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About

The Dynamic Sustainability Lab is a 
non-partisan think tank and research lab 
supporting both industry and 
governments by developing system-scale 
strategies to reduce risks and unintended 
consequences while realizing 
opportunities of sustainability transitions.
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Thomson Reuters is often known for their 
news, but they also have a focus on legal 
information and trade and supply chains. 

 Teams focusing on everything from social 
impact and Environmental Social Governance to 
tax and accounting are at Thomson Reuters. 

 “Thomson Reuters Foundation plays a 
thought leadership role in the fight against 
slavery and trafficking” [1].

We also want to say a quick thank you to our interviewees, for providing detailed insight to 
modern slavery and supply chains within industry.
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$236 Billion 
is generated 
from modern 
slavery every 

year [2].

The US Imports 

1/5 of the 
world's 

products suspect
ed to be made 

with forced labor 
[5].

Gen Z will 

represent 17% 
of retail spending 

by 2030 [6].

81% of Gen Z have 
changed their 

decision to buy a 
product based on 

brand actions or 
overall reputation [DSL 

survey].

27.6 million  
people are in 

modern slavery. That 
is over 3 times the 
amount of people 

who live in New York 
City [3,4].

1. 2. 3.

4. 5.

FAST FACTS
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OVERVIEW

As Gen Z increases their discretionary funds over the next 
several years, they have the potential to be the driving force 

for a transition to ethical labor. 

This technical bulletin provides an insight to Gen Z's 
purchasing power and opinions on modern slavery while 
showcasing the risks their habits may pose to brands and 

producers of apparel, footwear, tea, and coffee with forced 
labor within their supply chain.



RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Question: How will Gen Z change supply chains 
with their purchasing power, specifically as it 
pertains to modern slavery in the coffee and tea 
industry and the apparel and footwear industry?
Steps:
1. Literature Review 
2. Web-based survey development and 

deployment
3. Interviews 
4. Data Analysis 
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INTRODUCTION TO MODERN 
SLAVERY IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN

Modern slavery occurs when individuals are 
compelled to provide work or service against their 
will through threats, coercion, or deception. This 
includes situations where workers face dangerous 
conditions, unfair wages, or restrictions on their 
freedom [7]. 

In 2021, it was estimated that 49.6 million people 
are in modern slavery on any given day. Forced 
labor accounts for 27.6 million of those in modern 
slavery. The other 22 million are those in forced 
marriages [3].

$236 Billion is generated from modern 
slavery every year [2].



INTRODUCTION TO GEN Z
Gen Z, born between 1997 and 2012, are currently 
between 13 and 28 years old[8]   and as of 2021 they 
already had $360 billion in disposable income [9]. By 
2030, they will represent 17% of global retail spending 
[6].

By 2031, Gen Z will make up 31% of the work 
force[10].  As their budgets increase, they have the 
capability to make purchasing decisions that 
impact brand profit, therefore  will impact brand 
actions. Nearly ¾ of Gen Z will pay more for products 
that are environmentally sustainable, if they feel the 
same about products that are made without forced 
labor, they can have a real impact on supply chains 
[11]. Our research is an attempt to fill that gap and to see 
if their sentiments are the same for forced labor.

10
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Understanding the Problem



INDUSTRIES WITH FORCED LABOR
- The U.S. Department of Labor recognizes 478 

instances of forced and child labor among 
different goods and nations.

-  This list includes coffee, tea, footwear, and 
components of apparel [12].

- The apparel and footwear industry was 
valued at USD 1.79 Trillion in 2024 [13]

- Coffee and tea industry was valued at USD 
124.72 billion in 2024 [14].

For this project, the U.S. Department of Labor data 
was used. It is important to note that  there have 
been reports in the U.S., South Africa., and 
Western Europe that are not reported by the 
DOL [15,16,17].

12

FORCED LABOR AREAS RECOGNIZED BY 
THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF LABOR

Figure 1: Forced and Child Labor Areas 
recognized by the U.S. Department of 
Labor. [12]. 2024



FORCED LABOR FAST FACTS
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The number of people 
in modern slavery is 
larger than the amount 
of people in the entire 
state of California or 
more than the number 
of Apple Music 
subscribers [1]

Freeing people from 
forced labor and 
bringing them into 
formal employment 
could generate 
US$611 billion in 
additional global GDP 
[18].



THE 
FASHION
INDUSTRY

The fashion industry is worth $1.7 trillion [19]. An 
estimated $161 billion worth of apparel and 
textile goods are at risk of being produced with 
forced labor [20]. That means 9.4% of all apparel 
sales could have forced labor involved.

WHY?
As trend cycles pick up pace, the fast fashion 
industry grows. Fast fashion companies moves in a 
quicker cycle than their counterparts, and they 
need to operate fast and cheaply [19]. A focus on 
low prices and a faster clothing cycle opens the 
door for ethical labor issues.

14



Fast Fashion Companies By 
U.S. Market Share (2023)

Shein
50%

H&M
16%

Zara
13%

Fashion Nova
11%

Forever 21
6%

Other
4%
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Figure 2: Fast Fashion 
Companies by U.S. 
Market Share. [21]. 2023.

The top 5 companies all 
have accusations of forced 
or severely underpaid 
labor [22,23,24,25,26]

Fast fashion accounts for $150.82 
billion of the fashion industries revenue 
and is estimated to reach $291.1 billion 
by 2032, with 62% of Gen Z shopping 
fast fashion monthly [21].

THE THREAT OF FAST FASHION
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Child Labor

 
Forced Labor

 
Forced Labor and Child Labor

 Forced Labor, Child Labor, and 
Forced Child Labor

 

FORCED LABOR IN THE  APPAREL AND FOOTWEAR 
SUPPLY CHAIN

Figure 3: Forced and Child 
Labor in the Apparel Supply 
Chain by Country. [12]. 2024
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THE COFFEE INDUSTRY

1. The Coffee market was 
estimated at 223.78 USD 

billion in 2023 [27].

2. Over 2.2 billion cups of 
coffee are consumed 

everyday [28].

3. Most consumption is in 
wealthier countries, which 

causes production 
demand in developing 

countries [28]. 

4. Only 7-10% of the 
profits are usually seen 
by the coffee farmers, 

meaning that cheap labor 
is a big part of their system 

[28].

5. This leads to child 
labor, human 

trafficking, and 
coercion to meet profit 

expectations [28].
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TOP 10 U.S. COFFEE IMPORTERS(2023)

Red Indicating Forced Labor in Coffee Production

Figure 4: U.S. Coffee Imports 
and Forced Labor in Coffee 
Industry. [12,29].2023.

1. Brazil
16.9% ($1.33B)

2. Columbia
15.7% ($1.23B)

3. Switzerland 
14.4% ($1.13B)

4. Canada 
7.38% ($580M)

8. Vietnam
4.66% ($366M)

18

$1.33B

$17

7. Mexico
4.7% ($369M)

6.Guatemala
5.59% ($438M)

9. Nicaragua
4.35% ($341M)

5. Honduras 
6.04% ($474M)

10. Indonesia 
3.51% (275M)



Projected Global Tea Market Size 2023-
2030 (USD Billions)
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Figure 5: Projected Global 
Tea Market Size 2023-2030 in 
USD Billions. [30]. 2024.

THE TEA INDUSTRY

Over 3 billion cups of tea 
are consumed everyday 
[31].

With demand for tea 
increasing, issues 
surrounding forced labor 
are only set to get worse 
unless safe-guards are 
quickly put into place [32].



FORCED LABOR IN TEA
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Tea plantations often have issues 
with human trafficking, and workers 
are put into domestic servitude, 
sexual slavery or forced labor [32].

47% of tea workers do not have 
access to potable water [32].

40% of tea workers have had 
unfair deductions from their 
wages [32]

In Assam, one of the largest tea 
producing regions in India, 
workers are paid less than a 
quarter of livable wage [32].Figure 6: Countries with Forced 

Labor in the Tea Industry. 
[12,33]. 2024.

India
2nd largest 
producer

Uganda

Vietnam
7th largest producer

900,000 
tonnes 

annually 117,000 
tonnes 

annually

305,000 
tonnes 

annually

Kenya
3rd largest producerRwanda

Tanzania

Malawi

Countries with Forced Labor in the Tea Industry 
(2024)



19 U.S. Code § 1307 :
Convict-made goods; importation prohibited:

"All goods, wares, articles, and merchandise 
mined, produced, or manufactured wholly or in 
part in any foreign country by convict labor 
or/and forced labor or/and indentured 
labor under penal sanctions shall not be entitled 
to entry at any of the ports of the United States” [36].

US CBD is tasked with enforcing this ruling and 
maintains dashboards with confiscated imports.
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Figure 8: US CBP Forced Labor Import 
Seizure Statistics. [37]. 2025

Forced Labor and Compliance

$80.42m worth in confiscated 
imported goods in 2025[37]

19 U.S.C. 1307: Value of CBP Shipment Seizures: By 
Country Totals 2023-2024



From June 2022 TO March 2025,
$3.66 BILLION WORTH OF GOODS

have been seized by U.S. Customs because of  Uyghur 
Forced Labor Prevention Act violations[38]

That is worth more than the yearly GDP of Aruba[39]

22

Actions are being taken to stop modern slavery, but the 
ending of forced labor will rely on consumer habits. That is 

where Gen Z can drive change.
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GEN Z CONSUMER 
DATA

Understanding a Solution



CONSUMER POWER
Consumer power is the ability of individuals and groups 
to influence corporate behavior through their 
purchasing habits, collective action, and information 
sharing [40]. 

Consumers signal more than just their buying interests 
with their purchases. They signal their values—and 
businesses respond.

The exercise of consumer power is an American 
tradition. From the Boston Tea Party (1773) to the 
#PayUp movement at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic (2020), action by U.S. consumers has 
successfully influenced labor practices globally [41, 42, 43].

72% of Gen Z consumers make purchases  based on 
values, more than any other generation [44]. Gen Z’s 
consumer power could drive change, including the 
elimination of forced labor in the global supply 
chains.

24



As 69% of Gen Z consumers report making purchases based 
on social media influencer content, brands are increasingly 

allocating parts of their budget for influencer marketing[45].

76% of US brands planned to dedicate parts of their 
budget for influencer marketing in 2025 [45,46]. In 2022, brands 
spent 9.9 Billion on advertising for TikTok, where the majority 

of users are Gen-Z [47].
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GEN Z IS A KEY DEMOGRAPHIC FOR RETAILERS 



SURVEY DATA
Our project surveyed 395 Gen Z individuals around the globe to 

assess their purchasing habits, specifically as it pertains to 
ethical labor considerations.

It was spread through word of mouth, campus fliers, social 
media, and through Prolific, a survey distribution platform that 

pays global respondents to take surveys. 100 respondents were 
from Prolific, which was funded by the Dynamic Sustainability 

Lab to get a more representative sample.

26



SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS
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18-20
70

18%

21-24
220
56%

25-28
105
26%

Woman
235
63%

Man
126
34%

Non-Binary
13
3%

Prefer not to 
say

1
0%

U.S. East; 185; 49%

U.S. Midwest; 20; 
5%

U.S. West; 12; 3%

U.S. Territory; 10; 3%
Outside U.S.

148
40%

AGE GENDER

RESIDENCE

Figure 11: Age of Survey 
Participants. DSL Survey. 
2025 Figure 12:  Residence of Survey 

Participants. DSL Survey 2025

Figure 13: Gender of Survey 
Participants. DSL Survey 

2025



SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS
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High School 
Deploma or GED; 

40; 11%

Some college; 
54; 14%

Associate's or Bachelor's; 
190; 51%

Masters or 
higher; 92; 24%

24

91

206

19

45

15

6

Asian or Pacific Islander

Black or African American

Native American or Alaskan Native

Non-Hispanic White or Caucasian 

Multiracial

Hispanic or Latino

Not Listed

Prefer not to Answer 

RACE INTENDED 
EDUCATION

Figure 14: Race of Survey 
Participants. DSL Survey 2025

Figure 15:  Intended Education of Survey 
Participants. DSL Survey 2025



Gen Z Survey Fast Facts
1. Gen Z consumers value ethical considerations in their 
purchases of apparel, tea, and coffee.

 

2. Many Gen Z respondents’ top purchased brands are accused 
of forced labor. 

 

3. Gen Z consumers rank cost, affordability, and the quality of 
their products as the top factors influencing their purchasing 
decisions.

4. 80% of participants who ranked cost and affordability as the 
top factor in purchasing decisions also responded “yes” when 
asked if they were willing to pay more, but not as much as 
double the price for products made without forced labor.

29

Key Insight:

Gen Z consumers value 
purchasing products produced 
without forced labor. 

However, they still purchase 
apparel, tea and coffee within 
financial and accessibility 
constraints.



30

Top 30 Brands and Retailers 
by Gen Z Respondents

Footwear and Apparel Brands and Retailers by Occurrence

Tea and Coffee Brands and 
Retailers by Occurrence

Nike was mentioned 149 times out of 
418 unique responses.

Starbucks was mentioned 150 times 
out of 418 unique responses.

Figure 17: Top apparel and footwear brands 
purchased by Gen Z. DSL Survey. 2025.

Figure 18: Top coffee and tea brands 
purchased by Gen Z. DSL Survey. 2025.



About half of the apparel brands and 
retailers mentioned in the survey face 

accusations of forced labor.

This group includes the top brands 
mentioned, including Nike, Adidas, 

and Puma.

31
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Figure 19: Gen Z’s willingness to pay more for 
apparel and footwear. DSL Survey. 2025.

Figure 20: Gen Z’s willingness to pay more for coffee and 
tea. DSL Survey. 2025.

Yes, but not as 
much as double

67%

Yes, as much as double
18%

Not willing to pay more
9%

Not sure
4%

Combined
87% Yes, but not as 

much as double
69%

Yes, as much as double
20%

Not sure
4%

Not willing to pay more
9%

Combined
87%

FOOTWEAR AND APPAREL TEA AND COFFEE

*308 total responses *309 total responses

GEN Z WILLINGNESS TO PAY FOR ETHICAL BRANDS



Gen Z consumers 
rank cost and 

affordability as the 
top factors 

influencing their 
purchasing 

decisions for 
apparel.

Cost and Affordability

Convenience
Ethical Considerations

Durability

Quality

Style

Environmental 
Sustainability

SURVEY: 
Top Mentioned Factors 

Influencing Gen Z 
Purchases of Apparel

Figure 21: Top Factors Influencing Gen Z 
Purchasing Decisions. DSL Survey 2025.

30.63%

10.00%

12.19%

27.81%

8.13%

8.75%
2.50%

80% of participants who ranked cost and affordability at 
the top factor influencing their purchasing decisions also 
said they are willing to pay more for products with ethical 

considerations.
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320 
respondents

How Aware Gen Z is of 
Modern Slavery

Figure 22: How Aware is Gen Z of Modern Slavery?
 DSL Survey. 2025.

How Big of a Problem does 
Gen Z think forced labor is 

in…

Tea and Coffee 
Production

Apparel and 
Footwear 

Production

GEN Z ALREADY KNOWS MODERN SLAVERY IS A PROBLEM

Figure 23: How big of a problem does Gen Z 
think that forced labor is? DSL Survey.2025.

Not at all aware; 
29; 9%

Somewhat 
Aware; 248; 78% Very aware; 43; 

13%

7.96

6.73

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10



Of those who said yes 181 
participants (69.8%) said it 
was entirely or partly 
because of ethical labor 
considerations.

What does this show?
Gen Z is willing to change 
their habits to protect workers 
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GEN Z PURCHASING DECISIONS

Figure 24:Has Gen Z Changed their habits due to brand 
reputation  or actions? DSL Survey. 2025.

Has Gen Z changed a purchasing 
decision because of brand action or 

reputation?
Yes; 259; 

81%

No; 62; 
19%
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Yes; 136; 43%

No; 74; 23%

Not Sure; 98; 31%

Prefer to Skip; 10; 
3%

GEN Z BRAND AWARENESS
Can Gen Z name a brand who has used 

forced labor in their supply chain? We just saw on the last slide 
that 259 participants have 
changed purchasing habits 
because of an ethical labor 
issue, but only 136 
respondents can name a 
brand using forced labor. 

Why the discrepancy?
We think that  some some 
respondents are not 
confident in their knowledge 
about forced labor. 

Figure 25:Has Gen Z 
Changed their 
habits due to brand 
reputation  or 
actions?  DSL 
Survey. 2025.
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Does Gen Z know of any 
resources that exist to check if a 

product is ethically made?

How often does Gen Z check Fair 
Trade certifications?

Always, 35, 
11%

Sometimes, 
155, 50%

Never, 111, 
36%

Not sure, 11, 
3%

Yes; 55; 17%

No; 177; 57%

Not Sure; 80; 
26%

DO THEY KNOW WHERE TO LOOK?

Figure 26: Can Gen Z check to see if a product is ethically 
made? 2025.

Figure 27: How often dos Gen Z look at certifications. 2025.



WHAT GEN Z WANTS TO SEE FROM BRANDS 
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8

8

39

133

137

151

160

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180

Not Sure

Other

Nothing, I don’t believe corporations can be trusted to address 
this issue 

Forced labor-free certification issued by a government agency

Forced labor-free certification issued by an independent party
(e.g. Fairtrade)

Published independent audit or Human Rights Impact
Assessment (HRIA) of the brand

Public commitment & transparency (e.g., detailed policies on
ethical sourcing by the company)

Figure 28: What does Gen Z want to see 
from companies and brands to prove they 
are using ethical labor. DSL Survey. 2025.



37%

46%

13%

2% 2%
0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%
50%

Yes, very
much

Yes,
somewhat

Yes, very
little

No, not at all Unsure

Do you believe Gen Z consumers can influence 
company practices through purchasing choices?
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GEN Z BELIEVES IN THEIR POWER TO MAKE CHANGE

4%

25%

50%

22%

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%
50%

Always
consider

Sometimes
consider

Occasionally
consider

No
Consideration,

not at all

When purchasing, how often do you think Gen Z 
considers ethical issues like forced slave labor?

Figure 30: How often does Gen Z think their peers are considering 
forced labor and ethical labor considerations. DSL Survey. 2025.

Figure 29: Does Gen Z believe that their generation can drive change 
through consumer power? DSL Survey. 2025.

89% of Gen Z believes their generation purchase with 
ethics in mind. Consume education could help move 
Gen Z from occasional to consistent consideration.

96% of Gen Z believe their generation can drive 
corporate change through consumer power.



For Gen Z, ethical 
principles often 
outweigh price—
even when cost is a 
top purchasing 
priority.

Convenience and 
environmental 
sustainability were 
statistically 
significant predictors, 
while style/trends & 
quality were not .
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GENERATION Z IS WILLING TO PAY MORE
EVEN WHEN COST IS A PRIORITY

Note: Percents may not add up to 100% reflecting 'Not Sure' responses excluded for clarity. ( Asterisk indicates statistical significance)

*
Figure 31: Gen Z willingness to pay 
more cross-tabulated with what 
influences their purchasing decisions. 
DSL Survey. 2025.
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GEN Z EXERCISE OF CONSUMER POWER
BY REGION & ETHICAL AWARENESS LEVEL

48%

84% 86%

52%

17% 14%
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Reported Gen Z Change in Buying Habits Due to 
Brand Decisions, By Modern Slavery Awareness 
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86%
73%

55%
45%
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U.S. Outside of U.S.
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Region

Reported Gen Z Change in Buying Habits Due 
to Brand Decisions, By Region

Yes Yes (weighted by region sample size)

Figure 32: Gen Z Changes in Buying Habits Due to Brand 
Reputation or Action Cross-Tabulated With Their region. 
DSL Survey. 2025.

Figure 33. Gen Z Changes in Buying Habits Cross-
tabulated By Their awareness About Modern slavery. 
DSL Survey. 2025.



Yes
64%

No
0%

Depends
29%

Unsure
7%

Gen Z Perceptions of Corporate Awareness of Forced Labor In 
Their Supply Chain
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DOES GEN Z HAVE TRUST IN CORPORATIONS?

of Gen Z believe 
corporations are 
aware of forced 
labor in their 
supply chains

64%

A lot of trust
2%

Some trust
26%

Very little trust
59%

No trust at all
13%

How Much Trust Do Gen Z Have That Corporations Are Working to 
End Forced Labor In Their Supply Chains

of Gen Z have very 
little or no trust in 
corporations to end 
forced labor in their 
supply chains

72%

Figure 34: Does Gen Z Believe Corporations are aware of forced labor in their supply 
chains. DSL Survey. 2025.

Figure 35: How much trust does Gen Z have in corporations that they are working to end 
forced labor in their supply chains. DSL Survey. 2025.
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Driving Change:  
Tapping into Gen Z

The Generation Z consumer segment is one of the largest consumer 
segments for brands to engage with regarding forced labor progress. 

While Gen Z cares about how their product is made and is willing to pay 
more for ethically made products, they are left unaware and unable to 
purchase products with full confidence in their ethical integrity.  This 

leaves steps for brands to take advantage of for progress.



FUTURE RESEARCH AND 
NEXT STEPS
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What is the economic value of the Gen Z consumer segment as it pertains to Forced 
Labor and purchases?

How can the public and private sectors work to fill gaps in forced labor prevention?

What are the steps for strengthening awareness programs and brand transparency for 
ethical consumption?

What are the barriers to brands in their due diligence processes?

What is needed from consumers for brands to respond to their demands?

Our research provides a basis for understanding the Generation Z consumer 
segment and its sentiments, actions and challenges to an ethical market. 
For further information regarding our research, please see the technical 
bulletin appendix.
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Future Research and Diving Deeper
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Photo Resources in order of Appearance
• Slide 4: https://unsplash.com/photos/person-harvesting-IfRW_BjD94M

• Slide 6: https://unsplash.com/s/photos/coffee-beans?license=free

• Slide 8: https://unsplash.com/photos/person-fixing-machine-grQh_x_vZKM

• Slide 9: https://unsplash.com/photos/person-wearing-white-low-top-sneakers-GILIG9XVfo4

• Slide 10: https://unsplash.com/photos/brown-printed-sack-lot-c9AuglIqhes

• Slide 22: https://www.commerce.gov/images/photo-us-port-0

• Slide 23: https://unsplash.com/photos/DnkVlqi97nc

• Slide 24: https://unsplash.com/photos/aerial-view-of-people-walking-on-raod-IBaVuZsJJTo

• Slide 25: https://unsplash.com/photos/three-person-pointing-the-silver-laptop-computer-2FPjlAyMQTA

• Slide 28: https://unsplash.com/photos/a-rack-of-clothes-and-shoes-in-a-store-JGtPrdnMgQc

• Slide 26: https://unsplash.com/photos/green-textile-Th_WZMUPnO4

• Slide 31: https://unsplash.com/photos/hanged-top-on-brown-and-white-clothes-horse-TS--uNw-JqE

• Slide 34: https://unsplash.com/photos/person-walking-inside-building-near-glass-2TLREZi7BUg 

• Slide 47: https://www.weforum.org/stories/2022/03/generation-z-sustainability-lifestyle-buying-decisions/

• Slide 48: https://unsplash.com/photos/person-in-blue-shirt-writing-on-white-paper-8mikJ83LmSQ

• Slide 56: https://unsplash.com/photos/a-rack-of-clothes-and-shoes-in-a-store-JGtPrdnMgQc

• Slide: 58,59,60: https://www.flickr.com/photos/unwomenasiapacific/50038117337 
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FINANCIAL ACCESSIBILITY AS A BARREIR TO GEN Z 
SHOPPING ETHICALLY

“I wish that shopping ethically was more 
accessible financially…I want every 
purchase to be ethical, but with the 
growing income and wealth gap in the 
U.S., it is increasingly difficult for a lot of 
the population to do so” [DSL Survey].

“I think as a student with limited 
funds, it can be difficult to navigate 
these types of systems…I try to never 
purchase from or extremely limit my 
purchasing from companies I believe 
are unethical in some way” [DSL 
Survey].



In 2014 the International Labor Protocol was adopted to include the Forced Labour Convention [35]. Since then, 
60/196 countries have ratified the protocol. It requires that states must take action to prevent forced labor [35].
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The Fight to End Forced Labor

Countries that have ratified the Forced Labor 
Addendum as of 2025

Figure 7: Map of Countries of 
have ratified the Forced 
Labor Addendum requiring 
states to take action to 
prevent forced labor. [34].  
2025.



GEN Z AS A DRIVER OF SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION

Gen Z leads the way, 
showing a stronger 
preference for 
sustainable brands and 
a higher willingness to 
pay more

56Figure 9. Preferences and Willingness to Pay for Sustainable Brands by Generation. Source: First Insight (2019). 
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GEN Z AS A DRIVER OF CONSUMER POWER TODAY
53% of Gen Z 
consumers have, will, or 
are participating in a 
current economic 
boycott – the most of any 
generation in the U.S.
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Top Reasons for Boycotting:
• Demonstrate consumer 

and economic power to 
companies  (53%)

• Express dissatisfaction 
with current government 
policies (49%)

• DEI Policy Rollback (46%)

Figure 10. Boycott Participation by Generation. Source: Harris Poll (2025). 
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The global secondhand clothing market is projected to reach $367 billion by 
2029, growing 15 times faster than the broader retail market in 2023. 

In the United States, 60% of Gen Z report that over a quarter of their wardrobe is 
secondhand– more than double the rate of the general consumer population [50].

This shift is driven by a mix of affordability and values-based concerns, 
particularly around environmental sustainability [50, 51].

Gen Z is helping to shape the retail market by buying in ways that reflect their 
values.
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SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS
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Figure 16: Countries Outside of U.S. Represented In Survey. DSL Survey 2025
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80% of participants who ranked cost and affordability at the top 
factor influencing their purchasing decisions also said they are 

willing to pay more for products with ethical considerations.

Key Questions:
1. Why is this discrepancy occurring between Gen Z values and the 

actual purchasing of products? 

2. What are the key barriers to purchasing ethically made products?
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The 2020 Boohoo Controversy
Following reports of extensive wage violations 
and modern slavery in Leicester, UK Garment 
Factories, Boohoo faced significant backlash.

Within months, Boohoo lost £1 Billion ($1.29Bn USD) 
in market value.[52]

In response, Boohoo shifted its supply chain overseas and 
pledged its Agenda to Change aimed at overhauling 
its scrutinized practices.[53] 

A 2023 investigative report by BBC Panorama revealed 
that Boohoo’s pledges were habitually 
“undermined”.[54]

Today, Boohoo stock has not recovered since its pre-
scandal high.
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The Nike Controversy 
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In 1998, Nike faced multiple allegations of forced 
labor and poor working conditions in its 
factories in Asia.

These violations resulted in public outcry and 
increased scrutiny from regulators. 

Nike shares dropped by  50%[55]

In response, Nike launched a significant public 
relations campaign and consulted with third parties 
to implement mitigation strategies. 
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The Nike Initiative
• In response to its 1998 controversy, Nike CEO Phil Knight launched 

four new strategies[56] aimed at increasing Nike’s social 
performance at its factories throughout the globe.

1. The elimination of the adhesive Toulene which its workers 
were unsafely exposed to during the production process and that 
all of its factories met 1998 US OSHA standards.

2. The second initiative focused on raising the minimum age to work 
at its footwear and apparel factories. 

3. An expansion of Nike’s education program which included 
middle and high school course equivalencies for its workers.

4.  Increased support to its Micro Enterprise Loan Program-aimed 
at increasing support to Nike families who sought to open 
businesses.



64

Mitigation of forced labor in supply chains 
lowers risk and increases corporate 

performance.

The Morgan Stanley World Index ranks firms by 
comprehensive social and environmental criteria.

The highest-ranked companies listed on the 
Morgan Stanley World Index outperformed the 

lowest-ranked by 23.4% [x]

Corporate Performance and ESG Standardization



RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR CHANGE
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What should Gen Z do if they care about 
these issues?

1. Support ethical brands 
(licensed or traceable)

2. Educate peers on Fast Fashion 
labor practices

3. Put pressure on their 
Universities to associate with 
the Fair Labor Association, so 
all merchandised items are 
ethically sourced

4. Support legislation aimed at 
combatting forced labor 
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BRAND NEXT STEPS
1.

Partner with Organizations 
that can help

Gain an accreditation and 
eventually become a licensee 

with a certification organization 
such as Fair Labor Association 
or become Fair Trade Certified

2.
Show consumers that 

your goods are ethically 
produced.

This can be a variety of things.  
The Nepal Tea Collective has a 
QR code attached to each tea 
bag that allows consumers to 

learn about the tea farmers who 
produce. 
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