Cash for Conscience: Selling No Sweat

DESIREE P. JONES:

In the mid 90’s, The Kathy Lee Collection was found to use child labor to produce goods overseas. Throughout the decade, Kathy Lee Gifford’s popular low cost clothing line, and many more clothing manufactures found to use unethical sourcing practices, became mired in scandal.  Because of high profile incidents like these the American public became aware of sweatshop conditions.  Like these men I spoke with on the streets of Washington D.C. 
MEN ON THE STREET:

“There are a few things that I think about, like ah when they talk about Gap and Nike that use overseas labor that I am opposed to” 

“Most time you find brand names coming out of third world countries, where the cost of production is very low and you want to take that into consideration as well. I take that into consideration very seriously, that links to durability.”  

DESIREE P. JONES:

Since then, companies like Nike and the Gap have become equally aware of the negative effects that unethical sourcing practices and bad press can have on the bottom line. Most address the issue in special sections on their websites, citing sourcing practices in pages long codes of conduct. Few however, use a commitment to ethical sourcing, as a selling point. 

Can a company cash in on conscience?

Mark LeClair Professor of International Finance and Trade, at Fairfield University and author of 2 books on the subjects is surprised more have not. 

PROFESSOR MARK LECLAIR:

“The interesting thing is they realize it was a negative, when they were buying from sweatshops but they haven’t made into enough of a positive now that they are not buying and can guarantee that they are not buying form sweat shops.” 
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Professor Ian Robinson at the University of Michigan conducted an experiment last year that shows, consumers like a deal but many prefer to buy products produced ethically. 

Robinson’s study was simple. He placed two pairs of socks next to each other on a store shelf.  The socks were identical except one was higher priced and labeled “good working conditions.” A poster was near by to explain what that meant.

PROFESSOR IAN ROBINSON:

“A little over one quarter of all the customers were buying the labeled socks at a higher price, any where between 10% higher and 50% higher.” 
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Some would assume that the luxury of ethical purchasing goes only to those with large amounts of disposable income. Professor Robinson’s work questions that assumption. Robinson says, that while more well off consumers might make ethical purchases at a higher percentage, the phenomenon is not theirs alone. 

PROFESSOR IAN ROBINSON:

“We have a really solid base even among those that are pretty hard pressed, after all the demographic group we’re talking about is a group that’s seen it real income diminish over time certainly at wage level  anyway since the mid seventies”
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Adam Neiman is the founder of No Sweat Apparel. A clothier that only sources to factories that allow unionized labor.  Neiman feels his clothing transcends demographics.

ADAM NEIMAN:

"We've got 15 yr old punk rockers in London; we've got 50 yr old union electricians in Arkansas and everybody imaginable in between." 
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Neiman is also confident his company can survive against less ethical competitors and perhaps change the way the whole game is played. His playbook emphasizes a major idea, export America’s competitive disadvantage, humane unionized manufacturing, to other countries. There by raising foreign worker’s standard of living, and at the same time keeping more jobs at home. Essentially he is an activist who believes in the rules of the market.

ADAM NEIMAN:

“The right way to alter corp. behavior was via consumers and investors. When government told them what to do it was as if it were their parents telling them what to do, and when labor or the activist told them what to do it was as if their little brother were telling them what to do, but the consumer and the investors well those are like the girls they want to date.” 
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Selling the image of girls you want to date maybe part of the advertising strategy at American Apparel, but the merchandise is made in US factories by workers who make a living wage, and receive health insurance. American Apparel is a multimillion-dollar business with stores popping up in major cities across the nation, including several in high rent New York City. The company’s CEO Dov Charney, is facing 2 sexual harassment lawsuits brought by former Administrative and sales employees. Charney says he is no saint.  He also says, eliminating sweatshop conditions is just good for his product, and has no place as the crux of a company’s image.

DOV CHARNEY:

“I don’t think it is a healthy situation to push sweatshop free when we have great product to start with at a reasonable price ”
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American Apparel has the slogan, “Made in Downtown L.A. sweatshop free.” but plans are in the works to change that slogan to  “Made in Downtown LA, vertically integrated manufacturing.” 

DOV CHARNEY
“I mean we are sweat shop free though. In case any body is worried…It is not only through activism that change can take place, but it is also through the pursuit of efficiency.  I think American Apparel becomes an argument in favor of capitalism.”
DESIREE P. JONES

In the end, there might be a wider market for ethically produced products, but companies have not agreed on just how to cast their nets, or why?

For NPR’S Intern Edition I am Desiree P. Jones 

