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      The pair of jeans I’m wearing right now 
comes with a legacy of toxic chemicals used to 
grow the cotton, entire rivers poisoned by the 
dyeing and finishing process, and human mis-
ery in the sweatshops where they were sewn. 
We thought we ended these environmental and 
social malpractices decades ago. It turns out 
that all we did was export them to countries 
too desperate for the business to worry about 
the consequences. And they’re still making our 
clothes! 

As Paul Hawken, my favorite writer on the new 
economy, says, “The cash register is the daily 
voting booth in democratic capitalism. We don’t 
have to purchase products that destroy or buy 
from companies that harm.” We’re here to intro-
duce you to the alternatives.

You and I are the missing piece – consumers 
who demand sustainably, ethically produced 
clothing. Every day we vote with our wallets for 
the kind of world we want to live in. When we 
buy from ethical and sustainable companies, 
we fund their work to make continually better 
and safer products, better working conditions, 
and an economy we can count on for the long 
run. In the words of Eleanor Roosevelt, “One’s 
philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is 
expressed in the choices one makes.” 
 

In this brochure, we introduce you to the choices 
that are open to you if you want to dress sustain-
ably – for your health and for the health of the 
planet. The apparel industry is the second most 
polluting industry in the world today after oil. 
From cotton farmers to garment factory workers, 
the industry also employs 1/6 of the world’s pop-
ulation, most of whom live in developing coun-
tries and work in unsafe and unfair conditions. 
We can change this, one purchase at a time.

Sign up for our newsletter at 
www.GreenerDailyLife.com to get regular 
updates on sustainable living.

Changing the Clothing Consumer 
Mindset 

Remember the days when clothes-shopping was 
seasonal, and you would save up to buy that 
jacket or dress you’d been eyeing for months? 
Well, today, the average American buys at least 
one garment per week, and discards 80 pounds 
of clothing in the same year. 

We are raising generations of children to treat 
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clothes like plastic water bottles or paper bags 
– disposable and single-use. We no longer ask 
if the quality of our newest Target or H&M 
purchase is good. It merely needs to be good 
enough. And, really, who can resist the appeal 
of a pair of $5.99 flip-flops? A $19.99 hoodie? 
Every one of us, if we realize that the price on 
the little sticker barely begins to capture the true 
costs – social, environmental, psychological – of 
producing and consuming massive quantities of 
low-grade apparel at ever-cheaper prices. 

In light of recent consumer awareness cam-
paigns seeking to reform our overflowing yet 
underwhelming closets (check out the docu-
mentary, “The True Cost,” on your next Netflix 
chill night), here’s our step-by-step guide to 
intelligent, thoughtful dressing. 

The 6-Item Wardrobe Challenge

You may be familiar with the concept of a cap-
sule wardrobe – a collection of versatile basics 
that happily outlasts today’s endless trend cy-
cles – but how exactly do you start? Hint: Look 
through what you already own, and identify what 
pieces you wear the most.

Back in 2010, a group of women launched a Web 
challenge called “Six Items or Less,” where you 
choose six or fewer items from your closet to 
wear for a month. You’re free to change up your 
shoes, accessories, and, of course, underwear 
as you wish (workout gear and outerwear are 
also exempt), but this “shopping diet” asks that 
you stick to various combinations of, say, a black 
blazer, work slacks, two button-downs, jeans and 
a tee. 

Some participants chose reversible clothes for a 
bit of flexibility. Others decided to count multiple 
versions of an item as a single item (say, if you 
have 3 nearly identical black blazers).

Among the 200 or so total participants who 
tackled this seemingly daunting experiment, the 

What’s In Your Closet? 
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most common – and surprising – finding was 
this: no one noticed. Not even the participants’ 
partners, much less their coworkers. 

“I’ve freed a lot of bandwidth in my head,” said 
one Sixer. “Obviously, I didn’t need all of these 
clothes,” said another. More importantly, the 
items the participants chose for the challenge 
were the clothes that made them happiest and 
suited their lifestyle. 

Go forth and pare!

Mending & Tailoring

Think about the last time you noticed a tear in 
your sweatshirt or dress. Is your reflex to fix it 
or toss it? Chances are, the quality of the cloth-
ing is so poor that having it fixed would cost 
more than buying a new one anyway. 

“Currently, our entire economy is built on mak-
ing crappy stuff that can’t be fixed and must be 
replaced,” says Patagonia’s Director of Global PR 
& Communications Adam Fetcher. Gone, too, 
are the days when basic skills such as sewing 
were actually taught in school. 

Patagonia, for one, is spearheading a repair-and-
care revival through their Worn Wear project. 

The environmentally conscious outerwear com-
pany operates the largest garment repair facility 
in North America today, and publishes free repair 
guides. 

So how can we apply this philosophy to our per-
sonal wardrobes? 

      For those of you who are crafty or handy, 
YouTube sewing tutorials are always a great re-
source. 

      Find tailors – and, for shoes and accessories, 
cobblers – in your neighborhood (we promise, 
they actually exist!). You’ll be supporting local 
business while you’re at it. 

      Ask friends from older generations – you 
might need to thread the needle for them, but 
they will most likely know how to sew. 

      Be creative! Turn a torn tee into a tank top, 
jeans into cut-offs and repurpose the scraps with 
other fabric into a rug, blanket, pillowcase or 
scarf. Have fun! 

Clothing Swaps

Here’s an idea: go shopping in your family, 
friends’ and friend of friends’ closets!

http://www.GreenerDailyLife.com
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Exchanging clothing over pizza and wine is a 
fantastic way to circulate your used clothing 
locally. Organize a swap with friends, or find one 
on Meetup. Watch your long-neglected sweater 
transform into someone else’s new favorite fall 
piece. 

Giving – and finding – clothes through clothing 
swaps makes an otherwise anonymous com-
mercial exchange personal, social and environ-
mentally sound. 

Vintage stores are the original conscious shop-
ping destination. They are definitely worth a 
look, but be aware of the following:

      Vintage clothes run the gamut in quality, 
from rare period clothing with stunning detail 
to your typical used clothing item that’s been 
merely rebranded as vintage. Check the label.

      Without a doubt, clothes from earlier de-
cades – especially those that have survived until 

today – were better made. Run a cost-per-wear 
calculation (see below) if you find yourself balk-
ing at the tag. 

      You don’t have much choice with sizes when 
buying vintage, so be prepared to make a trip to 
the tailor. 

No vintage stores near you? Try an online vintage 
shop, such as ThredUp. They have a broader se-
lection of styles and sizes than your local retailer, 
and regular schedule of special promotions.

Buying Vintage 

We all know that natural fabrics are better than 
synthetic fabrics, but how much better, and what 
are the sustainably produced alternatives? 

Natural fabrics are made from renewable re-
sources because they are either plant-based – 
cotton, linen, hemp, and so on – or animal-based, 
such as wool, cashmere, alpaca, and silk. Most 
synthetic fabrics, on the other hand, are made 
entirely from non-renewable crude oil, though an 
increasing array are chemically produced from 

Buying Clothes Made With 
Sustainable Fabrics
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wood or bamboo pulp.   

While a cotton tee is environmentally preferable 
to a polyester tee, industrial cotton nonetheless 
wreaks havoc on the environment: soil degrada-
tion, freshwater and ocean water pollution, farm 
worker exposure to chemicals…you name it.

Similarly, while a wool sweater is better than a 
rayon sweater, overgrazing due to wool produc-
tion and desertification linked to cashmere pose 
serious environmental challenges. 

This is where sustainable fabrics come into the 
picture. Below, we discuss the inspiring range 
of alternatives available today.

Sustainable Plant-Based Fabrics

      Certified organic cotton is grown without 
toxic chemicals and forced labor. Look for this 
conscious cotton option certified through organi-
zations such as the Global Organic Textile Stan-
dard (GOTS) and Oeko-Tex. 

      Linen is a superb natural-fiber alternative to 
cotton. One of the oldest fibers in the world, it 
is easy on the soil and full of amazing natural 
properties: it’s anti-bacterial, non-allergenic and 
static-free. 

      Hemp is in the same fiber family as linen, 
and wins the award for being the least water-in-
tensive of all natural fibers with the highest fiber 
yield. Read more about hemp here.

Sustainable Animal-Based Fabrics

      Sustainably produced sheep wool comes 
from sheep raised on organic farms that are 
treated humanely. Look for certifications such as 
GOTS and the Responsible Wool Standard.

      Peruvian alpaca wool is super soft and silky, 
so it’s perfect for sensitive skin. These alpaca are 
bred on small ranches in the Peruvian mountains, 
grazing in wide-open spaces and sheared once a 
year. 

      Organic silk is pesticide-free and cruelty-free, 
which means that silk caterpillars are allowed to 
emerge naturally from their cocoons rather than 
killed. 

Recycled Fabrics 

      Recycled natural fabrics are made from re-
sewn, over-dyed or felted secondhand clothing. 
Major apparel companies such as Patagonia and 
Eileen Fisher are pioneering this zero-waste tech-

http://www.GreenerDailyLife.com
http://www.global-standard.org/the-standard/general-description.html
http://www.global-standard.org/the-standard/general-description.html
https://www.oeko-tex.com/en/business/oeko_tex_certified_products/oeko_tex_certified_products.html
https://www.amberoot.com/natural-fibres-hemp/
http://responsiblewool.org/


7Find more sustainable living resources at www.GreenerDailyLife.com

nology through their “Common Threads Initia-
tive” and “Remade” programs. 

      Recycled polyester fabrics are also on the 
sustainable spectrum. The recycling process 
does require energy, but at least we’re not 
pumping new oil out of the ground to make that 
material. Check out Pittsburgh-based Thread and 
Zurich-based Freitag, which also just pioneered 
compostable fabrics!

With all fabrics, be aware that the dyeing and 
finishing process can still involve toxic chem-
icals, but clothing makers can also choose 
low-impact, non-toxic dyes. Check the label; 
they will often tell you when they use more 
responsible manufacturing processes. When in 
doubt, ask the brand!

We recognize that the allure of cheap fashion is 
undeniable, but next time you’re about to make a 
purchase, try this simple calculation (and remem-
ber, your smartphone has a calculator function, 
so this simple to do): 

      Think about how many times you’ll wear the 
item in a month, multiply that by 12 (or 6 if it’s 
seasonal), then multiply again by the number of 
years you think you’ll continue to wear it. 

      Divide the price of the item by your final 
number.

       You’ve just figured out the item’s cost-per-
wear. 

Cost-per-wear is a great way to choose between 
more expensive, so-called “investment piec-
es” and their throwaway versions (you can read 
through some examples here). Is that cheaper 
coat really a bargain if the lining falls out after a 
year? Try to resist what Ecocult founder Alden 
Wicker calls the “fashion high,” and we’ll all be 
better off for it.

Buying According to Cost-
Per-Wear 

9/
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I’d be the last to portray any clothing maker as 
perfect. Each company makes choices that fit 
with its values – and that is a huge step in the 
right direction. You also make those choices as a 
consumer. Here are a few tips to help: 

Vegan Leather

While vegan ‘leather’ is marketed as a cruel-
ty-free alternative to leather, savvy consumers 
are now aware that vegan leather typically 
includes heavily polluting petroleum products. 
Luckily, other options abound, including cork, 
waxed cotton, recycled or renewable natural 
rubber, burlap and hemp. Cork is an especially 
fabulous alternative, as cork bark can be har-
vested over and over again, helping to prevent 
deforestation and desertification. 

Bamboo Fabrics

Bamboo is likewise promoted as a sustainable 
fabric. However, bamboo fabrics are produced 
using nasty chemicals.  

Locally Made

I buy produce from my local farmers’ market 
even when it isn’t organic because I want to 
support small producers. I want food that hasn’t 
traveled thousands of miles. And the freshness 
is amazing. It’s not always a perfect choice, but 
it’s a good one that is consistent with my values.

The same principles can apply to clothing made 
near you. In the United States, we can assume 
that most clothes made here are made under 
reasonable working conditions with minimum 
wages. They may or may not employ low-impact 
dyeing processes, but they probably comply with 
U.S. water quality standards. This makes them 
better than many alternatives. Some companies 
only work to meet the minimum acceptable U.S. 
standards while others raise the bar. See what 
you can find out about the manufacturer whose 
clothes you are considering.

Here’s to a healthier closet!

Making Educated Choices 

http://www.GreenerDailyLife.com
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Other Paths To Sustainable Living

There is a new economy springing up all around 
us – one that recognizes its responsibility to its 
customers (that’s us), our environment, as well 
as its own profits. The entrepreneurs who are 
inventing this new economy create innovative, 
beautiful products that are environmentally and 
socially sustainable. 

You don’t have to change everything in your life. 
Just choose one thing you use in your daily life 
– something you especially enjoy – and adopt 
a better alternative. Now you’re a “conscious 
consumer.” Welcome to the movement!

GreenerDailyLife.com is here to give you a taste 
of this awesome new everyday world. 
We cover: 

      Clothing, because conventional fabrics are 
among the most polluting products in the world 
and far too many of our clothes are sewn in 
appalling sweatshops.

      Food, because we have to stop treating 
food as a commodity to be produced as cheaply 
as possible, regardless of the costs to our envi-
ronment and health. 

      Home goods, because conventional bed-
ding, carpeting, paint and other materials release 
chemicals into our homes, where we spend 
more time than anywhere else, we nurture our 
families.

      Natural and organic cosmetics, because all 
of us, men and women, are exposed to hundreds 
of easily absorbed toxins through conventional 
soaps, deodorants, cosmetics and other skin 
products.

      Wind-generated power for your home, 
because 37% of conventional electricity is still 
generated by coal and the cost of clean power is 
competitive now.

      Books and magazines, because ultimately 
your purchases need to reflect your values, and 
we think that once you start down this road, 
you’ll want to learn more.

Sign up for our newsletter at 
www.GreenerDailyLife.com to get regular 
updates on sustainable living.
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