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What is Fast Fashion? 
The discussion surrounding “fast fashion” has grown 
in recent years as fashion trends have been connected  
to global warming. Fast fashion involves clothing 
trends spread through social media by popular 
influencers and celebrities. It promotes the idea of 
trends beginning and ending so quickly, that 
consumers buy articles of clothing to wear for a short 
period of time. Due to the high demand of these 
clothing items, they are poorly made and cheap to 
produce and sell. These pieces of clothing are 
produced in large quantities at low prices made to last 
for only a few wears. As the trends end, the clothing 
more often than not ends up in landfills. 
Approximately 85% of the clothing consumed by 
Americans, which equates to 3.8 billion pounds of 
clothing a year, gets sent to landfills as solid waste.  

 

Figure 1. Visual representation of the large quantities of clothing 
that end up in landfills every year 

Fast Fashion and the 
Environment 
According to Science Direct, it is estimated that fast 
fashion makes up 10% of global carbon emissions. 

The high demand of trendy clothes relies heavily on 
mass production, which is resource intensive. Often, 
clothing generation requires a large amount of water 
and other chemicals like dyes, not to mention the 
fabric sources. The manufacturing and transportation 
of millions of garments every year produces immense 
amounts of greenhouse gases, harming our 
atmosphere. If no changes are made, fast fashion 
emissions are expected to rise by 50% by 2030.  

 

Figure 2. Visual diagram showing the difference in carbon footprint 
of fast fashion vs. traditional fashion 
 

The detrimental effects of fast fashion come from the 
materials these clothes are made of. Approximately 
90% of the clothing sold in the United States is made 
with cotton or polyester. Polyester is derived from oil, 
and cotton requires large amounts of water to 
produce. Clothing is easier to manufacture using these 
materials, but takes more energy to produce, and is 
harder to recycle. For example, articles of clothing 
made of nylon take about 30 to 40 years to 
decompose. Of these clothes made of synthetic fibers 
that end up in landfills, about 50% break down to 
release greenhouse gases. This need for mass 
production, high consumption, energy, and overall 
waste results in the carbon footprint of fast fashion 
being 11 times higher than that of traditional fashion. 



 

Avoiding Fast Fashion 
It is important that we, as a society, end the cycle of 
fast fashion to help minimize carbon emissions. Many 
people have begun to reject brands that make a 
business off fast fashion trends. Additionally, the 
public has begun looking into the ethics of clothing 
companies, to ultimately decide whether or not they 
want to patronize certain companies or not. Along 
with research, there are many ways individuals can 
end the fast fashion trend. 

Sustainable Fashion 

Instead of synthetic fibers for clothing, purchase 
clothing made from sustainable fibers. Synthetic fibers 
include polyester, nylon, acrylic, rayon, spandex, and 
microfiber. These fibers are derived from petroleum 
and are harmful to the environment. Checking labels 
when purchasing clothing to avoid synthetic fibers 
can be beneficial to the environment. 

More sustainable fibers in garments will in turn last 
longer and the production of clothing using 
sustainable fibers emits less carbon. Using or 
purchasing fabrics like Lyocell, which is made from 
the cellulose of bamboo, combat fast fashion. 

Second-Hand Trading 

Second- hand trading can reduce the carbon footprint 
of fast fashion consumption by 90%. Since fast 
fashion encourages speedy turnover with articles of 
clothing, some of the clothes that end up at second- 
hand stores or thrift stores still have potential. 
Purchasing from these stores will not only help you 
obtain clothes you want at a lower price, but will help 
minimize waste, and potentially reignite an old trend! 

Quality over Quantity 

Fast fashion brands produce large quantities of 
clothing for low prices, which catches the eyes of 
consumers easily. It is important to prioritize quality 
over quantity. Many of the low-quality clothes derived 
from fast fashion do not last more than a few wears. 
Purchasing clothes with higher quality for a more 
expensive price is beneficial for the consumer and less 
harmful to the environment. 

Mindfulness 

Being intentional with every purchase is another way 
to reduce the negative impact of fast fashion. If you 
think an article of clothing is cute, but you don’t 
actually think you’ll wear it, don’t purchase it. If you 
want to purchase a garment just because it is cheap, 
you might not actually want to buy it. Being mindful 
with every piece of clothing you buy will prevent you 
from caving into the trend of fast fashion. 

Alternatives to Disposing of 
Clothing 
There are a variety of things to do with clothes when 
you are done with them. Regardless of whether the 
garment has outgrown your style, doesn’t fit anymore, 
or broke in some way, steps can be taken to reduce 
waste.  

Selling 

Selling clothes online or to a consignment store is a 
great way to reduce waste. It not only gives you a 
place to put these old clothes, but you obtain money 
in the process. Selling clothes gives them new life to 
new people. 

Donate 

Donating not only reduces clothing waste, but also 
helps people in need. Before donating clothes, ensure 
that they are in good condition. Clothes in good 
condition have a higher chance of being sold and a 
lower chance of going to waste. Additionally, before 
donating, research the store to which you wish to 
donate to see their environmental and social ethics. 

Swapping Clothes 

Swapping clothes with friends and family is a great 
way to refresh your closet and minimize waste. Just 
because you no longer want to wear a garment 
doesn’t mean it won’t catch someone else’s eye. 

Unwearable Clothes 

Some clothes are unsuitable for sale or donation 
because they are ripped, broken, or stained. Luckily, 
there are multiple ways to upcycle your old clothes. 



 

● Repairing your clothes is a great way to 
extend their lifespan. Learning to sew or patch 
holes is a great way to give clothes new life.  

● Taking old clothes and transforming them 
into new garments such as scarfs or bags is a 
fun and inventive way to repurpose old items. 

● Properly recycling clothes is crucial to 
avoiding harmful waste. Research local 
recycling programs near you to find the best 
ways to dispose of garments.  

University of Delaware Clothing Coop 

University of Delaware has a program offered 
through Student Diversity & Inclusion that provides 
access to free clothing for students. This includes 
professional and gender affirming clothing and 
accessories. Further information on how to make a 
Clothing Coop appointment can be found here. 

Phoenix Used Clothing 

Some organizations exist to aid in recycling clothing 
and place collection bins within communities. For 
example, in Delaware, Phoenix Used Clothing has 42 
collection bins across the state. These bins accept 
unwanted and unusable items. Any articles of clothing 
they retrieve from the bins that are of good quality, 
get sent to a community partner of theirs, Phoenix 
Family Resources, to help those in need. Unwearable 
clothing is sent off to be reused, or properly recycled. 
Contributions to Phoenix Used Clothing both helps 
those in need, and positively impacts the 
environment. More information about the company 
can be found on their website. 
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