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As you’re about to find out, The Ethical Fashion 
Guide is very different this year. 
Covid-19 has turned the fashion industry inside out, 
disrupting entire supply chains and exposing vulnerable 
workers to more risk than ever before.

How do we continue to be ethical consumers in 
this new world?
We know that Kiwis care about who makes their clothes 
and the conditions they work in. Although our world 
may have changed, our hearts haven’t. We want to give 
you the skills and knowledge to be an ethical consumer 
in this challenging Covid-19 context. So, we’ve created 
the Covid Fashion Guide especially for you.

We imagine this guide will be your shopping companion, 
helping you make good ethical fashion buying decisions 
whether you’re online or out and about!

In this Guide, we’re sharing our insider knowledge 
on how to make an ethical fashion decision without 
having to know what a brand’s grade is. We’re taking 
you beyond the grades so you can have a deeper 
understanding of what makes a brand ethical and what 
makes a difference in the lives of workers.

Let’s dive in.
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Meet Rani 
Your shopping decisions matter because of people like 
Rani*. Rani is a 27-year-old garment factory worker from 
Bangladesh. We spoke to her recently about the impact 
of Covid-19 on working conditions in her factory. 

Since the pandemic started, Rani has been required to 
work extra hours to clean the factory floor at the end of 
each day. But despite now working 14-hour shifts, Rani 
no longer gets paid extra for overtime. And although the 
workers try to maintain physical distancing and good 
hygiene, Rani says the risk is still high. “After working all 
day long, you are exhausted, and you just can’t think of 
anything extra,” she explains.
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There is also panic in Rani’s community about the virus. 
Some people are afraid to go to work for fear of infection, 
but they need money and food. Rani is worried about 
her mother, but she cannot visit for fear of spreading the 
virus to her village. Instead, Rani stays in the city where 
she lives with her sister and her sister’s two children. 
“We struggle to pay rent and payments for the fridge 
and furniture on our reduced income,” Rani says. “The 
landlord often comes to ask for the rent, but we have no 
means to pay it.”

*Name changed for protection reasons.

The factory where  
Rani works used to make 

about two million taka per day 
(NZ$35,000). After Covid, it only 
makes several thousand taka per 
day. Because of this Rani’s salary, 

which was NZ$131 per month, 
has dropped to NZ$78 
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Step 1: Stop and think 
The process of developing ethical shopping habits 
starts well before you set foot in a store or scroll 
through an online shop. Your first step is a decision 
to stop and think before you buy. It may seem tiny, 
but it’s the small steps added together that move 
us in the right direction. Being connected to the 
impact of the clothes we buy is so important.

The next time you’re about to buy that new coat or 
dress, take a moment to stop and think about the impact 
your choice may have by asking yourself these three 
questions.

1. Do I know how my purchase impacts people I’ve 
never met?

A garment is touched by almost 100 pairs of hands 
before it arrives in a store or on your doorstep. Do I know 
if any of the people who made this garment got paid 
properly? Are they forced to work long hours to make 
ends meet? Do I know if they were treated fairly during 
the pandemic? Even a little bit of information around 
one of these factors can help you make a great choice. 

2. What is the environmental impact of my 
purchase?

A piece of clothing only spends a small part of its life 
being worn. Have I considered the environmental impact 
that the garment has had before I’ve even worn it? And, 
what will I do with it once it is worn out from use?
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3. Why am I buying this?
Is the item a necessity —something I absolutely need?  
How often am I likely to wear it? Is it likely to still be  
in style next year, or the year after?
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Step 2:  
What does the research say?
You’re through the first hurdle and have decided 
to go ahead and buy an item of clothing. Now you 
need to choose which brand to buy from. The 
good news? We’ve already done a lot of the hard 
work for you!

For the last eight years, we’ve been researching how 
fashion companies treat workers in their supply chains. 
This year we specifically looked at the way brands had 
responded to the impact of Covid-19 on vulnerable 
workers in their supply chains. We know things like 
tracing supply chains, paying living wages, and tackling 
child and forced labour cannot stop during a crisis. So, 
this year we looked at: 

1. What are the brands you love doing to make sure 
workers continue to be paid fairly?

2. Do they have systems to understand where workers 
face the greatest risks and are they taking steps to 
protect them?

3. How are they making sure they are still hearing 
workers’ voices and auditing what is really happening 
in factories throughout the crisis?
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Step 3: Educate yourself
Brand websites are full of buzz words and social 
responsibility pledges. How do you figure out how 
committed a brand is to protecting workers and 
the planet? Here are some key questions to ask 
about your garment:

1. Where is it made?
Knowing where a product is manufactured provides 
clues about what might have happened in the process of 
making the garment. 

The country of manufacture will always be on the 
clothing tag and provides great insight into the 
garment’s backstory. While there are no inherently 
“good” or “bad” countries, each comes with a different 
range of common risks including forced labour, child 
labour, or union-busting. 

A garment will have been made in a specific factory 
within the stated country. It might surprise you, but 
brands may not know exactly where an item was 
manufactured. If they don’t know exactly which facility 
produced the item, a brand can’t be sure that the item was 
made in an environment that upheld worker rights and 
environmental standards. 

For smaller brands, you might be able to ask in store if 
they know the factories where their garments are made. 
For big brands, your best bet is to look on their website for 
a supplier list. While this list can’t fully capture a brand’s 
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Follow the thread. 
Look for the fibre content 

tag on clothing, which 
you should find on an 
inside seam. If you’re 

shopping online,  
look for a ‘Product 

Details’ or ‘Material’ 
section.

practices, it will tell you what they know and whether 
they are being transparent about their supply chain. If 
this list doesn’t exist, send them a message and ask more 
about the factories they use.

2. What is it made from? 
The material a product is made from can help 
you understand the environmental 
impact its creation has had. It 
also provides hints as to its 
durability and impact once it 
has finished its life in your 
wardrobe. 

A garment can be made 
of one or a combination of 
different fibres—both natural 
and synthetic. Different fibres 
have varying environmental 
impacts depending on how each fibre 
is grown or produced. A fibre’s environmental impact is 
made up of the levels of chemicals and water used in its 
production, effects on the land and any by-products or 
waste created in the production process. All these factors 
impact vulnerable communities and are very big issues 
globally. 
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Garments made from natural fibres (e.g. cotton or wool), 
or with organic or other responsible certifications, are the 
best option. Where you can’t pick a natural fibre, look  
for responsibly certified regenerated cellulose fibres,  
like Tencel or Modal.  

3. Are there certifications on the label? 
Certifications are a quick way to see if a brand has 
invested in improving labour rights or environmental 
standards in their supply chain. Common ones to look 
out for include:
1. Labour Rights

• Fairtrade. Fairtrade International/ 
New Zealand

2. Environmental Sustainability
• FSC. Forest Stewardship Council 
• Oeko-Tex.
• GOTS. Global Organic Textile Standard

3. Labour Rights & Environmental Sustainability
• BCI. Better Cotton Initiative
• B Corp. Certified B Corporation
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Research  
certifications: 

With so many certifications on the market, 
it can be pretty hard to know what’s what. 
Each comes with its own set of practices 

and criteria that affect vulnerable workers 
and the environment differently.

Follow the Thread
If you have time, there is a lot of information around that 
can help inform your decision about which garment to 
buy and from where. 

It can be difficult to know what to look for when 
everything looks and sounds so good! So, let us help you 
out with that! You can search a brand’s website for:

• A Supplier Code of Conduct

• Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

• A Living Wage Commitment

• Modern Slavery Statement 

• Annual/Sustainability Report
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Living Wage:  
meets basic needs 
and provides some 
discretionary income.

Minimum Wage:  
legally mandated wage, 
typically less than a  
living wage. 

Look for a living wage 
commitment to know a brand is 

committed to improving the income 
of all workers in their supply chain.

Living vs. Minimum Wage:  
What’s the Difference?
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Step 4: Treat your clothes kindly
The most sustainable wardrobe is the one you  
already have!

As a consumer, you have complete control over the care 
and the environmental impact of your garment once you 
own it. And you have a responsibility to determine  
what happens to your clothes when you don’t  
need them anymore. 

Take care of your clothes by:
• Repairing them when damaged.

• Washing them carefully—think about how often  
you wash your clothes, the impacts of the fibre type, 
and follow care instructions on the label. 

Dispose of clothing by donating responsibly, re-
purposing, or turning them into something new. Some 
items can even be recycled into new fibres. Garments 
made from a single fibre, such as 100% cotton, can be 
broken down and processed into a new fabric. However, 
blended fibres such as poly-cotton are much more 
difficult to recycle. 

Next time you’re doing a wardrobe clean-out, check the 
fibre label and consider a textile recycling service. Or 
you can check out the 2019 Ethical Fashion Report to find 
out which companies provide a take-back service, and 
return your old clothes to their original owner to recycle, 
re-purpose or dispose of responsibly. 
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Did you know 
Microfibres are released from 

synthetic fabrics during washing. 
These are a major source of plastic 
pollution, estimated to account for 
the equivalent of 50 billion plastic 

bottles in the ocean each year. When 
you can, choose to buy natural fibres. 

When this isn’t possible, reduce 
your impact by using a microfibre 

filter washing bag when  
laundering synthetic items.

2020 Covid fashion Guide



Step 5: Join the Movement
There are lots of ways you can make a deeper 
commitment to labour rights and environmental 
sustainability, and contribute to positive change!

1. Start a conversation with your friends and 
family.
There is power in numbers, and consumer behaviour 
can be a strong catalyst for change. When you 
encourage others to be more mindful of what they 
purchase, you’re helping to change the culture around 
fashion. Brands will be encouraged to do better 
when they see consumers favouring brands with 
high standards of labour rights and environmental 
sustainability.

2. Tell your favourite brand that ethical fashion  
matters to you.
Writing to fashion brands lets them know that their 
customers care about big issues like labour rights and 
sustainability. 

3. Invest in change that helps vulnerable garment 
workers and the environment.
Our decisions make a big difference. When these 
decisions combine with a growing movement, the 
impact for workers and the environment is multiplied. 
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After making your best effort to buy ethically, why 
not grow your impact by investing in work that is 
driving change through supply chains. Tearfund works 
at strategic points—from community development 
projects in major garment producing countries, to 
advocacy with fashion companies, and consumer 
education tools (like this one!) to drive change. 

#followthethread
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How to #followthethread 
Step 1: Stop and think 
Consider the impact of your purchase and if 
you even need to buy it at all. 

Step 2: What does the research say? 
Figure out where to shop by looking at key 
research pieces that analyse companies’ 
ethical policies and practices. 

Step 3: Educate yourself 
Break down the buzzwords and look at 
where and how a garment was made, and 
what it was made from, to help determine 
how committed a brand is to protecting 
workers and the planet. 

Step 4: Treat your clothes kindly 
Look after your clothes to prolong their 
life-cycle and minimize the environmental 
impact of your garment care. 

Step 5: Join the movement 
Join us in spreading the word about ethical 
fashion and learn how you can make a 
further difference. 
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0800 800 777 | tearfund.org.nz
enquiries@tearfund.org.nz
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We’ve got loads more resources 
to help you on your ethical fashion 
journey on our website, including 

previous research, country profiles 
and fibre and certification guides. 

https://www.tearfund.org.nz/ethicalfashion
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