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Abstract 

The potential role of co-design in the fashion industry and system toward a more sustainable future and as 

a critical action for social change can be addressed through the role design assumes in an organisation. This 

article describes a strategy to develop a sustainable consumption culture through participatory design 

activities. It does so by reconstructing the collaboration between a company and a local third-sector entity 

promoting co-design for social innovation. The methods used to drive this collaboration included ideation 

techniques and intensive co-design workshops aimed at developing a recognisable sustainable brand and 

understanding sustainability-related topics for the company’s customers. Strategies, design probes and 

replicable design tools emerging from the workshop were applied as innovative actions. This collaboration 

provided several experiences that, on the one hand, allowed the identification of new company strategies 

for supporting sustainability in the fashion industry and, on the other hand, created the condition to 

systematically adopt co-design instruments for providing social change through company actions. 

 

Keywords: Co-design, Circular economy, Co-design for sustainability, Fashion co-design,  

Service-system co-design, Co-design ladder, User research, Community design, Organisational design, 

Design for innovation 

 

Introduction 

In this article, the case study of an experimental collaboration between a third-sector entity and a company 

is used to illustrate (i) how co-design for social change can contribute to redefining the fashion industry 

system towards more sustainable horizons and (ii) the processes that can be applied to promote cultural 

sustainability within contemporary entrepreneurship in the fashion field. These two aspects are the core of 

the research question addressed in the presented study. The article opens with a literature review to 

introduce the theoretical focus through which the case study has been observed. The context of the 

collaboration between the two main actors is then examined. This central part of the paper highlights how 

co-design activities and research can be applied to an industry rethinking itself. It also describes the 

adopted toolkit and how the main findings emerged. The paper closes with recommendations and future 

steps to undertake for design research to stimulate the development of sustainable cultures through 

design, particularly in the fashion industry. 

 

Sustainability and fashion and their intersections with co-design and participation are crucial themes 

discussed at the beginning of the next paragraphs. Then, the research context of the case study is 

introduced. This is also decisive for understanding the background for where the two entities collaborated 

to explore how to embed co-design in fashion systems for sustainability purposes. 
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Co-design, fashion culture and sustainability 

The theoretical positioning adopted in this paper revolves around the debate concerning sustainability, 

participation, co-design and fashion. With regards to the entanglements between the first two, 

participatory sustainability has often been analysed in the literature concerning urban governance and 

policymaking (Certoma et al., 2015) as a filter through which to assess the quality of decision-making 

exercises (Dawodu et al., 2021) and as an approach for triggering effective actions for environmental 

protection (Fritsch & Newig, 2012; Grifoni et al., 2014). Crucial, in this context, is the notion of ‘community’, 

not only as the unit to assess the adoption of evidence-based practices for social change (Hacker et al., 

2012; Marschalek, 2008), but also as an increasingly complex ecology entangled in different types of social 

and technological transformations (Smith & Iversen, 2018). Participation, sustainability and design are also 

increasingly analysed in the literature within sustainability governance strategies (Esguerra & van der Hel, 

2021) or, to put it differently, as methods of inquiry capable of stimulating new conversations towards 

innovative policies (Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017). Adding the broad concept of ‘fashion’ within the 

sustainability-oriented design research literature opens the discussion to concepts of sustainable fashion 

designs and innovations (Claxton & Kent, 2020; Hur, 2015; Hur & Beverley, 2023). Terms such as 

‘sustainable fashion design’ (Hur, 2015; cf. Claxton & Kent, 2020) can also be difficult to define because 

they embed a unique concept with complex components within a broad discussion. 

 

By and large, even though the fields of application of these concepts seem to stretch from fashion activism 

(Hirscher & Niinimäki, 2013) to cloth-making practices (Townsend & Sadkowska, 2020), sustainability, 

design and fashion also appear to be often investigated within the education field (Fletcher & Williams, 

2013; Lam et al., 2022). Fully aware of the expanding field of application of these concepts, in this paper, 

we attempt to contribute to the debate by providing first-hand evidence of how co-design methods can be 

applied to contribute to fashion industry companies’ attempts to gear towards more sustainable modes of 

operation. We refer to co-design as a resource for participatory design research (e.g., Busciantella-Ricci & 

Scataglini, 2024; Wilde, 2020), as an essential process for designing social innovations and sustainability 

(Manzini, 2015) and as a facilitator to balance powers among the different actors and knowledge (cf. Freire 

et al., 2011). In the field of sustainable fashion, co-design can facilitate the relationship between service 

designers and local textile artisans (as in a UK study), where service co-design tools and outcomes help to 

visualise and share possibilities for future sustainable directions (Mazzarella et al., 2017). At the same time, 

processes driven by ‘design activism’ and co-design are assuming a crucial role in creating counter-

narratives in fashion towards sustainable solutions (Mazzarella et al., 2019) and exploring more open and 

democratic approaches to fashion manufacturing, such as ‘social manufacturing’ (Hirscher et al., 2018). 

Also, according to a socio-ecological perspective (White & van Koten, 2016), co-creation and co-design can 

help find a better sustainable future by disrupting current fashion consumption patterns and addressing 

environmental and social sustainability concerns. It means understanding how to provoke sustainable 

fashion innovation through co-design by also adopting new instruments such as the Sustainable Fashion 

Bridges (Hur & Beverley, 2023) toolkit to support ideation processes (Hur et al., 2013). 

 

Co-design also helps exploit technical and technological innovations in the fashion industry. For instance,  

it can help understand how to use intelligent textiles to create more harmonious solutions and avoid the 

technology’s mere adjunct strategy (cf. Fairburn et al., 2016). In the realm of fashion for social change, 

participatory design helps to use techniques such as patternmaking and garment-making in a framework of 

fashion design for social innovation (Monteiro, 2023). At the same time, co-design is also seen as an ethical 



 

69 

 

key in design pedagogy for fashion design education, where future designers can establish relationships 

with fashion artisans (cf. Ghai, 2022). 

 

Co-design’s potential value as a strategy for sustainable futures and social changes can also be addressed 

by exploring its role in fashion industry organisations. To reflect on these aspects, literature on design 

ladders may help frame a background for future sustainable design processes in the fashion industry. In the 

early 2000s, the Danish Design Centre research team introduced a design ladder with four steps, from ‘No 

use of design’ (Step 1) to ‘Design as a strategy’ (Step 4) (Ramlau, 2004), to describe how design is present  

in organisations. While it is still challenging to find a specific connotation of the design ladder in fashion 

industry-related changes towards sustainability and co-design, this ladder has been interpreted in several 

ways, such as understanding the relationship between design and the public sector (Design Council, 2013); 

design capabilities in the nonprofit context with a specific design ladder (Nusem et al., 2017); the pedagogy 

of design thinking with an educational design ladder (Wrigley & Straker, 2017); and design culture in the 

industrial context (Palmares et al., 2022). These references describe a potential background for 

understanding how co-design and sustainability can impact the fashion industry with a distinct perspective 

and culture. 

 

Research context 

The adoption of co-design-inspired methodologies that we describe in this article in the business activities 

of a brand that is active in the fashion industry (and that subscribes to a particular ethic in the textile 

domain) is shaped by the social, economic and cultural trajectories inscribed in the history of the city – 

Prato – and its recent reconfigurations. The city, the second largest in the Italian region of Tuscany and one 

of the most important world textile clusters, is where the presented company and association are based. 

The case study presented in this article is titled Co-Rifò. It emerged from the joint work between Rifò  

(i.e. a small to medium-sized company that aims to create a line of quality clothing and accessories 

produced entirely in Prato and the surrounding areas with regenerated and regenerable fibres; see Rifò, 

n.d.) and Codesign Toscana (a collective of professionals animated by multidisciplinary research and co-

design inspired methodology for social innovation and the creation of eco-sustainable communities). 

 

The case study has been developed by the authors of this paper, who are both members and co-founders 

of the aforementioned association. All are engaged in forms of research through co-design activities by 

working on the edge between the voluntary association and academia. Indeed, despite the authors’ very 

different backgrounds, they all hold design education and research positions in academia (i.e. an assistant 

professor, a professor with a temporary appointment, a post-doc researcher and a research fellow). The 

work of Codesign Toscana has been applied to that of Rifò (hereafter ‘the company’) over two years (Figure 

1), adapting the contextual needs of growing the sustainable fashion brand with tools and methodology 

inspired by co-design. 

 

Two phases of the collaboration between the two entities are considered: in the first stage, co-design has 

mainly been conceived as a lever for community building and as a support for Rifò's start-up phase. In this 

phase, co-design functionality was used to co-create local promotional events, and design tools qwew 

employed as boundary objects to raise awareness within different user categories and concerning the 

company’s core leverage (i.e. a circular process, ecological thinking, sustainable transition and advocacy in 

the fashion industry). In the second stage, the co-design dimension acquired space as a transversal tool 

among the organisation’s departments: processes, tools and results were used for user research, testing 
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and concept validation of products, communication and sales strategies and as a relationship management 

tool with the community of users. Regarding the first stage, we refer to two practices conceived in 2017 

and 2018, respectively: Rifò NEXT and Circular Fashion Map. Rifò NEXT was the title of an envisioning 

session organised by Rifò and Codesign Toscana in December 2017 at the iconic Textile Museum of Prato. 

This was conceived as a collective discussion with enthused local stakeholders about sustainability. 

Relational design was used on this occasion as a methodology for collective envisioning and ideation 

through the ‘How Might We…‘ tool (Nicolai & Thompson, 2023). The Circular Fashion Map, developed and 

optimised from 2018 to 2020 by Codesign Toscana, is the name of the co-design tool used by Rifò team 

members to spread the concept of sustainable fashion among schools, practitioners and within the Fashion 

Revolution context – a global movement formed by activists who believe in a different fashion industry that 

respects human rights and the environment at all stages of the supply chain. Here, the collaboration 

between designers and textile and communication experts has been essential in shaping some assumptions 

and delivering the principles underlying the social entrepreneurship project. 

 

The second stage of design-driven application to Rifò's brand development toward a recognised sustainable 

fashion brand, using design-based and collaborative tools, led to the launch of the Co-Rifò project. Co-Rifò 

can be understood as a research process that integrated gamified elements, including playful and 

interactive parts within the user research processes, favouring peer learning and the emergence of 

strategic insights. Thus, the collaborative design approach and a playful dimension sought to balance 

economic sustainability in favour of the social sustainability of the people participating. Through Co-Rifò 

gamified research workshops (GRWs), Codesign Toscana put in place a double objective: on the one hand, 

the organisation of relational moments that represent the basis on which social design can deliver value; on 

the other hand, involvement of and listening to users through hybrid qualitative-quantitative 

methodologies provide strategic insights for different company departments. 

 

 

Figure 1: Sequence of the main activities and related tools of the presented case study. 
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Methodology 

Rifò NEXT and Circular Fashion Map 

In the first phase of collaboration between Codesign Toscana and Rifò, ideation techniques such as the How 

Might We …’ tool (Nicolai & Thompson, 2023) were mostly used. The following are some of the design 

questions and challenges (defined a priori), themes and issues that Rifò wanted to address: 

• How might we help the company overcome the problem of overproduction and overconsumption 

by having a social impact in the territory? 

• How might we help the company create jobs for the associations’ users to be the natural bearers  

of social inclusion? 

• How might we help the company solve the problem of overproduction of clothes by adopting 

circular economy strategies? 

• How might we support the company in creating social value for Prato and its citizens? 

• How might we contribute to the company project in an active way? 

• How might we decrease the purchase of clothes that would otherwise remain unused? 

• How might we include needy, marginalised or differently-abled people in the company project? 

• How might we adopt a homemade process to recycle clothes we no longer wear? 

 

Referring to the Circular Fashion Map, design tool portions from distinctive design thinking phases (Dam  

& Siang. 2021) were adopted. Functional pieces were later embedded in a unique canvas to depict an 

overall process for the co-design of an engage-collect-recycle sustainable chain. Portions of personas, eco-

systemic maps, scenario design and business model canvases from the Codesign Toscana open-source 

learning toolkit (Codesign Toscana, n.d.) were used. 

 

Co-Rifò 

In the second stage, design-driven application to Rifò's brand went towards  developing a recognised 

sustainable brand and understanding sustainability-related topics for Rifò's customers. The work structured 

in 2022-2024 focused on intertwining engagement strategies with user research on sustainable 

consumption and beliefs, fashion industry communication perceptions and fashion-consuming habits. 

Three main actions of Co-Rifò can be synthesised as pillars of this design-based application for sustainable 

fashion brand development: contextual analysis through internal diagnostics, engagement with the users 

through a GRW and long-lasting research through design probes. An initial phase of semi-structured 

interviews with employees was conducted to understand the main topics shared in the exploration. This 

qualitative method of listening and dialogue (Parker & Tritter, 2006) created common ground for 

collaboratively developing participatory activities with stakeholders and consumers. Thanks to the 

Touchpoint Matrix (Figure 2), a tool specifically designed for debriefing the interviews and intertwining 

these results with quantitative post-purchase questionnaires, sustainability-related themes emerged that 

were used for the following phase. Second, going deep into the GRW, we could depict a process design 

focused on user research and co-design techniques adapted to the thematic clusters identified in the 

contextual analysis phase. On this occasion, a set of personalised co-design tools were designed to match 

the results of the preliminary qualitative research. 
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Figure 2: Touchpoint matrix and stakeholders map canvas. 

 

First tool development: Brand-pillar tool 

This aimed to deconstruct the main elements of the Rifò brand. It connected them to sustainability trends 

and allowed its users to evaluate their relevance concerning their brand attitude. Based on the contextual 

analysis phase, the tool was co-created with the Rifò team, and the pillars of the brand were recognised as 

regenerated fibre, collection service, artisanal and local production, young project, garment design, 

recovery textile tradition, social impact, material quality and durability of the garments. The tool (Figure 3) 

is visualised as a spider graph (with scores from 1 to 3, where 1 indicates weak points and 3 strong points) 

designed to be compiled collaboratively with thread, tacks and cardboard. 
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Figure 3: Example scheme of brand-pillar canvas and activity interaction. 

 

Second tool development: Rifò-Play tool and CO-llage 

The Rifò-Play tool aimed to simulate an individualised purchasing experience calculated on the average 

expenditure declared when completing the questionnaire. The participants were called to make expenses 
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catalogued in two macro-areas: the first, based on an actual calculation of the resources available; the 

second on a choice dictated by one’s desire and regardless of economic availability. 

 

 

Image 1: Example scheme of Rifò-Plafigurey canvas and activity interaction. 

 

 

Image 2: Focus group in action. 

 

In parallel, the participants were stimulated to provide a collage - namely CO-llage - by taking inspiration 

from fashion magazines according to (i) a chosen or preferred kind of clothing, (ii) perception of the Rifò 

company, and (iii) their definition of the term ‘sustainability’. 
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Third tool development: Focus group 

As a final exercise of the GRW, through a focus group, exploratory open questions and debate focused on 

some specific topics related to the macro-concept of sustainability: 

 

• Topic 1 - Sustainability and eco-anxiety 

o What is your perception of climate change? 

o What specific consequences of climate change worry you most? 

o As a consumer, what types of purchases and consumption choices make you feel like you 

have a positive impact on the environment and others? 

• Topic 2 - Information 

o When does a company prove to be genuinely sustainable in your opinion? 

o What are the main elements that distinguish sustainable clothing brands for you? 

o What information do you look for to assess the sustainability of a brand and/or a product? 

 

Fourth tool development: Design probes 

Finally, during the first Co-Rifò phase in 2022, Codesign Toscana and Rifò agreed on the usage of cultural 

probes (Halpern et al., 2013) as design means that can dilate – i.e., long-lasting research – the listening and 

co-design process through self-reflection by users and their potential close community. Adopting the shape 

of an audiobook and a logbook, the assumptions at the basis of these have been to test the legacy (Berni  

& Del Bono, 2022) of the co-design approach by engaging users through forms of care and reflection on 

sustainability issues during their daily lives. Using observation, self-reflection and research tools that 

complement traditional digital strategies, we assumed probing as a potential example of design-driven and 

community-oriented innovation. 

 

 

Image 3: Examples of probes covers and their calls to action. 
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Figure 4: Example scheme of probes analysis operations and extrapolation of results. 

 

Results 

The main results of the presented case study can be framed through the outputs provided during the three 

main initiatives: (i) the Rifò NEXT session, (ii) the work with the Circular Fashion Map and (iii) the Co-Rifò 

experience. These moments of the case study provided specific results that can be clustered together 

according to the following paragraphs. 

 

Rifò NEXT and Circular Fashion Map 

First, the session named Rifò NEXT (2017-2018) provided a series of visions that can be clustered together 

according to the following categories: 

• Promotion and offline/online engagement: engaging users through social media and digital 

volunteering, organising sartorial hackathons and discussing the Rifò project on various occasions. 

• Sustainability and clothing recycling: in this set of ideas, creative ways to recycle unused clothing 

are proposed, such as transforming them into new garments, donating or exchanging them. 

• Involvement of associations and local entities: this cluster emphasises needs, values and 

opportunities to collaborate with local entities, international associations and user associations 

through tailoring training, sustainable deliveries and exchange of experiences. 

• Education and awareness: from this set of ideas emerges the possibility of promoting conscious 

shopping, educating on fashion taste and organising scheduled pickups for clothing recycling. 

 

These categories have been used to design the canvas of the Circular Fashion Map (2018-2020) (Figure 4). 

The canvas itself is one of the early results that emerged from the joint work between the two involved 

entities. The Circular Fashion Map has been employed as a collaborative design tool in different 

environments, including outside the company to introduce students (e.g. of design or economics) to 

circular thinking and circular business models. This canvas embeds the main aspects that need to be 

considered systematically in a unique framework to assume a circular economy perspective. Technically, it 

is the logical and sequential combination of well-known design tools such as personas, eco-systemic maps, 

scenario design and business model canvases. However, they are arranged and redesigned in a manner that 

favours connected and strategical reasoning for assuming a circular fashion perspective. The map emerged 

from the early activities arranged during the encounter between the fashion company and the voluntary 

associations, considering the participation of the local communities in public events. 
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Exploratory strategies 

The development of the Rifò NEXT session and the application of the Circular Fashion Map provided 

insights that contributed to centring Rifò’s 2021-2023 strategy. Specifically, the collaboration between the 

company and Codesign Toscana led to some strategies emerging that were applied as innovative actions to 

be explored.  

 

The actions implemented by Rifò can be divided into the following strategic areas: 

● Improving multi-channel community management activities with social impact and the ability to 

drive sustainability principles to the community of users. This strategic line was developed through 

the following actions: 

o The Co-Rifò/Gamified Research Workshops explore new forms of collaboration between 

the company and their potential clients through ‘gamified research’ activities. 

o The Textile Tours are guided tours to discover the companies involved in textile 

regeneration in Prato. 

o The ‘Nei nostri panni’ project is a course for textile artisans and spinners involving migrant 

people in Prato. 

● Embedding a series of communication and advocacy contents. This strategy was developed by the 

‘Rifolution’ tagline of the brand that delivers the message of ‘the [sustainable] revolution of Rifò’. 

● Providing complementary innovative services. This strategy has been developed with the Rifò take-

back service, which is a diffused system to gather used clothes. 

 

 

Figure 5: Circular Fashion Map canvas obtained by assembling parts of different design tools. 
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Co-Rifò results and practice 

The activities performed in the Co-Rifò phase (2022-2024) provided five sets of results. They emerged both 

from the internal activities within the company and through the development of the GRW sessions that 

involved more than 80 participants. 

 

The first set of results is nine categories of themes to be addressed and developed as they are crucial to 

addressing sustainable fashion processes. As emerged from the internal exploration of the Co-Rifò 

activities, these categories are considered crucial for the company. They are (i) product and fibre quality; (ii) 

brand recognition; (iii) prices of products; (iv) daily sustainability choices; (v) sense guilt/indulgence toward 

(un)sustainable choices; (vi) active participation; (vii) style; (viii) sales channels, engagement and 

distribution; and (ix) complementary services. 

 

The second set of results is persona profile elements obtained by intertwining quantitative data from six-

monthly questionnaires with qualitative results from focus groups. The assemblage of these elements 

shapes the personas profile (Image 4). The elements that describe each persona profile are as follows: 

 

● Age range (20-30; 31-40; 41-50; 50+); 

● Social status (Married; Parents; Single); 

● First purchase/Purchase frequency (Rifò; general brand); 

● 7 gamified personas cluster (4 women - 3 men): 

o Green Freaks are sustainability-conscious women, primarily self-assessing themselves as 

consumers of sustainable products and services. 

o Safe Fall/Winter - Safe Spring/Summer are the most represented group among women, 

with an average age of 36 (min. 23, max. 56). The majority have no children, almost all have 

bought Rifò in the last year, half buy presale and very few use the used garment collection 

service. 

o Stylish are the least represented group, with an average age of 37. The majority have 

bought Rifò in the last year 4+ times. Only one uses the garment collection service, and 

another uses the presale. 

o For non-primary users, Bit primary users and super basic users, men represent a minority. 

All of them, although with different degrees of ‘basicness’, do not stand out in terms of 

attention and care to their style and sustainable choices. Average age 38, largely childless. 

 

 

Image 4: Gamified persona data visualisation examples. 

 

The third set of results is the design probes, both as a template and a set of contents that emerged in their 

early application. The design probes ask for self-reflection and daily reporting from users. Through open 
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questions and mood boards, design probing has been striking for exploring aspects of the user’s culture 

that may: 

• influence Rifò's sustainable design choices; 

• suggest design insights by reading the user's characteristics and peculiarities; 

• probe the cultural, personal, and intimate context of the user; and 

• empathise with the design context through the user’s vision. 

 

In total, 10 participants were involved in compiling design probes, but only 4 effective compilers delivered 

the probes (see the example in Image 5). 

 

 

Image 5: Logbook and audiobook probes compiled by the users. 

 

The fourth result is linked to the three replicable design tools used during the GRW of the Co-Rifò 

processes. As described above, the three tools are Brand-pillar, CO-llage and Rifò-Play (Images 6–9). Below 

are some explanatory images of their use during the participatory activities. 
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Image 6: Brand-pillar tool compiled by a group of participants. 
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Image 7: CO-llage tool compiled by a group of participants. 

 

 

Image 8: Rifò-Play single-page tool compiled by a group of participants. 
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Image 9: Rifò-Play debriefs canvas tool compiled by a group of participants. 

 

These tools report valuable insight from the perspectives of the involved participants. As tangible results, 

they worked both as valuable canvases in a collaborative process and as facilitators to address complex 

topics around sustainability, fashion and strategic thinking. More than 40 completed canvases for each 

template were collected among the initiatives presented in this study. 

 

The fifth set of results are two strategic reports produced for Co-Rifò at the end of the participatory 

processes. They represent concrete documentation for sharing the research process, tools and results and 

co-design pathways. It is important to note that dynamics produced with these activities go beyond 

strategic business insights but include training on collaborative design approach for the Rifò staff employed 

and disseminating a culture of care and sustainability for the fashion brand’s involved community. Similarly, 

although such reports represent the traditional and most widespread form of ‘legacy’ for participatory and 

design-based processes, these represent only the beginning, the visible and immediately understandable 

part of the value of co-design, which needs further research, monitoring and continuous triggers in financial 

and design terms to bring potential forms of innovation to life. 

 

In practical terms, the reports are the tangible output containing tools, processes, instructions and analysis 

of the applied cases to build the legacy of the process presented in this study. They serve to exploit the 

results obtained with the joined experience among the two entities. The reports make tangible the 

possibility for the company to use the results strategically. For instance, the Co-Rifò results have been 

described by the company as a decision-making support for strategic choices. The reports help to use  

this legacy. 
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Discussion 

According to the experience presented in this paper, it is possible to provide answers to the research 

questions. Consequently, it is possible to frame three aspects that highlight both (i) the contribution of 

design for social change to the redefining of the fashion system and (ii) the related processes and 

instruments that can favour the growth of a cultural sustainability trend in companies in the fashion field.  

 

First, combining the encounter between a third-sector entity and a fashion company with social advocacy is 

a vital and strategic action that can contribute to applying design for social change in a challenging sector. 

These encounters can facilitate counter-narratives to the mainstream fashion processes and provide 

valuable actions for developing forms of fashion design for social innovation (Mazzarella et al., 2017, 2019; 

Monteiro, 2023). As we emphasise in the present study, these aspects can be formalised by applying the 

research through co-design approach (Busciantella-Ricci & Scataglini, 2024). However, we argue that this 

process can allow us to identify a new perspective that is readable by the models of the design ladders 

(Nusem et al., 2017). Consequently, we can propose a co-design ladder for sustainability by generalising the 

process we followed in the case. 

 

Second, we note that co-design provokes reflections on how addressing socially relevant issues can benefit 

both the company and society. This is evident in the legacy that emerged in the encounter between an 

entity that adopted design for social change and the company presented in the case. 

 

Third, tools, processes and strategies adopted in the case are replicable instruments that may impact the 

company’s development strategies in the fashion industry. The application of these instruments provided 

valuable insights into understanding how to frame a better sustainable future for the company and the 

related community of users. The following paragraphs provide an overview of these three aspects. 

 

Co-design ladder for sustainable fashion entrepreneurship 

The different interpretations of the design ladder (Design Council, 2013; Nusem et al., 2017; Palmares et al., 

2022; Ramlau, 2004; Wrigley & Straker, 2017) inspired an interpretation of the Co-Rifò experience. Indeed, 

co-design assumed a different role as a social changer in the company’s context. Essentially, co-design 

assumed the same role that it generally assumes in design for social innovation contexts or in contexts 

where co-design is a strategy to provoke social encounters (e.g. Manzini, 2015). However, co-design 

processes, tools, strategies and mechanisms assumed a different role concerning sustainability values 

during the progress of the Co-Rifò experience. Consequently, it is possible to frame the ladder as in Figure 

5, where the steps are as follows: 

 

• Step 1: no application of co-design and a very low possibility of reaching sustainable 

advancements; 

• Step 2: a condition where co-design is present and adapted for specific needs or for a minimal 

one-step action to reach a very specific and limited sustainable objective; 

• Step 3: a condition where sustainability is perceived with an ethical purpose; co-design is 

assumed as a collaborative-based practice to develop capabilities on this topic within the 

company; 

• Step 4: a situation where sustainability is the policy of the company, and co-design is assumed 

as an instrument to identify strategies to follow the policy purposes; 
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• Step 5: a context where sustainability is adopted as the main goal and co-design is used for 

provoking transformations of the company’s structure; 

• Step 6: an ideal condition where co-design is an embedded practice of the company to be used 

for developing and taking care of the company’s culture; in this step, sustainability is the 

company’s culture. 

 

Co-design is the instrument, and sustainability is the engine value to climb the steps and make 

sustainability tangible within the company. 

 

Figure 6: Co-design ladder for sustainability strategies in fashion realms. 

 

Legacy and sustainability through co-design 

According to the Co-Rifò experience, adopting co-design in a fashion company helps assume a sustainable 

attitude toward socially relevant aspects and, at the same time, frame possible more sustainable futures 

(e.g. see Mazzarella et al., 2017, 2019) for the company. Despite several co-design tools, processes and 

strategies being positively adopted in the Co-Rifò process, the legacy of the process is an emerging problem 

to consider. Specifically, voluntary associations traditionally act to promote social change. This vocation has 

been transferred in the fashion industry by focusing on (i) the value of co-design as a design for social 

change essential practice, (ii) the advocacy of a design activism approach in fashion (Hirscher & Niinimäki, 

2013; Hirscher et al., 2018), (iii) reframing the scopes for co-designing (from at least steps 2 to 4 of the 

ladder). On these points, the legacy of the association for Rifò is represented by (i) the direct experience of 

the involved participants, (ii) the results and insights that emerged (e.g. see the reports among the results), 

with their relevant reusable and scalable outputs and (iii) the processes and tools as embedded in the 

company culture. All these factors, if carefully collected, applied and embedded in the company, according 

to the presented experience, can create a culture of care. It means a culture where both the problems and 

challenges emphasised by the company and the voluntary association are reciprocally addressed - via the 

ladder shown above (Figure 5). Step 6 of the co-design ladder for sustainability is reached if this happens. 
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Co-design instruments and strategies 

The steps in the ladder (Figure 5) describe how co-design may impact the fashion company organisation by 

considering sustainability values. Each step describes a way to adopt co-design tools and strategies. These 

co-design resources are adaptable as an organisation climbs the steps. The act of climbing also defines how 

the organisation intends to position the company concerning sustainability. Conceptually, the ladder can be 

used as a toolbox with co-design tools for developing strategies for sustainable fashion design and 

innovation (cf. Claxton & Kent, 2020; Hur & Beverley, 2023). Adaptable co-design instruments (including 

tools, strategies, processes and professionals) give a sense of how the organisation may or may not climb 

the ladder and thus reach different sustainability objectives. According to this view, sustainability is 

interpreted with the three canonical dimensions (i.e. economic, social and environmental), and co-design is 

a flexible research instrument (cf. Busciantella-Ricci & Scataglini, 2024; Wilde, 2020) to help the company 

understand and making these dimensions and instruments their own – step by step. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper provided findings on (i) how design for social change can contribute to redefining the fashion 

system towards more sustainable horizons and (ii) how co-design-based instruments can be applied to 

promote cultural sustainability in the fashion industry. To demonstrate this, the paper presented a case 

study that describes the collaboration between a third-sector entity and a fashion company. They 

collaborated to embed co-design and improve the company’s strategies toward innovative processes for 

sustainable fashion. This collaboration provided several experimental co-design experiences that allowed 

the authors to identify and discuss a co-design ladder for sustainability strategies for the fashion sector. 

Despite the ladder being a synthesis of a single case, it can be a reflective model for those companies that 

want to assume a more sustainable attitude through co-design - by climbing the ladder.  

Replicating the operative model presented in this paper with the same kind of entities is the primary 

recommendation for adopting the ladder and creating new cases among fashion companies. 

 

In terms of limitations, as topics for further research, it is worth mentioning the need to (i) build new cases 

for applying co-design in fashion manufacturing and consumption; (ii) provide the presented experiences to 

other stakeholders (e.g. distributors and manufacturers) of the production chain; and (iii) scale the co-

design ladder for sustainability strategies to challenge those fashion industries that boost fast-fashion and 

mass production. 
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	The third set of results is the design probes, both as a template and a set of contents that emerged in their early application. The design probes ask for self-reflection and daily reporting from users. Through open questions and mood boards, design p...
	• influence Rifò's sustainable design choices;
	• suggest design insights by reading the user's characteristics and peculiarities;
	• probe the cultural, personal, and intimate context of the user; and
	• empathise with the design context through the user’s vision.
	In total, 10 participants were involved in compiling design probes, but only 4 effective compilers delivered the probes (see the example in Image 5).
	Image 5: Logbook and audiobook probes compiled by the users.
	The fourth result is linked to the three replicable design tools used during the GRW of the Co-Rifò processes. As described above, the three tools are Brand-pillar, CO-llage and Rifò-Play (Images 6–9). Below are some explanatory images of their use du...
	Image 6: Brand-pillar tool compiled by a group of participants.
	Image 7: CO-llage tool compiled by a group of participants.
	Image 8: Rifò-Play single-page tool compiled by a group of participants.
	Image 9: Rifò-Play debriefs canvas tool compiled by a group of participants.
	These tools report valuable insight from the perspectives of the involved participants. As tangible results, they worked both as valuable canvases in a collaborative process and as facilitators to address complex topics around sustainability, fashion ...
	The fifth set of results are two strategic reports produced for Co-Rifò at the end of the participatory processes. They represent concrete documentation for sharing the research process, tools and results and co-design pathways. It is important to not...
	In practical terms, the reports are the tangible output containing tools, processes, instructions and analysis of the applied cases to build the legacy of the process presented in this study. They serve to exploit the results obtained with the joined ...
	Discussion
	According to the experience presented in this paper, it is possible to provide answers to the research questions. Consequently, it is possible to frame three aspects that highlight both (i) the contribution of design for social change to the redefinin...
	First, combining the encounter between a third-sector entity and a fashion company with social advocacy is a vital and strategic action that can contribute to applying design for social change in a challenging sector. These encounters can facilitate c...
	Second, we note that co-design provokes reflections on how addressing socially relevant issues can benefit both the company and society. This is evident in the legacy that emerged in the encounter between an entity that adopted design for social chang...
	Third, tools, processes and strategies adopted in the case are replicable instruments that may impact the company’s development strategies in the fashion industry. The application of these instruments provided valuable insights into understanding how ...
	Co-design ladder for sustainable fashion entrepreneurship
	The different interpretations of the design ladder (Design Council, 2013; Nusem et al., 2017; Palmares et al., 2022; Ramlau, 2004; Wrigley & Straker, 2017) inspired an interpretation of the Co-Rifò experience. Indeed, co-design assumed a different rol...
	• Step 1: no application of co-design and a very low possibility of reaching sustainable advancements;
	• Step 2: a condition where co-design is present and adapted for specific needs or for a minimal one-step action to reach a very specific and limited sustainable objective;
	• Step 3: a condition where sustainability is perceived with an ethical purpose; co-design is assumed as a collaborative-based practice to develop capabilities on this topic within the company;
	• Step 4: a situation where sustainability is the policy of the company, and co-design is assumed as an instrument to identify strategies to follow the policy purposes;
	• Step 5: a context where sustainability is adopted as the main goal and co-design is used for provoking transformations of the company’s structure;
	• Step 6: an ideal condition where co-design is an embedded practice of the company to be used for developing and taking care of the company’s culture; in this step, sustainability is the company’s culture.
	Co-design is the instrument, and sustainability is the engine value to climb the steps and make sustainability tangible within the company.
	Figure 6: Co-design ladder for sustainability strategies in fashion realms.
	Legacy and sustainability through co-design
	According to the Co-Rifò experience, adopting co-design in a fashion company helps assume a sustainable attitude toward socially relevant aspects and, at the same time, frame possible more sustainable futures (e.g. see Mazzarella et al., 2017, 2019) f...
	Co-design instruments and strategies
	The steps in the ladder (Figure 5) describe how co-design may impact the fashion company organisation by considering sustainability values. Each step describes a way to adopt co-design tools and strategies. These co-design resources are adaptable as a...
	Conclusion
	This paper provided findings on (i) how design for social change can contribute to redefining the fashion system towards more sustainable horizons and (ii) how co-design-based instruments can be applied to promote cultural sustainability in the fashio...
	Replicating the operative model presented in this paper with the same kind of entities is the primary recommendation for adopting the ladder and creating new cases among fashion companies.
	In terms of limitations, as topics for further research, it is worth mentioning the need to (i) build new cases for applying co-design in fashion manufacturing and consumption; (ii) provide the presented experiences to other stakeholders (e.g. distrib...
	References
	Becattini, G. (1989). Riflessioni sul distretto industriale marshalliano come concetto socio-economico. Stato e Mercato, 25(1), 111-128.
	Berni, M., & Del Bono, A. (2022). Riflessioni sulla Legacy dei processi di co-design: l’innesto all’interno di progetti di innovazione urbana. In Criticity, ISIA Firenze (Eds.), Futuri Urbani: Città viva. Contrabbandiera Editore.
	Bracci, F. (2016) Oltre il distretto: Prato e l’immigrazione Cinese. Aracne Editrice.
	Bressan, M. (2019). Prato: From ‘city of rags’ to ‘factory-town’ and beyond. In A. Pronkhorst & W. V. Provoost (Eds.), A city of comings and goings (pp. 110-141). Crimson.
	Busciantella-Ricci, D., & Scataglini, S. (2024). Research through co-design. Design Science, 10, article e3. https://doi.org/10.1017/dsj.2023.35
	Certoma, C., Corsini, F., & Rizzi, F. (2015). Crowdsourcing urban sustainability. Data, people and technologies in participatory governance. Futures, 74, 93-106. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2014.11.006
	Claxton, S., & Kent, A. (2020). The management of sustainable fashion design strategies: An analysis of the designer’s role. Journal of Cleaner Production, 268, article 122112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.122112
	Codesign Toscana. (n.d.). Tools: Scarica, riusa, migliora, condividi i nostri strumenti per la co-progettazione. https://codesigntoscana.org/strumenti/
	Dam, R. F., & Siang, T. Y. (2024, February 21). What is design thinking and why is it so popular? Interaction Design Foundation - IxDF. https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/what-is-design-thinking-and-why-is-it-so-popular
	Dawodu, A., Sharifi, A., Cheshmehzangi, A., & Oladejo, J. (2021). The illusion of participation: Are participatory indicators effective in neighborhood sustainability assessment tools. Journal of Cleaner Production, 311, 127538. https://doi.org/10.101...
	Dedeurwaerdere, T., & Siebenhüner, B. (Eds.). Reflexive governance for global public goods. MIT Press.
	Design Council. (2013). Design for public good. Design Council. https://tinyurl.com/yc3tt64t
	Esguerra, A., & van der Hel, S. (2021). Participatory designs and epistemic authority in knowledge platforms for sustainability. Global Environmental Politics, 21(1), 130-151. https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00573
	Fairburn, S., Steed, J., & Coulter, J. (2016). Spheres of practice for the co-design of wearables. Journal of Textile Design Research and Practice, 4(1), 85-109. https://doi.org/10.1080/20511787.2016.1255445
	Fritsch, O., & Newig, J. (2012). Participatory governance and sustainability: Findings of a meta-analysis of stakeholder involvement in environmental decision making. In E. Brousseau, T. Dedeurwaerdere, & B. Siebenhüner (Eds.), Reflexive governance fo...
	Fletcher, K., & Williams, D. (2013). Fashion education in sustainability in practice. Research Journal of Textile and Apparel, 17(2), 81-88. https://doi.org/10.1108/RJTA-17-02-2013-B011
	Freire, K., Borba, G., & Diebold, L. (2011). Participatory design as an approach to social innovation. Design Philosophy Papers, 9(3), 235-250. https://doi.org/10.2752/144871311X13968752924950
	Gaziulusoy, A. I., & Ryan, C. (2017). Shifting conversations for sustainability transitions using participatory design visioning. The Design Journal, 20(Suppl. 1), S1916-S1926.
	Ghai, L. (2022). Co-design is an inclusive approach for fashion designers working with traditional crafts: Exploring ethics of craft collaboration in design education. International Journal of Design and Allied Sciences, 1(1), 20-24.
	Grifoni, P., Guzzo, T., & Ferri, F. (2014). Environmental sustainability and participatory approaches: The case of Italy. Journal of Sustainable Development, 7(3). https://doi.org/10.5539/jsd.v7n3p1
	Hacker, K., Tendulkar, S. A., Rideout, C., Bhuiya, N., Trinh-Shevrin, C., Savage, C. P., Grullon, M., Strelnik, H., Leung, C., & DiGirolamo, A. (2012). Community capacity building and sustainability: Outcomes of community-based participatory research....
	Halpern, M. K., Erickson, I. Forlano, L., Gay, G. (2013). Designing collaboration: Comparing cases exploring cultural probes as boundary-negotiating objects. In CSCW '13: Proceedings of the 2013 conference on Computer supported cooperative work (pp. 1...
	Hirscher, A. L., & Niinimäki, K. (2013). Fashion activism through participatory design. 10th European Academy of Design Conference-Crafting the Future. https://www.ResearchGate.net/publication/304354045_Fashion_Activism_through_Participatory_Design
	Hirscher, A. L., Niinimäki, K., & Armstrong, C. M. J. (2018). Social manufacturing in the fashion sector: New value creation through alternative design strategies? Journal of Cleaner Production, 172, 4544-4554. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.1...
	Hur, E. (2015). Sustainable fashion and textiles through participatory design: A case study of modular textile design. Journal of the Korean Society of Knit Design, 13(3), 100-109.
	Hur, E., & Beverley, K. (2023). Fostering Sustainable Fashion Innovation: Insights from Ideation Tool Development and Co-Creation Workshops. Sustainability, 15(21), 15499.
	Hur, E.; Beverley, K.; Cassidy, T. (2013). The development of an ideation toolkit supporting sustainable fashion design and consumption. Res. J. Text. Appar., 17, 89–100.
	Lam, M. M. L., Li, E. P. H., Liu, W. S., & Yee-Nee Lam, E. (2022). Introducing participatory action research to vocational fashion education: theories, practices, and implications. Journal of Vocational Education & Training, 74(3), 415-433. https://do...
	Manzini, E. (2015). Design, when everybody designs: An introduction to design for social innovation. MIT Press.
	Marschalek, I. (2008). The concept of participatory local sustainability projects in seven Chinese villages. Journal of Environmental Management, 87(2), 226-235.
	Mazzarella, F., & Radziunaite, M. (2023). Reality, reciprocity, resilience: Scoping a decolonised process of designing for cultural sustainability with refugee communities. University of the Arts London. https://tinyurl.com/t8y66jmw
	Mazzarella, F., Storey, H., & Williams, D. (2019). Counter-narratives towards sustainability in fashion. Scoping an academic discourse on fashion activism through a case study on the Centre for Sustainable Fashion. The Design Journal, 22(Suppl. 1), 82...
	Mazzarella, F., Mitchell, V., & Escobar-Tello, C. (2017). Crafting sustainable futures. The value of the service designer in activating meaningful social innovation from within textile artisan communities. The Design Journal,  20(Suppl. 1), S2935-S295...
	McEwan, L. (2017). Investment piece: Co-design strategies to support the emerging designer sector of the New Zealand fashion industry. Scope: Contemporary Research Topics (Art & Design), (15), 71-80. https://tinyurl.com/3v7uwrdh
	Monteiro, J. (2023). Patternmaking as vehicle for social change: A participatory practice research with diverse women’s communities in London. ZoneModa Journal, 13(1S), 93-109. https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2611-0563/17942
	Nicolai, M., & Thompson, N. A. (2023). ‘How might we?’: Studying new venture ideation in and through practices. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 39(2), article 101275.
	Nusem, E., Wrigley, C., & Matthews, J. (2017). Developing design capability in nonprofit organizations.  Design Issues, 33(1), 61-75. http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/DESI_a_00426
	Palmares, H., Terroso, M., & Costa, E. (2022, October). Design culture ladder: Creation of a diagnosis tool to evolve industry. In N. Martin & D. Brandão (Eds.), Advances in design and digital communication III: Proceedings of the 6th International co...
	Parker, A., & Tritter, J. (2006). Focus group method and methodology: Current practice and recent debate. International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 29(1), 23-37. https://doi.org/10.1080/01406720500537304
	Ramlau, U. H. (2004). In Denmark, design tops the agenda. Design Management Review, 15(4), 48-54. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1948-7169.2004.tb00182.x
	Rifò. (n.d.). About Rifò: Behind the scenes of a sustainable fashion brand. https://rifo-lab.com/en/pages/about
	Smith, R. C., & Iversen, O. S. (2018). Participatory design for sustainable social change. Design Studies, 59, 9-36. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2018.05.005
	Townsend, K., & Sadkowska, A. (2020). Re-Making fashion experience: A model for ‘participatory research through clothing design’. Journal of Arts & Communities, 11(1-2), 13-33. https://doi.org/10.1386/JAAC_00012_1
	White, R. M., & van Koten, H. (2016). Co-designing for sustainability: Strategizing community carbon emission reduction through socio-ecological innovation. The Design Journal, 19(1), 25-46. https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2015.1064219
	Wilde, D. (2020). Design research education and global concerns. She Ji: The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation, 6(2), 170-212. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2020.05.003
	Wrigley, C., & Straker, K. (2017). Design thinking pedagogy: The educational design ladder. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 54(4), 374-385. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2015.1108214

