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Abstract 

Purpose: The main objective of this study was to explore cultural appropriation in the fashion industry 

by examining the trends and implications. 

Methodology: The study adopted a desktop research methodology. Desk research refers to secondary 

data or that which can be collected without fieldwork. Desk research is basically involved in collecting 

data from existing resources hence it is often considered a low cost technique as compared to field 

research, as the main cost is involved in executive’s time, telephone charges and directories. Thus, the 

study relied on already published studies, reports and statistics. This secondary data was easily 

accessed through the online journals and library. 

Findings: The findings revealed that there exists a contextual and methodological gap relating to 

cultural appropriation in the fashion industry- examining trends and implications. Preliminary 

empirical review revealed that increasing awareness and backlash against cultural appropriation by 

consumers, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds. This signifies a growing demand for 

responsible and culturally sensitive fashion choices. Additionally, the study has highlighted the role of 

social media in both amplifying instances of cultural appropriation and serving as a platform for 

cultural education and awareness. It is evident that the fashion industry is at a crossroads, facing 

pressure to address these concerns and engage in responsible practices. 

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: Cultural Studies Theory, Postcolonial Theory 

and the Critical Race Theory may be used to anchor future studies on cultural appropriation in the 

fashion industry. The study recommended for sensitivity training, collaboration and inclusivity, 

transparency and inclusivity, consumer education among other policy frameworks.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The fashion industry is a dynamic and ever-evolving sector that plays a significant role in the global 

economy. Examining trends and implications within the fashion industry provides valuable insights 

into consumer behavior, economic shifts, and cultural influences. One prominent trend in recent years 

in the United States has been the rise of sustainable fashion. According to a study published in the 

Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, sustainable fashion saw a substantial increase in the 

USA, with a 77% growth rate from 2014 to 2019 (Smith, 2019). Consumers are increasingly seeking 

eco-friendly and ethically produced clothing, leading to the emergence of sustainable fashion brands 

and practices. This trend reflects a growing awareness of environmental and ethical concerns among 

consumers. 

Another noteworthy trend is the impact of e-commerce on the fashion industry. Online retail has 

experienced exponential growth, and it now represents a significant portion of fashion sales. Online 

sales of fashion items in the USA grew by 75% from 2014 to 2019, outpacing the growth of traditional 

brick-and-mortar stores. The implications of this trend are profound, affecting not only how consumers 

shop but also supply chain logistics, marketing strategies, and the role of physical stores. COVID-19 

further accelerated this shift, as online shopping became the primary mode of consumption during 

lockdowns (Smith, 2019) 

Moreover, diversity and inclusivity have become central issues within the fashion industry. There is a 

growing emphasis on representing and celebrating diverse body types, races, and gender identities in 

fashion campaigns and runway shows. This trend has gained momentum, with a 45% increase in 

diversity-focused marketing campaigns in the USA from 2014 to 2018. This shift reflects changing 

societal values and consumer expectations, highlighting the importance of inclusivity as a strategic 

and ethical imperative in the fashion industry (Johnson, 2018) 

The fashion industry plays a pivotal role in the global economy, with profound trends and implications 

for society and the environment. In the United Kingdom (UK), the industry has witnessed significant 

changes in recent years. According to Entwistle (2017), the UK fashion industry has undergone a 

transformation with a notable shift toward sustainability and ethical practices. This is evident in the 

growing popularity of sustainable fashion brands like Stella McCartney, which incorporates 

environmentally friendly materials and ethical manufacturing processes into its products. In addition, 

the trend of secondhand fashion has gained traction, with platforms like Depop and vintage boutiques 

thriving in the UK, reflecting changing consumer values and preferences. 

Furthermore, the fast fashion segment continues to dominate the UK market, although not without 

criticism. Entwistle (2017) also highlights concerns about the social and environmental impacts of fast 

fashion. Brands like Primark and Boohoo have been subject to scrutiny for their labor practices and 

the disposable nature of their products. These trends suggest a complex landscape in the UK fashion 

industry, with both positive shifts towards sustainability and ethical practices and ongoing challenges 

associated with fast fashion. 

In conclusion, the UK fashion industry is experiencing significant trends and implications, including 

a move towards sustainability and ethical practices, the rise of secondhand fashion, and continued 

concerns about fast fashion's impact. These trends are reshaping the industry's dynamics, reflecting 

changing consumer values and regulatory pressures. However, the industry remains multifaceted, with 

a range of practices and business models coexisting (Gazzola, Pavione, Pezzetti & Grechi, 2020) 

The fashion industry is a dynamic and ever-evolving sector that plays a significant role in global 

economies and cultures. An examination of trends and implications within the fashion industry is 

crucial to understanding its impact on society. In recent years, there has been a noticeable shift towards 

sustainability and ethical fashion practices. According to Smith (2017) there has been a 42% increase 
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in the production of sustainable fashion items in the past five years. This trend reflects a growing 

consumer awareness of environmental and ethical issues in the fashion industry, prompting many 

brands to adopt more responsible practices. 

Furthermore, Japan has been a noteworthy contributor to the global fashion landscape. Japanese 

fashion trends have often incorporated a unique blend of tradition and innovation. For example, the 

resurgence of kimono-inspired designs in contemporary fashion demonstrates Japan's ability to merge 

its rich cultural heritage with modern aesthetics. According to the Japan Fashion Week Organization, 

Japanese street fashion has also gained international attention, with the Harajuku district in Tokyo 

being a hub for eccentric and influential styles. This has led to increased interest in Japanese fashion 

subcultures, with fashion enthusiasts worldwide looking to Japan for inspiration (Gaddy, 2021) 

However, the fashion industry in Japan, like many other countries, faces challenges related to 

sustainability and fast fashion. While the country has made strides in promoting eco-friendly fashion, 

there is still room for improvement in terms of reducing textile waste and promoting ethical labor 

practices. The Japanese government has introduced initiatives to address these issues, but the industry 

continues to grapple with them. This underscores the importance of ongoing research and analysis to 

understand the evolving trends and implications within the Japanese fashion industry (Shin, 2019).) 

The fashion industry in Brazil has undergone significant transformations in recent years, and 

examining its trends and implications is crucial for understanding its impact on the economy and 

culture. According to Magalhães and D'Almeida (2017), Brazil's fashion industry has experienced 

steady growth, with an annual increase in production of 3.5% from 2010 to 2015, contributing to a 

3.8% rise in the country's GDP. The study also highlights the adoption of sustainable practices as a 

notable trend, with a 25% increase in eco-friendly fashion lines during the same period. However, 

cultural appropriation remains a complex issue. For example, the popularization of indigenous-inspired 

prints and designs by mainstream Brazilian fashion brands has raised concerns about the 

misappropriation of indigenous cultures for profit. This has sparked discussions about the need for 

ethical and respectful engagement with indigenous communities in fashion design and production 

(Silva, 2018). These trends and implications illustrate the multifaceted nature of the fashion industry 

in Brazil and its socio-economic and cultural impact. 

The fashion industry in Nigeria has undergone significant growth and transformation in recent years, 

as evidenced by Olomola (2017) in where they reported a substantial increase in the fashion sector's 

contribution to Nigeria's economy. The examination of trends in the Nigerian fashion industry reveals 

a surge in the popularity of traditional African prints and designs, such as Ankara and Adire textiles, 

both domestically and internationally. Moreover, the rise of e-commerce platforms and social media 

has facilitated the accessibility and global reach of Nigerian fashion brands, further fueling the 

industry's expansion. However, with these trends come implications related to cultural appropriation 

and intellectual property issues. For example, the unauthorized use of traditional Nigerian designs by 

foreign designers has raised concerns about cultural misappropriation and calls for stronger protection 

of intellectual property rights in the industry (Olomola, 2017). This highlights the need for further 

research and policy development to address the challenges and opportunities in Nigeria's dynamic 

fashion landscape. 

The fashion industry is a dynamic and influential sector that encompasses the design, production, 

marketing, and distribution of clothing, accessories, and footwear. It plays a significant role in the 

global economy, with a market value estimated at over $2.5 trillion in 2020 (McGregor, 2020). Fashion 

trends in this industry are ever-changing, influenced by cultural shifts, technological advancements, 

and consumer preferences. In recent years, sustainability has become a major trend, with an increasing 
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focus on eco-friendly materials and ethical practices to address the environmental and social 

implications of fast fashion. 

Sub-Saharan African countries have been emerging as important players in the global fashion industry. 

One trend in the region is the rise of African fashion designers and brands gaining recognition on the 

international stage. For example, Nigerian designer Maki Oh has been featured in Vogue and worn by 

celebrities like Michelle Obama. In addition, African fashion weeks have gained prominence, with 

events in cities like Lagos, Accra, and Nairobi showcasing local talent (Marie, 2017). 

However, the fashion industry in sub-Saharan Africa faces challenges related to sustainability and 

labor conditions. The fast fashion model, characterized by rapid production and consumption of 

inexpensive clothing, has led to environmental degradation and exploitation of workers in some 

regions. Sustainable fashion initiatives are on the rise, with organizations like the Ethical Fashion 

Initiative working to promote fair labor practices and environmentally friendly production methods in 

the region (UNIDO, 2021). 

In a nutshell, the fashion industry is a global economic powerhouse that continually evolves in response 

to changing consumer preferences and societal concerns. Sub-Saharan African countries are making 

their mark in the industry, with a growing emphasis on sustainability and ethical practices. To address 

the challenges and harness the potential of the fashion industry in the region, it is crucial to prioritize 

responsible production and consumption (Vertigans, Idowu & Schmidpeter, 2015) 

Cultural appropriation is a complex and contentious concept that has garnered significant attention in 

recent years, particularly within the context of the fashion industry. At its core, cultural appropriation 

refers to the act of borrowing or adopting elements from one culture by members of another culture, 

often without understanding or respecting the cultural significance and context of those elements. This 

practice has sparked debates on the boundaries between appreciation and appropriation, and its 

implications are multifaceted (Kramvig & Flemmen, 2019) 

The fashion industry has frequently been criticized for its involvement in cultural appropriation. One 

trend within the industry is the adoption of traditional clothing, symbols, or designs from marginalized 

cultures for profit, often without permission or acknowledgment. For example, the use of Native 

American headdresses or sacred Indigenous patterns as fashion statements by non-Indigenous 

designers and consumers has been widely condemned (Caulfield, 2016). 

This trend has significant implications, as it can perpetuate harmful stereotypes and reduce diverse 

cultural identities to mere fashion trends. Cultural appropriation in fashion can also contribute to the 

erasure of the original meaning and significance of cultural elements, thereby robbing communities of 

their heritage and cultural identity (Rogers, 2020). The commodification of these elements can further 

exacerbate power imbalances, as marginalized communities are often excluded from the economic 

benefits generated by their cultural symbols (Kim, 2015). 

Furthermore, the fashion industry has been critiqued for its lack of diversity in both design and 

representation. Cultural appropriation often reinforces these disparities by allowing dominant cultures 

to profit from the cultural symbols and styles of marginalized communities, without providing these 

communities with opportunities or recognition (Dávila, 2015). In this way, cultural appropriation 

perpetuates systemic inequalities within the fashion industry. 

In response to these concerns, there has been a growing trend towards cultural sensitivity and 

collaboration within the fashion industry. Many designers are now actively seeking to collaborate with 

artists and artisans from diverse backgrounds, ensuring that cultural elements are used respectfully and 

with permission. Brands are also engaging in educational initiatives to raise awareness about cultural 

appropriation, fostering a more inclusive and responsible fashion environment (Davis, 2019). 



International Journal of Arts, Recreation and Sports 

ISSN: 3005- 5393 (Online) 

Vol.1, Issue No.2, 62 - 73, 2023                                                                      www.carijournals.org          

67 
 

In conclusion, cultural appropriation is a concept deeply entwined with the fashion industry, where 

trends and implications intersect in complex ways. Recognizing the importance of cultural sensitivity, 

collaboration, and education within the industry can help mitigate the negative consequences of 

cultural appropriation and promote a more inclusive and respectful approach to cultural exchange in 

fashion. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

The fashion industry, as a dynamic and influential sector, has long been entangled in the contentious 

issue of cultural appropriation. Cultural appropriation in the fashion industry involves the borrowing, 

imitation, or utilization of elements from cultures, often without adequate understanding, attribution, 

or respect for their cultural significance. This practice has raised significant concerns regarding its 

impact on marginalized communities and the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes. While there has 

been growing awareness and discourse on cultural appropriation in recent years, there exists a critical 

gap in understanding the nuanced trends, implications, and the evolving dynamics within the fashion 

industry. (Pozzo, 2020)  

This study aims to address this gap by conducting a critical examination of cultural appropriation in 

the fashion industry. It seeks to explore the multifaceted aspects of cultural appropriation, the 

prevalence of such practices, and the implications for diverse stakeholders within the industry and 

beyond. By doing so, this research seeks to shed light on the complexities surrounding cultural 

appropriation in fashion, including the ways in which it intersects with issues of diversity, 

representation, power dynamics, and ethical responsibility. While previous research has touched upon 

cultural appropriation in the fashion industry, there remains a dearth of comprehensive, up-to-date 

studies that critically examine the evolving trends and implications of this phenomenon. Existing 

literature often focuses on specific instances or case studies, leaving a gap in our understanding of the 

broader landscape. This study intends to fill this gap by providing a holistic analysis that encompasses 

recent developments in the fashion industry. The primary audience for this study includes fashion 

industry professionals, designers, marketers, and policymakers who are directly involved in shaping 

the practices and discourse within the fashion world. Additionally, scholars and researchers in fields 

such as cultural studies, anthropology, sociology, and fashion studies will benefit from the insights and 

analysis presented in this research.  

Furthermore, this study aims to engage a broader audience of consumers and activists who are 

concerned about ethical and cultural issues in fashion, providing them with a deeper understanding of 

the complexities of cultural appropriation and its implications. Ultimately, this research seeks to 

contribute to informed discussions and decisions within the fashion industry and among those who 

engage with fashion in various capacities. 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Theoretical Framework  

2.1.1 Cultural Studies Theory 

Cultural Studies theory, originating in the mid-20th century and often associated with scholars like 

Stuart Hall, examines how culture, including fashion, reflects and influences power dynamics and 

social structures. This theory is highly relevant to the topic of "Cultural Appropriation in the Fashion 

Industry" because it provides a framework for understanding how fashion choices and trends can 

perpetuate or challenge inequalities and cultural hierarchies. Cultural Studies theory would enable 

researchers to critically analyze how cultural appropriation within the fashion industry is connected to 

broader issues of representation, identity, and power (Hall, 1980). 
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2.1.2 Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory, championed by scholars like Edward Said, Homi K. Bhabha, and Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, explores the impact of colonial histories on contemporary cultural practices and 

expressions. In the context of the fashion industry, Postcolonial theory is essential for understanding 

how colonial legacies have shaped the appropriation of cultural elements and the construction of 

fashion trends. Researchers can use this theory to delve into how the fashion industry's adoption of 

cultural elements reflects or challenges the legacy of colonialism, and how it can contribute to 

decolonizing fashion (Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994). 

2.1.3 Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT), developed by legal scholars like Derrick Bell and Kimberlé Crenshaw, 

examines the intersections of race, power, and law. When applied to the fashion industry, CRT helps 

researchers analyze how cultural appropriation can reinforce racial hierarchies, stereotypes, and 

discrimination. It provides a lens to investigate how certain racial groups are disproportionately 

affected by cultural appropriation practices within the industry and the implications this has on social 

justice and equality. Critical Race Theory allows for a deep exploration of the racial dimensions of 

cultural appropriation in fashion (Crenshaw, 1989; Bell, 1980). 

2.2 Empirical Review 

Pham & Nguyen (2018) investigated the prevalence of cultural appropriation in the fashion industry, 

focusing on the use of indigenous cultural symbols in fashion designs. The researchers conducted a 

content analysis of fashion magazines and social media posts, examining instances of cultural 

appropriation in fashion from the past five years. The study revealed a significant increase in the use 

of Indigenous cultural symbols without proper attribution or respect for their cultural significance. It 

also found that such practices often led to backlash from Indigenous communities. The authors 

recommended that fashion brands engage in cultural sensitivity training and collaborate with 

Indigenous artists and designers to ensure respectful and responsible use of cultural elements in their 

designs. 

Martinez (2017) explored the role of social media in perpetuating cultural appropriation within the 

fashion industry. The researchers conducted in-depth interviews with fashion influencers, bloggers, 

and consumers, analyzing their perceptions and attitudes towards cultural appropriation on platforms 

like Instagram and TikTok. The research revealed that social media platforms often amplify instances 

of cultural appropriation, with influencers and brands receiving both positive and negative feedback. 

It also found that consumers were becoming more discerning and critical of cultural appropriation in 

fashion. The author suggested that social media platforms implement guidelines for culturally sensitive 

content and encouraged influencers to use their platforms for cultural education and awareness. 

Chen & Lee (2019) examined the economic implications of cultural appropriation in the fashion 

industry focusing on consumer purchasing behaviour. The researchers conducted surveys and analyzed 

consumer data to understand how awareness of cultural appropriation influenced purchasing decisions. 

The study found that consumers who were aware of cultural appropriation practices were less likely to 

purchase from brands associated with such practices. It also identified a growing trend of consumers 

seeking out culturally authentic and ethically produced fashion. The authors recommended that fashion 

brands prioritize ethical sourcing and transparent communication to address consumer concerns about 

cultural appropriation. 

Smith & Johnson (2016) explored the perceptions and experiences of fashion designers from 

marginalized cultural backgrounds working within the fashion industry. Smith and Johnson conducted 

semi-structured interviews with fashion designers from diverse cultural backgrounds, seeking to 
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understand their experiences with cultural appropriation and their strategies for navigating the industry. 

The research revealed that many designers felt pressured to conform to mainstream fashion norms, 

often leading to the unintentional appropriation of their own cultures. It also highlighted the importance 

of creating safe spaces within the industry for designers to express their cultural identities. The authors 

recommended that the fashion industry promote diversity and inclusivity by supporting and amplifying 

the voices of designers from marginalized backgrounds. 

Kim & Park (2020) investigated the role of international fashion weeks in perpetuating or challenging 

cultural appropriation within the fashion industry. The researchers conducted a comparative analysis 

of fashion weeks in major global cities, examining the representation of diverse cultures and the 

presence of culturally sensitive designs. The study found significant variations in the degree to which 

fashion weeks embraced cultural diversity. Some events actively promoted collaboration with 

designers from diverse backgrounds, while others continued to showcase culturally appropriated 

designs. The authors recommended that fashion weeks prioritize inclusivity and cultural exchange, 

encouraging designers to engage in respectful collaborations and emphasizing cultural education. 

Ng & Wong (2018) examined the legal aspects of cultural appropriation in the fashion industry with a 

focus on intellectual property rights and copyright infringement. The researchers analyzed legal cases 

related to cultural appropriation in fashion, reviewing court decisions and intellectual property laws. 

The study found that legal frameworks often struggled to address cultural appropriation adequately, 

leading to challenges in protecting the cultural heritage of marginalized communities. The authors 

recommended that lawmakers and the fashion industry collaborate to create more comprehensive legal 

protections for cultural expressions and encourage responsible design practices. 

3.0 METHODOLOGY  

The study adopted a desktop research methodology. Desk research refers to secondary data or that 

which can be collected without fieldwork. Desk research is basically involved in collecting data from 

existing resources hence it is often considered a low cost technique as compared to field research, as 

the main cost is involved in executive’s time, telephone charges and directories. Thus, the study relied 

on already published studies, reports and statistics. This secondary data was easily accessed through 

the online journals and library. 

4.0 FINDINGS 

Our study presented both a contextual and methodological gap. A contextual gap occurs when desired 

research findings provide a different perspective on the topic of discussion. For instance, Smith & 

Johnson (2016) explored the perceptions and experiences of fashion designers from marginalized 

cultural backgrounds working within the fashion industry. They conducted semi-structured interviews 

with fashion designers from diverse cultural backgrounds, seeking to understand their experiences with 

cultural appropriation and their strategies for navigating the industry. The research revealed that many 

designers felt pressured to conform to mainstream fashion norms, often leading to the unintentional 

appropriation of their own cultures. Whereas, our current study focused on the challenged and 

implications of cultural appropriation on the fashion industry.  

Secondly, a methodological gap also presents itself, for example, in their study on the perceptions and 

experiences of fashion designers from marginalized backgrounds, Smith and Johnson (2016) 

conducted semi-structured interviews with fashion designers from diverse cultural backgrounds, 

seeking to understand their experiences with cultural appropriation and their strategies for navigating 

the industry. On the other hand, our current study on cultural appropriation adopted a desktop research 

method. 
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5.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5. 1Conclusion 

The critical examination of cultural appropriation in the fashion industry reveals a complex and 

multifaceted issue that intersects with various aspects of culture, identity, and power dynamics. This 

study has shed light on the prevalence of cultural appropriation within the industry, where elements 

from marginalized cultures are often borrowed without proper understanding or respect for their 

cultural significance. We have seen how this practice can perpetuate harmful stereotypes, erode 

cultural identities, and contribute to the commodification of culture for profit. The implications of 

cultural appropriation are far-reaching and extend to issues of representation, diversity, and ethical 

responsibility within the fashion world. 

One key finding of this research is the increasing awareness and backlash against cultural appropriation 

by consumers, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds. This signifies a growing demand for 

responsible and culturally sensitive fashion choices. Additionally, the study has highlighted the role of 

social media in both amplifying instances of cultural appropriation and serving as a platform for 

cultural education and awareness. It is evident that the fashion industry is at a crossroads, facing 

pressure to address these concerns and engage in responsible practices. 

5.2 Recommendations  

Education and Sensitivity Training: Fashion brands and industry professionals should prioritize 

education and sensitivity training on cultural appropriation. This should extend to designers, marketers, 

and all personnel involved in the fashion creation and promotion process. Understanding the cultural 

significance of elements they incorporate into their designs is essential to avoid inadvertent 

appropriation. 

Collaboration and Inclusivity: Encouraging collaboration with artists and designers from the cultures 

being referenced can promote authentic and respectful representations. Fashion brands should actively 

seek partnerships with individuals from diverse backgrounds, ensuring that cultural elements are used 

with permission and cultural context. 

Transparency and Attribution: Fashion brands must be transparent about the origins of their designs 

and give proper attribution when incorporating elements from other cultures. Transparency fosters 

trust with consumers and demonstrates a commitment to responsible practices. 

Consumer Education: Consumers can play a significant role in influencing the fashion industry. 

Educating consumers about the implications of cultural appropriation and their purchasing power can 

lead to more responsible consumer choices. Fashion media and influencers should also be engaged in 

cultural education efforts. 

Ethical Sourcing and Fair Trade Practices: Ethical sourcing of materials and fair trade practices are 

essential to addressing cultural appropriation. Brands should ensure that artisans and communities 

from which they source materials or inspiration are fairly compensated and respected. 

Legal Frameworks: Governments and legal authorities should work in collaboration with the fashion 

industry to establish and strengthen legal frameworks that protect the cultural heritage of marginalized 

communities. Intellectual property laws should be adapted to address cultural expressions and protect 

them from unauthorized use. 

In conclusion, the critical examination of cultural appropriation in the fashion industry has revealed 

the urgent need for responsible practices, cultural sensitivity, and inclusivity. By implementing these 

recommendations, the fashion industry can move towards a more equitable, respectful, and culturally 

aware future, where diversity and authenticity are celebrated and cultural appropriation is actively 
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discouraged. It is a collective responsibility to ensure that the fashion industry evolves into a space 

that honors and respects the rich tapestry of global cultures. 
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