. 229)

This definition aims to capture the broader ideals of social and economic sustainability
that underpinned early conceptions of CE. However, as CE has been absorbed into the
economic status quo, these ideals have been heavily diluted [49,50].

Much CE research and practice has become narrowly focused on economic and tech-
nological developments [20]. Practitioners frequently exclude the notion of reducing
throughput from their CE definitions, thus ignoring the biophysical limits that a perpet-
ually growing economy may overshoot [50]. The most diluted definitions consider CE
to be synonymous with recycling [48], which, even in the absence of economic growth,
is clearly insufficient for environmental sustainability. Indeed, while CE frames itself as
radical, it is typically presented as posing no threat to capitalism, and CE discourse is often
used to legitimise current practises [51]. Many thus argue that CE requires fundamental
economic transformation to be effective [52], to ensure, for example, that more repairs do
not simply lead to larger wardrobes, or that larger secondhand markets do not simply grant
people a moral licence to buy more new clothes. After all, key CE principles—improving
efficiency and reducing waste to extract more value from energy and material flows—have
been practised since the mid-20th century by industries seeking to improve economic
performance [53]. But increased production, which can perhaps be understood as an
economy-wide rebound effect [54,55], means humanity’s ecological impacts have increased
dramatically nonetheless [56].

As CE ideas have become diluted, social impacts have also been written out of much
of the CE discourse. Analyses of equity, poverty, human well-being, and sustainable
development are now scarce [20,57]. The social impacts considered are typically narrow,
relating to employment opportunities and workplace health and safety [22–24]. Human-
needs-based approaches have escaped the CE literature almost entirely, replaced by a focus
on jobs, business models, and decoupling [21,28]. Velenturf and Purnell [20] respond by
arguing that social and individual well-being—that is, ‘[creating] conditions that offer
equity in realising quality of life that at least meets human rights standards for all’—should
be incorporated as a key principle underpinning CE.
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2.3. The Clothing System in the UK

The UK clothing economy is typical of affluent global North countries, with consump-
tion around double the global average [5] and met largely via imports [11,58]. Pollution,
land and water use, and other ecological impacts are thus offshored to the low- and middle-
income countries serving UK supply chains. Clothing reuse is significant, however, and the
mass reused is estimated to be ~25% that of new consumption, or 45% if the used clothing
exported for reuse abroad is added [11]. But here, the story starts to fray, as material recy-
cling and downcycling is minimal, leaving more clothing landfilled or incinerated (50%)
than reused. Consequently, UK clothing consumption is estimated to generate more waste
beyond UK borders than within them. Thus, despite the UK importing ~90% (by mass) of
the new clothing it consumes, it offshores over half of the associated textile waste—the sum
of the pre-consumer waste in global supply chains, and UK exports of unusable clothing
intended for reuse that are instead disposed (see Section 3.5).

Recent research explores resource flow scenarios to demonstrate how the UK clothing
economy can move towards CE and sustainability [58]. These scenarios involved substantial
changes to production, consumption, and post-consumption and end-of life pathways. In
short, the results of [58] showed that while recycling alone could significantly reduce land
and water use, transformational changes would be required throughout supply chains to
meaningfully reduce energy use and carbon emissions. This transformation must be well
under way within this decade if the UK clothing economy is to have a reasonable chance of
meeting net-zero by 2050.

More detailed results are unimportant here, as not all the strategies required for the
UK clothing economy to achieve circularity are considered herein. The focus is on four
that may have proportionally greater social rather than technological impacts: reductions
in new clothing consumption; increased UK clothing manufacture; increased clothing reuse and
repair; and increased clothing recycling. Similarly, the current analysis does not cover actors
at every stage of the supply chain, but focuses instead on groups impacted most by these
four interventions: (i) workers in the global supply chains serving UK clothing, (ii) workers in
UK clothing manufacture, (iii) UK clothing consumers, (iv) UK circular economy workers (in reuse,
repair, and recycling) and (v) consumers and workers in countries that receive exports of used
UK clothing.

The results are structured into five sections exploring these groups. Each first sum-
marises the impacts currently associated with the UK clothing system, and then quali-
tatively assesses the social implications of a transition to a circular system. The latter
involves critically reviewing the existing literature related to the multiplicity of methods
and perspectives introduced above. UK-specific research is prioritised, and where this is
not possible, the scope is broadened, either to a similar geographical context (e.g., another
affluent, post-industrial European country) or to a broader sector (such as all recycling and
repair work, not just that related to clothing).

3. Results
3.1. Social Impacts Related to Imported Clothing

The UK currently imports around 1 million tonnes (Mt) of clothing each year [59], with
consumption slightly higher at 1.1–1.3 Mt [60]. Global clothing supply chains are associated
with numerous negative social impacts [2], epitomised by the phrase ‘sweatshops’. Workers
are subject to verbal, physical, and sexual abuse, particularly ethnic minority women
and girls, who continue to be the largest worker group in the global South (see Fair
Wear’s Approach to Addressing Violence and Harassment in the World of Work (www.fairwear.
org/, accessed on 9 July 2024) and New Republic (https://newrepublic.com/article/15
3596/fix-fashion-industrys-racism, accessed on 9 July 2024)). Wages frequently fall far
below the living wage (see: https://wageindicator.org/salary/wages-in-context/garment-
industry-living-wage-gap and https://labourbehindthelabel.org/living-wage/, accessed
on 9 July 2024), an issue compounded by compulsory overtime, insecure contracts, and
denial of sick and maternity pay (see: https://www.fairwear.org/resources-and-tools/fair-

www.fairwear.org/
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working-hours-guide and https://cleanclothes.org/bad-contracts, accessed 9 July 2024),
and the broader power-imbalances tilted in brands’ and retailers’ favour that COVID-
19 brought to the fore [61]. Debt-bondage is common in both clothing factories and
cotton fields, as is forced labour, which is sometimes committed by states (see https:
//www.fashionrevolution.org/resources/transparency/ and https://betterwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/BW-Progress-and-Potential_Web-final.pdf, accessed on 9 July 2024).
Health and safety standards are poor, leaving workers exposed to dangerous chemicals,
factory fires, and structural failure like the Rana Plaza building collapse [1]. Workers’
attempts to unionise to improve these conditions are frequently thwarted by national or
corporate legislation (see https://cleanclothes.org/union-busting, accessed on 9 July 2024).

However, this is the worst that global clothing supply chains have to offer. The key
question here is what proportion of UK imports are characterised by such conditions. This
is difficult to answer precisely, but looking to social impact and footprinting literature offers
some insight. Figure 1 shows textile sector minimum wages in 2022 relative to living wages
for the 15 countries with the largest shortfalls. Alongside this are the masses of clothing the
UK imported from each of these countries in 2022. The UK imported ~450 kt from China
and Bangladesh (nearly 50% of all imports), where the minimum wage in the textile sector
is only ~33% of the living wage. India and Indonesia supplied 110 kt (11%), and both have
a similar shortfall in textile sector wages relative to living wages (30–40%). Cumulatively,
nearly 65% of UK clothing imports in 2022 were from countries where the minimum textile
sector wage is less than half the living wage. Note that there are also rich countries with
large shortfalls (in the USA, the textile sector minimum wage is two-thirds of the living
wage) and others where textile workers’ minimum wage matches the living wage (e.g.,
Turkey and Italy).
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Figure 1. Textile sector minimum wages relative to national living wages in 2022 in countries of the
global South that supplied significant amounts of clothing to the UK market in the same year. The
data for wages are from https://www.theindustrywewant.com/wages (accessed on 9 July 2024), and
for UK imports are from [59]. Percentage values on the bars indicate the kilotonnes of imports as a
fraction of total UK imports.

Research also exists at the European level that quantifies social footprints. This
found average wages in European clothing supply chains to be only 50% of fair, living
levels [62]—broadly consistent with the UK data in Figure 1. Other research on ‘bad labour’
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footprints showed that there were over 350,000 child labourers and 25,000 forced labourers
(modern slaves) in the global supply chains supporting clothing consumption in OECD
Europe in 2007 [33]. Overall, nearly 5% of the embodied labour in the imported clothing
of OECD Europe was either child or forced labour, and 50% of these child labourers were
reported to be working in hazardous conditions. Assuming the UK is typical of OECD
Europe—and that the reported 25% reduction in child labour globally from 2008 to 2020 [63]
has been offset by increased UK consumption—one may cautiously estimate that there
are ~45,000 child labourers (21,000 in hazardous conditions) and ~3000 forced labourers in
the global supply chains servicing UK consumption. Indeed, in 2016, 77% of UK fashion
retailers suspected modern slavery was occurring at some stage of their supply chains [2].

Overall, the much-publicised issues with global clothing supply chains appear to
be endemic to the current UK clothing economy. But how may these social impacts
change in a transition to a circular, sustainable clothing economy? A key part of this
transition is a substantial reduction in consumption; a 50% reduction would leave UK
consumption roughly at the global average [58]. A transition may also aim to localise/re-
shore production (see Section 3.2), meaning most (or perhaps all) the reduction would
be achieved by reducing imports. Given the extensive exploitation of workers currently
occurring, this may appear to be a good thing. But the outcomes will depend upon the
shape of the transition, which may tend towards neoliberal, international trade under
vastly unequal global power relations [64], or, at the other end of the scale, inward-looking
nationalism [65].

A good transition would see workers’ welfare and working conditions substantially
improved, and wages increased, for workers in global supply chains, such that the issues
discussed above are largely eliminated. Clothing prices would increase and demand in
the global North would fall to sustainable levels. If employment in manufacturing hubs of
the global South fell, this could be managed by children going to school instead of having
to supplement parents’ incomes, and by producing instead for domestic markets. With
wages increased to a living wage, reductions in aggregate hours of employment could also
be managed by reducing working hours for all, rather than increasing the unemployment
rate—which is essentially what has happened in deindustrialised countries like the UK (see
https://ourworldindata.org/working-hours, accessed on 9 July 2024). All this would help
reduce the reliance of the global South upon the consumer demand of the global North,
and potentially contribute to reducing the enormous global inequalities that underpin
this reliance. There could thus be a welcome synergy between reduced consumption and
improved labour conditions, as both require a move away from cheap, low-quality clothing.

But how likely is such a transition? On one hand, there is substantial support from
businesses and other stakeholders for mandatory regulations to improve wages and work-
ing conditions [66]. This could allow governments to implement policies to push the
transition in the right direction. But there are at least two fingers on the other hand:

First, it has been reported that even a doubling of global South workers’ wages may
only increase the final price of a shirt in the USA by ~9% [67], and more recent data suggest
that wages make up <1% of a fast fashion garment’s final price (see https://cleanclothes.
org/poverty-wages, accessed on 9 July 2024), implying that doubling of wages would have
a negligible (<2%) impact on price. Price changes of this order would not reduce clothing
by the magnitude sustainability requires.

Second, nationalistic UK politics may not care for the working conditions of supply
chain workers, instead aiming to reduce imports via protectionist trade policies favouring
domestic industry—perhaps implemented under the guise of carbon tariffs or similar.
This could increase unemployment for the already poor in the global South while leaving
the remaining workers no better off. Initial research suggests CE policy in the global
North could substantially increase unemployment in global South clothing supply chains,
while creating jobs in the global North [68]. This presents an ethical paradox given that
sustainability transitions in the global North are, to some degree, motivated by the fact that
ecological breakdown will primarily harm those in the global South who have contributed

https://ourworldindata.org/working-hours
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relatively little to the issue. Fear of such negative outcomes is a key reason that CE literature
has often ignored the ‘reduce’ aspect of CE, and not questioned the imperative of forever-
increasing aggregate demand [48]. Overall, there are fundamental questions here about
capitalism, consumption, and degrowth [69], and yet more fundamental questions about
ownership [70].

3.2. Labour Conditions for UK-Made Clothing

A transition to a circular UK clothing economy may involve some localisation of
production, alongside reductions in total consumption. Localisation, with respect to em-
ployment and resource use, is a key theme in some CE texts [21], and for the UK, this would
imply a reversal of recent history. From 1998 to 2015, UK textile manufacturers’ output
dropped ~50% (in cash terms), and clothing manufactures’ output dropped ~60% [71].
Textile production then resurged, reaching ~75% of the 1998 level in 2022, while clothing
production continued to fall (aside from the post-COVID rebound in 2021–2022). It is possi-
ble, however, that the mass output of UK clothing manufacturers has increased recently,
given the rise in UK fast fashion production and its low per-item cost.

Public discourse has highlighted some degree of rebirth of UK clothing manufacture
(see, for example, www.ft.com/content/e427327e-5892-11e8-b8b2-d6ceb45fa9d0, accessed
on 9 July 2024). This is driven by fast fashion companies such as Boohoo and Miss-
guided, for whom UK production allows shorter lead times, and even faster fast fashion,
than sourcing from Asian sweatshops. It has been made possible by largely illegal and
unregulated labour markets in places like Leicester, Manchester, and London. Hourly
wages average GBP 3.50-GBP 4, health and safety breaches typically thought to be eradi-
cated in the UK are common (e.g., fire escapes being blocked or padlocked), and migrant
women workers are, unsurprisingly, most commonly exploited [2]. Some heads of fast
fashion brands have reacted with shock at the finding that conditions reminiscent of Asian
sweatshops exist in the UK (see, for example, evidence presented by Boohoo in the Fix-
ing Fashion: follow-up, HC 874 (https://committees.parliament.uk/work/654/fixing-
fashion-follow-up/publications/, accessed on 9 July 2024) and comments by Asos and
New Look (www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2017/08/asos-new-look-bosses-warn-ticking-
time-bomb-uk-factories/, accessed on 9 July 2024)). But one has to wonder how it is any
surprise to anyone that reshoring clothing production to the UK, while upholding the low
prices first made possible by offshoring this production to countries with exploitative labour
conditions, has resulted in the UK importing those same conditions to its own factories.
Moves to better regulate the wages and conditions in the numerous small UK factories
that supply major UK retailers will, of course, raise the price of domestic production and
increase precisely that economic incentive that first drove production offshore.

Thus, for workers, localisation is only as good as local labour laws and their enforce-
ment, or lack thereof—some evidence suggests that the average UK employer can expect to
be assessed for minimum wage compliance around once every 500 years [2]. Producing a
fast fashion shirt in the UK is likely to incur a lower environmental impact than producing
one in Southeast Asia, due to avoided transport costs and the UK’s cleaner electricity grid.
But it is possible for workers to face similar conditions.

However, this worst-case scenario can be avoided. A transition to a more sustainable,
circular, and localised economy could certainly help to generate local economic opportu-
nities while offering more transparency, thus potentially leading to more public pressure,
collective bargaining, and enforcement of existing standards to ensure manufacturers offer
good working conditions and wages. The higher cost of clothing that would follow could
help reduce consumption, depending upon how much prices increased. There are many
examples of UK manufacturers that offer an entirely different deal for workers than the
unregulated sweatshops of Leicester, and which do not abide by the weekly cycle of fast
fashion. A sustainable, circular clothing economy would need to actively create the condi-
tions for such models to flourish while avoiding them becoming a market niche catering to
conscious middle-class consumers.

www.ft.com/content/e427327e-5892-11e8-b8b2-d6ceb45fa9d0
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/654/fixing-fashion-follow-up/publications/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/654/fixing-fashion-follow-up/publications/
www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2017/08/asos-new-look-bosses-warn-ticking-time-bomb-uk-factories/
www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2017/08/asos-new-look-bosses-warn-ticking-time-bomb-uk-factories/
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3.3. Social and Well-Being Relating (Directly) to UK Clothing Consumption

Clothing has obvious relationships with basic physical human needs [21,72]—it can
protect us from cold or sunlight and, in specific industrial forms, from chemicals or radia-
tion. It also has relationships with social and psychological human needs, allowing people
to express group identity or individuality, or signal respect or otherwise in contexts such as
funerals, marriages, or other ceremonies and rituals. It is tempting to dismiss the emotional
and social roles of clothing as merely ‘capitalist manipulation of the public’ [73], but this
criticism is specific to the contemporary, Western, industrial manifestation of fashion. Cloth-
ing’s relationships with politics and power, class and gender, history and oppression, and
idiosyncrasy and religion—and how these relationships have manifested in societies across
the world—have been described in detail by anthropologists [74], and the full complexity
will likely remain a mystery to anyone without formal training in the discipline.

Most of these relationships between human well-being and clothing are rele-
vant in the UK. So, the key question of the current work is whether sustainability
interventions—i.e., substantial reductions in new clothing purchases and growth in
second-hand markets—could reduce the social benefits consumers currently derive from
the clothing economy. The answer is that this seems extremely unlikely, for three reasons:

First, the substantial ~50% reduction in new clothing consumption assumed in our
previous modelling work [58] is not as deterministic as it may appear. This could also be
understood as a doubling of the average lifetimes of clothing items, without a concurrent
increase in average wardrobe size. But this does not dictate the amount of time any one
person must own an item. Some people may have small wardrobes stocked with items
purchased new, which they wear to the end of their useful life; others may have large
wardrobes containing items they only wear once before exchanging at clothes swaps, or
which are on short-term rental. All this is consistent with a 50% reduction in new clothing
consumption, so a large reduction in future clothing consumption does not imply the
homogenous adoption of a specific lifestyle.

Second, there is substantial literature documenting how the constant consumption
needed to keep pace with the rapidly changing trends generated and marketed by the
modern fashion industry can harm well-being [75]—as can materialism more broadly [76].
Recent work suggests that a smaller, less transient wardrobe can reduce anxiety while
increasing aspects of Eudemonic well-being [77] such as one’s sense of creativity and
self-expression [75,78], contrasting with the imitation inherent to fast fashion. There is
also the potential related benefit of reduced domestic work. Relevant here is the notion
of ‘slow fashion’, which aims to maintain the social and psychological benefits that many
derive from fashion, while reducing the speed of consumption and extending the life of
clothing [16]. It should also be noted that a more charitable analysis of contemporary fast
fashion argues that it has ‘democratised’ fashion, by making high-end trends more widely
accessible [2]. However, another way of putting this is that it has broadened access to the
excesses of affluence, while entrenching disempowerment, low pay, and unsafe conditions
for sweatshop workers—workers who do not enter into this notion of democratisation.

Third, one can observe the multiplicity of social and cultural functions that clothing
serves in cultures that lack capitalist consumerism. In many African cultures, for example,
clothing outlives people and is passed down through generations [79], and second-hand
clothing is often considered more valuable than cheap, low-quality imports [3]. But this
clothing still satisfies numerous social and psychological functions [74,79]. In contrast, in
consumer cultures, modern marketing manages to construct clothing items paradoxically
as both emotionally irresistible and disposable. The same point can be made by considering
forward-looking UK research that has analysed well-being frameworks to establish sixteen
concepts that could be actualised in a circular economy—playfulness, caring, creativity,
participation, learning, and many more (manuscript by Petreca et al. in preparation for
the UK Textiles Circularity Centre) [80]. A key point of this work is that transitioning
from a consumerist culture to one consistent with a circular economy could allow cloth-
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ing to be more broadly coupled to well-being, extending beyond hedonism into many
eudemonic dimensions.

In summary, transitioning towards a CE with reduced consumption is far more likely
to benefit global North consumers’ well-being than harm it. One may even hypothesise
that a study of UK citizens’ satisfaction with their wardrobes over the past few decades
would not find satisfaction increasing in line with consumption-growth (we are not aware
of such a study). Indeed, to laypersons engaged with the modern clothing system, the
above arguments may appear an overcomplicated way of presenting a message that to
them is obvious: modern consumerism is generally not for consumers but for the economy
and those that profit from it—and clothing is no different.

3.4. Impacts of Circular Activities in the UK

Research on the social aspects of current reuse, repair, and recycling activities in the
UK clothing economy is sparse. Some exists exploring the UK charity shop sector. This
reports that volunteers are generally satisfied with their experiences, local economies are
supported with relatively recession-proof businesses, and recent offenders and those with
mental health issues are given valuable opportunities for social integration [81]. Other UK
research into local repair, reuse, and recycling communities suggests that participating
citizens cultivate feelings of care, self-reliance, and empowerment (among other things)
and similar messages emerge from other countries [82,83]. A key issue, however, is that
these studies typically explore unpaid work/volunteering. For example, paid employees
are notably absent from the discourse on charity shops. Indeed, only ~1% of paid workers
in the Dutch clothing sector are involved in core circular activities, with workers instead
concentrated in retail and distribution [84]. As an affluent, post-industrial economy, the UK
is likely to be similar. In short, circular activities in the UK clothing economy have various
positive social benefits, but they are relatively small-scale, and unpaid work is common.

In a future circular economy, this could (and should) change. A transition towards
a circular clothing economy in the global North could substantially increase domestic
employment (albeit while decreasing employment in GS supply chains [68]). Additional
domestic jobs would emerge from expanded second-hand markets and repair services, and
fibre-to-fibre recycling plants and their collection and distribution systems. Substantial
growth in these areas would be required to shift the UK clothing economy into the most
ambitious scenario developed in previous work [58]. Research in the Netherlands is relevant
here—one study found that, relative to business-as-usual, a future clothing economy
focused upon reuse and repair could increase employment by 25% by 2050, while a future
focused upon fibre-to-fibre recycling may increase employment by 14% (but with lower job
losses for workers in global South supply chains) [84]. However, it has been suggested that
the ‘dirty work’ of textile recycling and recovery in the global North is typically carried out
by migrant labourers [85]. So, while a transition to a CE may bring jobs back ‘home’, these
may not be filled by global North citizens.

However, job creation alone is a crude, potentially misleading measure of social
impact—more important is the quality of these jobs. Research into general CE-related jobs
in Europe backs the intuition that recycling is capital-intensive, while reuse and repair are
labour-intensive [86]. Concerningly, most workers receive below-average wages, unpaid
work is common, and productivity (in purely economic terms) is also below average. It
is thus no wonder that migrants—who are often more willing, or forced by necessity, to
bear poor working conditions and minimum wages—prevail in paid textile recycling and
recovery work [85].

Given this situation, moving towards circularity in the UK clothing economy will
require both targeted policies and new business models to scale up current circular activities.
These must raise the wages for recycling sector workers and repairers, improve working
conditions for the former, and increase the prevalence of paid work in the second-hand
retail sector. Without such changes, there is a risk that repair will remain largely a middle-
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class niche for the time-rich, and that fibre recycling will be characterised by poor working
conditions mostly weathered by migrant workers.

3.5. Socio-Economic Impacts of Used Clothing Exports

Of the 600 kt of used clothing that is collected annually in the UK with the intention of
being reused, over 350 kt (~60%) is exported [87]—to Eastern Europe, South and Central
Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa [88]. Exports in used clothing from the affluent global
North have occurred for centuries, originally motivated by scarcity rather than the current
drivers of abundance and overconsumption [89]. Notwithstanding this history, those
currently donating clothing are typically unaware that its fate normally lies beyond UK
borders [4]—although this may be changing due to campaigns like Dead White Man’s
Clothes (see https://deadwhitemansclothes.org/, accessed on 9 July 2024).

Used clothing exports from the global North have been criticised for three distinct
reasons: It has been argued they have contributed considerably to the decline of African
textile industries by undercutting prices and putting local producers out of business [90–92].
It has been shown that damaged and unusable clothing donations—typically rejected by
UK second-hand dealers and mixed into bales with more usable items by exporters—now
fill the landfills, informal dumping sites, and rivers of Tanzania, Kenya, Ghana, and
elsewhere [93,94]. Finally, others have demonstrated that corruption and power imbalances
underpin local second-hand clothing trade in receiving countries, such as India [95].

However, research has also painted a picture of the second-hand clothing trade that
is more complex and sometimes positive [4]. This includes challenging the idea that
second-hand imports played a decisive role in the decline of sub-Saharan African clothing
industries. It has been argued that the clothing industry in Zambia was moribund even
before second-hand clothing imports soared, and its death was largely due to cheap Asian
imports [79]. Relatedly, others have argued that, as locally made clothing is too expensive
for most sub-Saharan African consumers, local producers are normally not competing with
second-hand imports but instead producing for export [3]. Indeed, market sellers some-
times slightly spoil new, imported Asian shoes before hiding them among used European
shoes to help the (cheaper) former fetch a higher price [3]. Studies have also highlighted the
value that African consumers derive from second-hand clothing, which, through its stylistic
variety, they use to construct collective and individual identities [79]. Indeed, the value of
second-hand clothing to consumers and to those employed in the second-hand clothing
trade—who far outnumber those employed in clothing production—is large enough that
the Kenyan government abandoned their move to ban imports, due to fear of popular
backlash [96].

Transitioning to sustainable, circular economies in exporting countries of the global
North may change this picture considerably. If the UK significantly reduced its consump-
tion of new clothing, and increased the domestic reuse and recycling of clothing, this
could reduce used clothing exports to negligible levels. The conflicting arguments above
suggest that the impacts for receiving countries across sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere
would be mixed. On one hand, curtailing the export of unusable clothing to countries
of the global South, which contributes to their waste management crises, would clearly
be positive. If countries such as Ghana were also awarded compensation for historical
dumping (see www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/31/stop-dumping-
your-cast-offs-on-us-ghanaian-clothes-traders-tell-eu, accessed on 9 July 2024), this may
largely address environmental justice concerns. On the other hand, considerably reducing,
or eliminating, the supply of second-hand clothing to African countries poses trade-offs
for the considerable number of people employed in the second-hand clothing economy,
and for the consumers that value and depend upon this clothing. But the implications
for the African clothing industry are far less clear. While there would be less competition
from second-hand imports, competition from cheap Asian imports would remain. And
if African producers were export-oriented, they may encounter the issue highlighted in
Section 3.1—falling global North demand for new clothing—as consumption is reduced

https://deadwhitemansclothes.org/
www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/31/stop-dumping-your-cast-offs-on-us-ghanaian-clothes-traders-tell-eu
www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/may/31/stop-dumping-your-cast-offs-on-us-ghanaian-clothes-traders-tell-eu


Sustainability 2024, 16, 7094 11 of 16

in the circular economy transition. Even if the African industry were to grow, this would
likely mean more sweatshops, thus amplifying existing concerns about workers’ wages
and conditions.

However, calls to grow primary clothing manufacturing in Africa [92,97] are perhaps
misplaced. Textiles, due to a low-capital, high-labour structure, is often seen as a starter
industry for low-income countries to catalyse further industrialization and economic
growth, and the UK, EU, and USA historically protected their industries for this reason [96].
But given key 21st century challenges related to environmental limits (and also automation),
this strategy may be outdated. Low-income countries may be better off leaning into existing
circular activities, thus skipping the linear, primary-production-fed economic model that
characterised the industrial revolution and progressing directly to more sustainable forms
of development [98]. Countries that currently receive used exports from the global North
(not just of clothing) may thus be better off growing their recovery and recycling capabilities.
Indeed, the global South typically outperforms the global North when it comes to extracting
value from mixed, diluted flows of materials [99,100]. Framing the clothing that countries
such as the UK export to the global South as ‘dumping’ risks obscuring the skilled labour
that is applied in the global South to maximise recovered value.

In summary, there appears to be no ‘ideal’ solution to the issue of used clothing exports
from the global North, and how these should change in a circular future (if they should
exist at all). These exports have positive and negative effects environmentally, socially, and
economically. An argument could be made that a degree of used clothing exports from
the global North to poorer countries is compatible with (or even preferable in) a circular
clothing economy. But this argument holds weight only because the contemporary global
economy is so unequal. The extremely low wages and purchasing power of those countries
importing used clothing—made low largely due to past and present actions of the wealthy
global North—condemn these countries to low-value activities, so the question is ‘what
future is less bad?’ This point is revisited below.

4. Conclusions

It is clear from this analysis that a CE transition is not guaranteed to be socially positive
for everyone. Rather, the impacts are (almost) entirely dependent upon the associated
policies, governance, and socio-economic changes, or politics, broadly defined. Some
aspects of a transition to a CE are highly likely to be positive for some people. For example,
given the obvious excesses of fast fashion, reducing the average UK consumption below the
current levels will very likely benefit UK consumers’ mental health and well-being—unless
reductions were achieved via heavy-handed, top-down means (highly unlikely in the
UK context). Likewise, reducing exports of unusable second-hand clothing to the global
South, which are destined to become waste, will certainly be positive. But other aspects
of CE will only be socially beneficial if the transition is well governed. The reshoring of
clothing production may increase domestic employment, but this can only be considered
a success insofar as it avoids increasing work in the unregulated sweatshops of UK cities
such as Leicester. Similarly, increasing domestic CE activities related to reuse, repair, and
recycling will increase domestic employment, but this will only be a broadly positive
development if the current situation of below-average wages and high reliance on unpaid
labour also changes.

Due to entrenched global economic inequalities, the trade-offs and risks of a CE
transition will likely be borne largely by the global South. For example, if average clothing
lifetimes in the UK were prolonged (through reuse, repair, rental, etc.) and this were
accompanied by a parallel reduction in purchases of new clothing (note that this link
may be difficult to make in practice [101]), this may help UK businesses. But it would
reduce demand for new clothing, thus impacting the global South workers that have been
made dependent upon the consumer demand of the affluent global North. Indeed, these
global inequalities make it difficult to chart a path for a CE transition that does not present
trade-offs for the global South.
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The recent history of clothing trade between the global North and sub-Saharan Africa
shines a spotlight on the pervasive issue of global economic power. The notion that cheap
Asian imports into Africa have damaged clothing manufacture at least as much as used
clothing imports was highlighted earlier. However, these Asian imports arrived due to
economic liberalisation imposed upon African countries by global North countries via
the World Bank [3]. Even if one assumes that used clothing imports have instead caused
the most harm to African manufacturers, African nations have not been free to block
these from entering their markets. In 2016, the East African Community (EAC)—Kenya,
Rwanda, Uganda, Tanzania, etc.—agreed to phase out used clothing imports over a period
of three years [96]. In response, the USA threatened to place tariffs on the new clothing
that these countries export to North American markets. This was a major reason that all
EAC members except Rwanda u-turned on their used clothing phase-outs (ibid). And the
reason textile industries in the global South are so export-dependent is precisely due to
global inequalities in wages and purchasing power. Finally, note the double standards: to
protect their own producers, countries in North America and the European Union enforced
highly protectionist quota limitations on global South exports from 1974 to 2005, centred
upon the ‘Multi Fibre Arrangement’; the protectionist measures regarding second-hand
imports that EAC members were coerced out of implementing by the USA were minor in
comparison to these quotas.

Researchers have called for more attention to be paid to the international dimensions
of CE and how unequal power relations may impact the global South [64]. Some suggest
that for every benefit experienced by a country or demographic, there will likely be an
adverse impact elsewhere [65]. They also warn of a ‘circularity divide’ where the global
North continues to appropriate resources from the global South through unequal ecological
exchange [45], while also accumulating these resources through domestic recirculation. This
dynamic may be more applicable to things like rare earth metals than clothing. Nonetheless,
our analysis demonstrates the need for CE work on clothing to look both domestically and
globally to consider how a transition can be made fair. There is a strong moral imperative
for taking a global perspective, given the long histories of exploitation of the global South
by countries such as the UK. Indeed, a just transition may also include rectifying recent
injustices by, for example, having global North companies and/or consumers fund the
clean-up of textile waste in West Africa as compensation for historical dumping.

To these ends, we argue that understanding the impacts of a CE transition on humans
demands a plurality of methods, even for a single industrial sector like clothing. Policies
designed to increase the recirculation of materials, and decrease primary consumption,
should be guided by insights not just from environmental science, engineering, economics,
and business, but also development studies, anthropology, and other social sciences. The
current work has not done justice to the breadth of research offered by this diversity of
fields, but it has demonstrated how the synthesis of such knowledge may shed light on the
human impacts of a CE transition. It has uncovered potential losers in a CE transition, who
are absent from the common win–win discourse.

This research thus paves the way towards a more detailed analysis of the human
impacts of CE transitions in the clothing economies of the affluent global North, and the UK
in particular. Future work may more rigorously examine different parts of the system or
circular interventions. This may involve disciplinary work, which subsequent research can
piece together into a holistic analysis more thorough than provided here. Other research
should develop coherent socio-political narratives regarding how a transition may be
governed, describing, for example, how a circular clothing economy transition may look if
achieved through a protectionist agenda, a neoliberal one, or—with a little luck—one in
which global justice is central.
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