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Branding Sustainability: An Interview with
Designer-Entrepreneur Sarah Van Aken
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her perspective on sustainabilify as it relates to fashion, as well as her goals for SA VA as a
business model for economic development. Both interviews were recorded and then
transcribed. ” I sorted and sifted through the two interviews to assess key themes. I discuss those
themes in the conclusion of this paper.

3. Origins

When asked how her background in ceramics and fine arts influenced her decision to go
into mass-produced clothing. Van Aken said that her choice was a matter of lifestyle. ‘T didn’t
want to be a starving artist and found it difficult to be in a space of complete existentialism that
I believe you need in order to be a very successful fine artist.” According to Sarah. fashion
allowed her to integrate design. art and marketing. She also cites her practicality and simplicity
as reasons why the ready-to-wear garment industry was a great career choice for her.

Image 1: Sarah Van Aken checking on production © Jeff Fusco,
image courtesy of Jeff Fusco

NWN: How did you come up with the SA VA retail concept?

SVA: It’s a little bit of a long story. I think quite honestly that it was based on ego more
than anything else! I went to school for fine arts and had this dream of being a clothing
designer. I had been making clothes. I worked in the garment business in New York after
school and came back to Philadelphia, and about eight years ago realized that I knew no one
who in their right mind would give me half a million dollars to start a women’s apparel line. So
I created a business plan where I got into the business for $10.000 [by] sewing men’s custom
shirts and grew my business from there. I had some success with that and then through sort of a
stroke of luck knew someone who used to work for me. who was from Bangladesh and his
brother-in-law used to make denim for us and I sent him over there with some money and told
him to open a garment factory for us and it worked. I started designing and manufacturing
uniforms for specialty shops and high end hotels and manufacturing them in Bangladesh: that
was the bulk of my business for several years. I always knew that I wanted it [the SA VA
brand] vertically itegrated. because I leamed quickly that when the market was moving very
quickly, it was incredibly difficult to get a small round of production done. I've always liked
the idea of not just controlling the manufactuning, but also of creating the working environment
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sector. The opposite of offshoring, reshoring has been clearly defined as the procurement of
goods and services domestically.”” and production facilities which serve the domestic market.™
Reshoring represents a reverse trend. that of bringing portions of manufacturing nearer to the
destination market or completely moving manufacturing back to the destination market. The
apparel manufacturing industry is a labour intensive industry. and production chases low labour
cost environments. This is the principle reason why production has shifted out of the United
States and into developing nations where the cost of labour 1s significantly lower. Cities like
Philadelphia. Pennsylvania, whose local economy was once driven primarily by the textile and
manufacturing industry, saw a complete exodus by the early 1980°s and are looking for ways to
revive and reinterpret manufacturing capabiliti

In actuality. the cost advantages to offshoring are diminishing as the intangible costs of
extensive supply chains nse to the surface. The hidden costs of offshoring include quality
assurance. training. and travel costs of comp personnel. The following seven factors are
examples of considerations typical in a business’s decision to embrace reshoning or not: 1) a
shorter product development C'_‘-'Cle.:: 2) easily mnternalized tacit knowledge, 3) nising labour
costs at offshore locations. ~ 4) fear of knowledge transfer and intellectual capital leaking to
competitors and data privacy. 5) inefficiencies (transport related) resulting from distance,” 6)
quality inconsistency. and 7) better training and development.

Notably, Van Aken’s motivations for moving her Bangladeshi operation to Philadelphia
include the majority of these seven points; namely points one. two. five and seven. Simply put,
with manufacturing closer to the destination market, SA VA product development cycles could
be cut by almost 50 percent and supplier relationships befter managed. But these were not her
only motivations. Integrating social ethics and the triple bottom line of sustainability (social,
environmental and fiscal) were huge drivers.

Image 2: The SA VA window display in Philadelphia.
© Sarah Van Aken image courtesy of Sarah Van Aken

Financing the Business

NWN: How did you finance your business?

SVA: Because we have diversified revenue streams. such as uniforms and custom
services. and we were launching SA VA our retail women'’s apparel brand, it was feasible for
us to have a sewing factory. It required a lot [of] different classes of labour and arrangements
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shopping bags. All the fixtures in the store. with the exception of where the cash register sits,
were reclaimed from other stores and refurbished.

6. SA VA’s Business Model

When I asked how she thought her version of a sustainable business model was distinct
from others. Sarah responded that SA VA’s B Corporation certification, granted in 2011. means
that its approach to sustainability is comprehensive. A ‘B Corp certification’ does for a
sustainability-oriented business, what a LEED certification does for ‘green’ architecture; such
corporations are ‘certified by the nonprofit B Lab to meet rigorous standards of social and
environmental performance. accountability. and transparency.”’ Her considerations go beyond
how mmch water organic cotton consumes or poor labour conditions. Multiple factors are
analysed for each SA VA garment produced. including if it meets fair trade standards. 1s locally
made. is organic, is recycled. is renewable, etc. “We try to get as many as we can and do the
right thing ’

Image 4: Flutter Dress. Fair Trade Spring 2013 Collection.
manufactured in Philadelphia. © Sarah Van Aken
image courtesy of Sarah Van Aken

Sarah Van Aken’s motivation to embrace reshoring goes beyond tangible and intangible
costs arguments. A great motivator has been the opportunity to offer a business model that
stems from an industrial ecology perspective which incorporates principles of the circular
economy. where regenerative. closed loop systems are key principles. ®SAVAisan example
of a new type of business model that considers the economic business opportunities and ethical
payoffs that come with fransitioning to a restorative, circular economy.

NWN: So how would you describe your business model? What would you say is your
value proposition?

SVA: It’s a little bit hard to quantify. I mean we say that it’s a vertically integrated
ethical apparel company: that’s the easy way to say that. First and foremost, in terms of SA VA,
it’s a fashion brand, but we take a comprehensive approach to social sustainability, so I don’t




comprehensively as [involving] ethical and social issues, transportation. and also the
environmental impact of the textile and the garment. It’s impossible to have a 100 percent
sustainable garment.

NWN: What would a 100 percent sustainable busmess look like?

SVA: If I was going to have this sustainable garment from my business in Philadelphia,
I would have to grow organic cotton and organic berries on the roof of my building. And I
would have to use recycled water, and no heat to dye, and use a hand loom. and pedal sewing
machines. and sell those clothes to people who walked in the store. That would be a sustainable
garment. night? And you know. they would look incredibly granocla and folky. and it would be
really ridiculous, and it would take me probably eight months to make one garment. So
knowing that that was impossible. I guess what resonated for me, and I think resonates for our
customers. 1s that we decided to start with people.

If we could create local living wage jobs in Philadelphia. where people had health
insurance that would be a great place to start, and take the premise of the Slow Food Movement
and think local first. And of course, the component of that. too. is that we reduce our carbon
footprint in half by manufacturing locally. So I'm not shipping textiles and garments all around
the world. I produce about half. and we try to source as much domestically as we can. so all of
our knits are domestic.

So we wanted to create a dialogue with our customers and have a different kind of
relationship with them and have it be interactive. and comnmunity based. And then also create
community partnerships with organizations that have women transition back into the workforce
or help women’s issues, such as supporting the Career Wardrobe.

Image 5: Pants. hemp-linen blend: top, USA milled viscose,
Spring 2013 Collection. manufactured in Philadelphia.
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create [a] cash vacunm and create only $8.00 an hour jobs. If you think of it. none of their
[Walmart’s] legal services are handled locally. Their payroll’s not handled locally. Their IP is
not handled locally. None of their products are sourced locally. So the only thing that happens
locally is their trash removal....Even their executives are often times brought in. So they're not
creating local jobs; they're brought in to open a store. BALLE did an entire, all-day intensive
workshop on commmunity finance. and I found that very profound. I grew up on a dairy farm
when I was a kid. And there was this woman, Mabel Fisher, who, whenever my parents. if we
needed a car, or we needed a tractor for the farm we would go see Mabel Fisher. and I would
love playing in her yard! And she would give us the money to buy things. and we’d pay her
back And I didn’t even really know that yvou got money from banks. because banks [were] a
place you'd put your money when you had it. and you'd go to Mabel Fisher if you needed
money. She was lending to people in the community. and that’s how things were financed.

If we could think local, first. and then have a global network of local, sustainable apparel
businesses that created jobs in communities. and people did what they were good at because,

you know, we’re never going to grow silk here. It’s not indigenous. We shouldn’t try. but there

are things that grow well in the United States and those are the things we should do. If we could
shift back the cash flow to people who make it. and have that be a noble profession. where
people took pride in what they did and about making it a noble profession again. that’s the
opportunity.




Future Options

NWN: What are your thoughts about how you want to see your business grow?

SVA: Well. I don’t want to be the only person making things here. I want everybody to
do this. because I think it’s a really good idea. But how do you create a viable model for them
to transition to make things better? And [come] up with something that’s a sensible solution to
give people answers where they can actually make sensible choices? So it’s getting to people
who have the right value set and can help change the industry from within

So we have a plan. but you know. I always think it’s funny to talk about it because it
doesn’t happen that way. The plan shifts. So I'm just going to work hard, and we’re gomg to
see what happens. and we’re going to let things come. and we're going to push in certain
directions, and if things feel right. we’ll do that. and if it kind of happens that way, we’ll do
that.

NWN: Thank you Sarah. I appreciated your time!

SVA: Thank } ou!

Image 7: Sarah Van Aken in her retail store, Philadelphia.
© Sarah Van Aken. image courtesy of Sarah Van Aken

8. Concluding Thoughts

Interestingly, Sarah’s final words in this mterview — “we’re going to let things happen. ..
if things feel night. we’ll do that” — are a clear reflection of SA VA’s circular economy
principles. While we would like to believe that challenges such as “sustainable fashion.’ could
have neat, three bullet point resolutions, the truth is that a much more iterative, mfuitive and
prototype-approach that embraces ambiguity is more viable and realistic. The SA VA business
model gives other firms that are mindful about sustainability the impetus to be trailblazers.
prepare for a radically different future, and develop skills for a rapidly changing landscape.

This interview offers two major contributions.

First, it positions a fashion retailer as a model for economic development in a major
American city. This 1s a new and broader perspective about the ways that sustainable business
practices can be leveraged from the fashion industry and for the broader good. Innovative
business models from fashion that < spawn economic dew elopment in municipalities are rare and
should be closely watched. Unfortunately. public policy in the USA is not making it aftractive
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