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ABSTRACT  

Fashion runways are celebrated for creativity and cultural influence, yet they have also become sites of 

ethical scrutiny. Issues such as environmental degradation, exploitative labor practices, culture 

appropriation, body image problems, and transparency have increasingly drawn attention from 

academics, consumers, and activists. This paper investigates the ethical landscape of fashion runway 

events, identifies major ethical challenges, and analyzes how sustainable practices and social 

responsibility are reshaping the industry. Drawing on interdisciplinary insights from fashion studies, 

ethics, and sustainability literature, this study highlights both the limitations and opportunities within 

runway culture. It concludes by proposing systemic reforms that reconcile aesthetic innovation with 

ethical integrity.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Fashion runways from Paris and Milan Fashion Weeks to regional fashion weeks across the globe are 

central to defining trends, shaping cultural norms, and driving global consumption. Their impact 

reaches far beyond seasonal collections; they influence identity, taste, and global market dynamics. 

However, in recent decades, these events have also attracted criticism for ethical lapses that reflect 

broader problems in the global fashion industry. The ethical analysis of runways is not limited to 

concerns about product design or marketing; it encompasses a wide range of moral imperatives 

including environmental sustainability, labor rights, diversity and inclusion, and cultural respect. 

Fashion runways can either reinforce harmful industry practices or serve as platforms for progressive 

change by amplifying ethical values. This paper aims to provide a comprehensive exploration of the 

ethical dimensions of fashion runway events. It addresses key ethical challenges, survey sustainable 

and socially responsible practices, analyzes case studies, and discusses future directions for ethical 

transformation in fashion runways.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

Fashion ethics is an interdisciplinary field that draws on moral philosophy, environmental ethics, 

cultural studies, and corporate social responsibility (CSR). Scholars such as Fletcher (2014) and Black 

(2008) have emphasized the paradoxes embedded in contemporary fashion: an industry built on 

novelty and consumption yet burdened by environmental and social harm. The literature identifies 

fashion runways as pivotal sites where these paradoxes are most visible because they simultaneously 

display creativity and consumption pressures (Breward, 2003; Craik, 2009). Research has increasingly 

focused on the sustainability discourse in fashion, which advocates for reduced environmental harm 

and improved resource efficiency (Shen et al., 2012). Meanwhile, labor ethics scholarship highlights 

systemic injustices embedded in global supply chains that runway collections depend on (Ross, 2004). 

Work on representation and inclusion critiques fashion runways for promoting narrow beauty norms 

and marginalizing diverse bodies (Tulloch, 2016). Cultural appropriation is another thematic concern, 

where designers borrow motifs from other cultures without acknowledgment or equitable benefit 

(Lewis, 2015). These scholarly streams collectively frame runway events as ethical battlegrounds, 

where competing values of art, commerce, and morality converge.  
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3. ETHICAL CHALLENGES IN FASHION RUNWAYS  

3.1 - Environmental Impact Fashion runways are often associated with high resource use and waste. 

The transportation of garments, models, and audiences contributes significantly to carbon emissions. 

Lighting, staging, and media coverage also consume energy. Moreover, the collections presented are 

often part of fast fashion cycles that promote overproduction and overconsumption, exacerbating 

environmental degradation (Niinimäki et al., 2020).  

3.1.1 - Textile Waste and Resource Intensity Textiles are among the most resource-intensive materials 

in production. The runway’s demand for novelty accelerates textile production, many of which are 

non-biodegradable synthetics derived from fossil fuels. Dyeing and finishing processes pollute water 

bodies with chemicals, affecting local ecosystems and communities (Kant, 2012).  

3.1.2 - Carbon Footprint of Runway Events The global nature of fashion weeks means that designers, 

buyers, and media often travel internationally, creating significant carbon footprints. Even digital 

presentations require energy-intensive infrastructures. While some argue that digital runways are more 

sustainable, the energy cost of data centers and streaming services must also be considered.  

3.2 - Labor Rights and Exploitation The glamour of runways obscures the reality of the global supply 

chains that produce the garments. Many designs showcased in fashion weeks originate in factories 

characterized by low wages, long hours, and unsafe working conditions. Despite public attention 

during runway seasons, ethical compliance in production remains inconsistent (Taplin, 2014).  

3.2.1 - Outsourcing and Global Inequality Major fashion houses often outsource production to 

countries with lax labor regulations. While this reduces production costs, it also exposes workers to 

exploitation. High-pressure deadlines and demand for rapid turnaround perpetuate stressful and 

precarious work environments.  

3.2.2 - Lack of Transparency Runway brands often lack full transparency regarding their supply 

chains. Without traceability, consumers and regulators cannot verify claims about ethical labor 

practices, enabling continued exploitation.  

3.3 - Inclusivity and Body Ethics Traditional fashion runways have long favored a limited spectrum of 

body types, skin colors, ages, and gender expressions. This narrow representation reinforces 

unrealistic beauty standards and marginalizes individuals who fall outside established norms (Crane, 

2012).  

3.3.1 - Body Image and Mental Health Repeated exposure to homogeneous model imagery can 

contribute to body dissatisfaction and mental health issues among audiences. The industry’s slow 

progress toward diversity means that many still feel excluded by runway aesthetics.  

3.3.2 - Intersectional Representation Inclusivity is not merely about body size; it intersects with race, 

disability, gender identity, and age. Ethical runway practices must engage intersectional representation 

to avoid tokenism and genuinely reflect societal diversity.  

3.4 - Cultural Appropriation and Respect Fashion has an appetite for drawing inspiration from global 

cultures. However, appropriation occurs when cultural symbols are used without permission, 

acknowledgment, or benefit to originating communities (Rogers, 2006). In runway contexts, this 

perpetuates power imbalances, often privileging dominant cultures at the expense of marginalized 

ones.  

3.5 - Greenwashing and Ethical Misrepresentation Some brands make environmental or ethical claims 

without substantive practices — a phenomenon known as greenwashing (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). 

This misleads consumers and undermines genuine sustainability efforts.  
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4. SUSTAINABLE PRACTICES IN RUNWAY CULTURE  

While challenges are significant, there are promising sustainable practices emerging within runway 

culture.  

4.1 Sustainable Materials and Circularity Designers increasingly use organic, recycled, and 

biodegradable materials. Circular fashion emphasizing reuse, repair, and recyclability — aims to 

reduce waste over the lifecycle of garments (Fletcher & Tham, 2019). Runways have begun 

showcasing upcycled collections that creatively repurpose textile waste.  

4.2 Fair Labor and Supply Chain Transparency Brands adopting certifications like Fair Trade, 

SA8000, or similar standards can signal commitments to fair wages and safe working conditions. 

Blockchain and digital traceability technologies are also being explored to verify ethical supply chains. 

These efforts, though nascent, offer transparency previously absent in runway operations.  

4.3 Inclusivity and Diverse Representation Progressive fashion weeks are incorporating broader 

definitions of beauty and identity. Models of varied body sizes, ages, ethnic backgrounds, and abilities 

are increasingly present on runways. Events such as Rihanna’s Savage X Fenty shows have been 

lauded for diversity and inclusivity that more fairly reflect broader society (Johnson, 2020).  

4.4 Digital Runways and Carbon Reduction The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of 

digital fashion shows. While not a panacea, digital and hybrid formats reduce travel and staging 

emissions, imagining new modes of ethical fashion communication. Designers can reach global 

audiences with fewer environmental costs.  

4.5 Vegan, Cruelty-Free, and Ethical Fashion There is growing market and ethical demand for 

alternatives to animal-derived materials. Vegan leathers made from plant sources like pineapple, 

cactus, or apples are emerging. Cruelty-free cosmetics and accessories are also integrated into runway 

selections, aligning productions with broader ethical frameworks.  

5. CASE STUDIES  

5.1 Copenhagen Fashion Week Copenhagen Fashion Week has institutionalized sustainability through 

mandatory minimum standards for participating brands. It emphasizes traceability, material 

sustainability, and social responsibility (Copenhagen Fashion Week, 2023).  

5.2 Helsinki Fashion Week Helsinki Fashion Week distinguishes itself by banning the use of leather 

and prioritizing sustainable designs. Its mission centers on systemic change in fashion, pushing 

beyond symbolic sustainability to structural reform.  

5.3 Fashion Revolution Week Fashion Revolution’s #WhoMadeMyClothes campaign coincides with 

fashion weeks worldwide, urging brands to disclose supply chain details and to prioritize ethical 

practices. While not a runway itself, it influences runway culture by shifting expectations around 

transparency.  

6. ETHICAL FRAMEWORKS AND GUIDELINES  

A combination of voluntary and regulatory frameworks can guide runway ethics.  

6.1 International Standards Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS): certifies organic fibers and 

responsible production (GOTS, 2021).  

Fair Trade Certification: ensures ethical labor conditions and community benefits.  

ISO 14001: environmental management systems for organizations.  

SA8000: social accountability standard focusing on labor conditions.  
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6.2 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)  

CSR extends beyond compliance to embed ethics into brand identities. Ethical runway practice 

requires commitments to environmental stewardship, fair labor, and inclusive representation as core 

values.  

7. DISCUSSION  

Ethics in fashion runways reflects larger industry transformations. While runways have historically 

propagated problematic norms, evolving consumer awareness and activist pressure are driving 

structural changes. Sustainability and responsibility are no longer optional but business imperatives. 

However, ethical runway culture faces constraints: Economic pressures of seasonal cycles  

Uneven enforcement of labor standards  

Superficial commitments that mask deeper systemic issues  

True ethical transformation requires collaborative action across stakeholder’s designers, producers, 

regulators, and consumers.  

8. CONCLUSION  

The ethics of fashion runways encompass environmental impact, labor justice, inclusivity, cultural 

respect, and genuine transparency. Challenges persist, but runway culture also displays promising 

innovations in sustainability and social responsibility. Future progress depends on sustained 

commitment, regulatory support, and ethical leadership that prioritizes people and planet alongside 

aesthetics.  
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