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Abstract

A good designer for the future will not only need to have traditional academic knowledge and technical skills but also need to detect the
problems and issues behind the social and cultural context, build up the understanding, and know how to design products that meet the needs of
individual or society for the improvements of quality in human life. This paper delves into the significance of integrating empathy and humanity by
proposing a holistic model for teaching sustainable fashion design. It highlights how emphasizing aesthetic and social-psychological values in the
fashion design curriculum can lead to more ethical and responsible practices in the sustainable fashion industry, extending beyond ecological or

environmental concerns.
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Introduction

Design with a Good Cause Behind: Sustainability

As society changes rapidly and the future is highly unpredictable
due to globalization, it is important to rethink the role future
fashion designers will play and what new skill sets will be needed
for the evolving global fashion industry [1]. A good designer for the
future will not only need to have traditional academic knowledge
and technical skills but also need to detect the problems and issues
behind the social and cultural context, build up the understanding,
and know how to design products that meet the needs of individual
or society for the improvements of quality in human life. It is
necessary for an evolving education that creates socially engaged
curricula and design projects for design students to become

@ @ This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License IJER.MS.ID.000559.

future agents of change as the world demands better solutions for
concerns such as economic, social, and ecological sustainability
[1,2]. Sustainability is apparently the key to driving change and
revolutionizing the fashion industry. However, fashion designers
encounter both internal (personal) and external (organizational)
challenges when implementing sustainable design practices, such
as insufficient consensus and knowledge regarding sustainable
design and integrating sustainability into fashion through design-
led approaches [3]. Educating the next generation of designers on
sustainable apparel design is imperative, with fast fashion seems
to be taking over the industry and immersing our daily lives. This
paper aims to provide critical thinking and a conceptual framework
as a guideline for aspiring sustainable fashion design in education.
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Sustainability was originally defined from the “triple
bottom line” approach, which refers to people (society), planet
(environment), and profit(economy). More recently, cultural
sustainability has become a crucial issue and is considered the
fourth pillar of sustainability, along with social, economic, and
environmental concerns [4]. It includes society’s tangible and
intangible aspects (e.g., social structures, literature, religion, myths,
beliefs, behaviors, entrepreneurial practices, technology use, and
artistic expression). It involves preserving cultural beliefs and

practices, safeguarding cultural heritage, and addressing whether

any culture will endure in the future [5]. Besides the systems
level of cultural considerations, the product level of aesthetics
was added to expanded traditional sustainability models [6]. This
paper proposes a holistic framework with a user-centered design
approach of FEAS (i.e, Functional, Emotional, Aesthetic, and
Symbolic) at the product level and the 4Ps (i.e., People/Society,
Planet/Environment, Plurality/Culture, and Profit/Economy) at
the system level of sustainability for sustainable fashion design (see
Figure 1).

-

Figure 1: Holistic Sustainability with FEAS for Fashion Design (HSFEAS).
Note: The product level partially expanded from the FEA Consumer Needs Model [7].

J

This Holistic Sustainability with FEAS (HSFEAS) model expands
the wildly used FEA (i.e., Functional, Expressive, and Aesthetic)
Consumer Needs Model for apparel design [7,8] to FEAS by
replacing “Expressive” with “Symbolic” and adding “Emotional”
aspect to the apparel design framework since the experiential
aspects of consumption, such as fantasies, feelings, and fun, play
important roles in consumers’ purchase decisions [9]. Fashion
designers prioritize the emotional and affective elements, a focus
that has garnered widespread recognition within the fashion
industry and academic research [10,11].

As sustainability has become increasingly intertwined and
gained recognition worldwide, the designer’s role is evolving due
to the new demands of environmentally friendly, emotionally
compelling, ethically satisfying, and meaningful products. The
beneficence intention, compassionate purpose behind fashion
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design, and ethical content are essential. Sustainable design
would be meaningful if initiated with empathy and navigated with
humanity towards solidarity and harmony between humans and
nature. Ultimately, design education should not only aim to foster
individuals who can design mechanically with good skills without
a good heart behind and humanity literacy. This paper highlights
user-centered design with some insights on empathy and humanity
from aesthetic and social-psychological aspects to enhance
teaching sustainable fashion design beyond frequently mentioned
functional, technical, instrumental, and environmental aspects.

Design with a Heart: Motivated by Empathy

Sustainable clothing design aims not solely to generate profit
or gain social approval but to empathize and care. Empathy is
defined as “the inner experience of sharing in and comprehending
the momentary psychological state of another person.” [12].
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Designers design sustainably because of the desire to help, to do
better, or to do good - to behave ethically, and the root motivation
for ethics is empathy [13]. Empathy is the initial step in design
thinking, involving a human-centered approach to problem-solving
rather than being technology- or organization-centered, which has
become essential for successful product design [14].

The designer’s ethical response is more integrated and holistic
with empathy. However, empathetic understanding does not always
happen automatically [15]. To evoke the development of empathy,
some in-class strategies for teaching empathy involve training
students to immerse themselves in another person’s experience
and empathize with an image [13]. Through the learning activities,
students are expected to be able to speculate on and discuss the
potential experiences, feelings, and thoughts of other people.
Combining empathy and creativity may ensure better and more
marketable solutions for clients or consumers [16]. The affective
method can unlock material fashion by emphasizing the embodied
experiences, feelings, and emotions crucial to individuals’
connection with fashion [10]. The affective education approach
helps fashion design students develop empathy and understand
that the relationship between design products and users should
extend beyond just encouraging the user to purchase.

Stepping out of the classroom, service learning is considered an
efficient way for design students to develop empathy. Fashion design
students develop empathy through professional activities such as
service design, social design, community engagement, recognizing
the help of other people and their surroundings, and changing
egocentric thinking [17]. Fashion education using the “learning
by doing” method, such as service learning, besides intellectual
growth, can enhance students’ self-growth (e.g., self-affirmation,
confidence, sense of responsibility, patience, change of perspective),
interpersonal growth (e.g, communication, leadership, caring,
empathy), stimulate their social concern, and enhance the sense
of responsibility to society (e.g., sensitivity to social needs and
a sense of responsibility to serve the public), positive subjective
emotions (e.g., happiness, love/warmth, contentment, interest),
and gratitude for what happens in their daily lives [18]. Students
gain social-psychological empowerment after engaging in service
learning [19], experience a positive transformation process,
broaden their horizons, and become agents and power of social
change [20]. Participating in service learning has ongoing benefits
for life development after college graduation [21,22]. These include
transforming the sense of meaning in life, social participation,
career path, leadership, gratitude, and happiness. Sustainable
fashion design education based on empathy has a positive and long-
term impact on students’ self-growth and future life development,
leading to positive life-long success in fashion careers and lives for
a sustainable future.

Once students have developed a mindset that is initiative-
driven, empathetic-motivated, and focused on beneficence,
HSFEAS can be followed as a guideline throughout the four-
stage creative fashion design process, which includes problem
identification, conceptualization/idea generation, prototype/
design development, and solution/evaluation as suggested by
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scholars [23]. According to HSFEAS, fashion design students can
analyze their target clients’ physical, aesthetic, psychological,
and social-cultural needs. This involves determining the clients’
functional, emotional, aesthetic, and symbolic aspirations in fashion
while considering sustainability’s four aspects (i.e., People/Society,
Planet/Environment, Plurality/Culture, and Profit/Economy) (see
Figure 1).

Enhancing Aesthetic Value on Sustainable Fashion
Design

Since sustainable fashion is usually interchangeable with eco
and green fashion and emphasizes environmental issues in the
fashion industry, the fashion design curriculum seems more likely
to involve materials (reuse, recycle, reduce) and functionality
(physical needs). Most design tools (e.g., Considerate Design, Cradle
to Cradle Apparel Design, Higg Index Material Sustainability Index,
Nike Making App) the fashion industry provides for improving and
developing sustainable fashion assess the environmental impact
of materials used in apparel products or particular designs and
production [24,25]. However, paying too much attention to the
functional and environmental aspects of clothing products while
overlooking the aesthetic, emotional, and symbolic aspects of
expression may result in products that could not attract consumers
and cannot be sold successfully. In consumer purchasing decisions,
general clothing products’ aesthetics symbolism plays a key role
[26,27], and even for smart clothing [28] and wearable technology
clothing [29]. These findings suggest that in fashion design, it is
essential to shift technical concerns to a user-centered and design-
led approach, emphasizing aesthetically appealing design features
across product categories. When designing for sustainability
in fashion, it's important to consider an individual’'s aesthetic
experience [30].

Empowering  Social-Psychological
Sustainable Fashion Design

Wellbeing on

Although sustainable fashion refers not only to environmentally
but also ethically conscious design methods or fashion production,
more focus is on solving the negative impact of materials and the
production of fashion on the environment than on the well-being
of fashion laborers and consumers as human beings. With the
awareness and caution about fashion’s negative impact on body
image (e.g., the relationship between fashion and eating disorders)
[31,32] and depression [33], the positive psychology approaches to
enhance mood [34] and empower social-psychological wellbeing
[35] in fashion design are essential for holistic sustainability.
Fashion was found to be a valuable source of positivity in people’s
lives. Besides individuals employed clothing practices as a powerful
technique/skill to negotiate selfhood, build up confidence, connect
with the body (body image), role play, and social interaction, etc.
[36,37], clothing can also help individuals feel happiness, uplift
emotion, or maintain a positive mood as mentioned in the concept
of “dopamine dressing” [38]. Highlighting the social-psychological
benefits of sustainable products also positively impacts consumers’
attitudes toward green apparel, encouraging purchase behavior
[39].
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Fashion design aims to create pleasurable user experiences
and meaningful memories, enhancing well-being [40], fostering
a strong attachment to clothing, and extending garment lifespan
for sustainability [41]. A collaborative design that evokes in-depth
emotions and matches consumers’ attachment attributes and
preferences could obtain longer lifespans for fashion products
[11]. Other than designing brand-new fashion products, adopting
an upcycling or redesign approach to enhance the functional
and aesthetic properties of used clothing can also foster a deep
relationship and emotional connection between the wearer and
apparel [42,43], thus increasing the clothing’s longevity while
reducing waste. Creating emotional attachments between the
wearer and the clothes can be a valuable way to prevent fashion
disposal, going beyond FEA (function, aesthetics, and expression) to
approach environmental sustainability from a social-psychological
perspective.

Embedding Humanity for Common Good on Sustainable
Fashion Design

Humanities education aims to develop students’ understanding
of human culture and enhance their ability to make ethical
decisions, providing a strong foundation for a career in fashion
design. Fashion educators have recognized social change and
pointed out that today’s design practitioners work to create
and think across disciplines and design principles to explore
philosophical and critical themes to question the normative body
and expand the cultural scope of fashion [44]. Humanistic qualities
must be prioritized alongside sustainable fashion design education
for diplomas and knowledgeable skills. Studying humanities
beyond the production process provides students with critical
thinking and a deep understanding of culture, history, society, and
human behavior, which is beneficial for creativity and innovation
and is a solid foundation for a career in design for ethical fashion
[45]. Humanity-centered design based on user-centered design
principles prioritizes human well-being, satisfaction,
accessibility, and sustainability in product design that focuses
on meaningful, inclusive, ethical, and humanitarian and requires

user

empathy and cooperation [46]. The key difference between human-
created designs and Al-generated is the uniqueness and originality
rooted in human experiences [47]. In the era of rapid development
and the prevalence of Al, fashion design education should cultivate
students with love, beneficence, and humanistic literacy rather
than machines with excellent design skills.

Conclusion

It is necessary and important for fashion designers to consider
economic, social, ecological, and cultural sustainability as their
obligation to improve people’s quality of life. Fashion designers
can serve as change agents and navigators of the complex world
toward harmony between humans and nature for present and
future generations. In order to foster designers who care and can
understand broader contexts, create innovative new products,
and rethink business systems, the philosophies of fashion design
education have to be renewed and emphasize holistic sustainability
with empathy initiated and humanity embedded. Faculties of
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fashion design are anticipated to be dedicated to society’s progress
and humankind’s advancement, expecting students to be aware
of social issues and actively engage in activities that contribute
to our society’s and culture’s overall well-being. There is a need
for fashion design faculty to embrace new teaching philosophies
and methodologies and engage more with professional practices
related to sustainability in the future.

Recognizing the development and potential risks associated
with Al's advanced capabilities in design for the fashion industry,
a sustainable fashion design curriculum with empathy and
humanities embedded would be an essential approach in fashion
education. The HSFEAS model proposes an explicitly holistic
conceptual framework that guides and steers students’ decision-
making throughout the design process and practices for sustainable
fashion. In addition, HSFEAS provides a potential springboard to
systematically develop tools or curricula for sustainable fashion
design, further promoting sustainable living and holistic wellness
in the long run.
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