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Abstract:	 This	 paper	 examines	 the	 value	 of	 design	 in	 business	 seen	 through	 the	
example	 of	 the	 Danish	 company	 Kopenhagen	 Fur.	 Design	 School	 Kolding	 (DK)	 has	
during	2014	and	2015	conducted	a	design	research	project	and	study	with	focus	on	
sustainability	as	a	key	parameter	in	the	company’s	future	use	of	design	on	different	
levels.	 In	 order	 to	 propose	 a	 new	 frame	 for	 understanding	 the	 company’s	 value	
creation	 we	 draw	 upon	 Heskett’s	 models	 (2003)	 and	 his	 explanation	 of	 the	
relationship	 between	 economic	 theories	 and	 design	 (2008).	 To	 explain	 the	
relationship	between	design	and	sustainability	we	further	elaborate	towards	theories	
connected	 to	 the	 transformation	 economy	 (Gardien	 2014)	 and	 explain	 how	
Kopenhagen	Fur’s	potential	 for	 including	design	and	 sustainability	 throughout	 their	
entire	 value	 chain	 aligns	with	 the	 present	 understanding	 in	 the	 fashion	 and	 textile	
industry.		
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1.	Introduction		

This	paper	will	show	the	preliminary	results	of	a	larger	design	research	project	about	
sustainability	and	fur	conducted	as	part	of	a	larger	strategic	partnership	agreement	between	
Design	School	Kolding	and	Kopenhagen	Fur	in	2014	and	2015.	Kopenhagen	Fur	is	run	as	a	
cooperative	and	owned	by	app.	1600	Danish	mink	farmers.	It	is	a	world	leading	supplier	of	
mink	skin	and	holder	of	the	world's	largest	auction	house	for	fur	skin,	which	is	positioned	in	
the	Danish	city	of	Glostrup.	In	the	research	project,	a	group	of	four	design	researchers	
worked	from	their	individual	perspective	which	covered	the	value	chain	of	fur	from	raw	skin	
to	end	use,	thus	supporting	already	existing	research	on	traceability	and	animal	welfare.	The	
focus	area	of	each	sub-project	was,	respectively;	1)	how	shared	memory	of	fur	design	might	
support	more	sustainable	strategies	around	communication	and	designstrategic	positioning,	
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2)	how	Kopenhagen	Fur	might	better	communicate	and	promote	existing	best	practices	
around	i.e.	dying	and	dressing	of	raw	skin,	3)	how	Kopenhagen	Fur	might	learn	from	
traditional	virtues	and	practices	amongst	furriers	to	push	for	more	sustainable	approaches	
to	fur	design	and	4),	how	a	deeper	insight	in	the	use	experience	of	fur	might	inspire	new	
designstrategic	pathways	and	services	that	align	with	sustainability	(Skjold,	et	al	2016).	As	
part	of	the	study	multiple	semi-structured	interviews	with	farmers	and	employees	from	all	
central	departments	were	conducted,	as	well	as	with	selected	Danish	fashion	journalists	and	
furriers.	The	researchers	were	physically	located	at	the	premises	of	Kopenhagen	Fur	part	of	
their	work	time,	which	meant	they	had	access	to	close	interaction	with	the	company.		

Building	on	this	pool	of	knowledge	that	was	not	yet	finalised	at	the	time	this	paper	was	
written,	authors	of	this	paper	conducted	a	travel	March	2015	to	China,	the	presently	largest	
market	for	Kopenhagen	Fur,	representing	app.	80%	of	their	revenue.	During	the	travel,	
observations	and	semi-structured	interviews	were	made	with	participants	at	the	2015	Hong	
Kong	International	Fashion	and	Fur	Fair,	and	stakeholders	and	employees	of	Kopenhagen	Fur	
in	Shanghai,	Yuyao	and	Harbin.	The	bias	of	these	investigations	was	coloured	by	the	authors'	
scholarly	departure;	Irene	Alma	Lønne,	who	was	then	head	of	research	at	Design	School	
Kolding	and	responsible	for	the	partnership	agreement	between	Design	School	Kolding	and	
Kopenhagen	Fur,	holds	a	PhD	in	design	management	(Lønne	2009).	Else	Skjold	conducted	
the	post.doc.	project	with	Kopenhagen	Fur	on	the	basis	of	her	PhD	in	user	studies	and	
management	(Skjold	2014).		

Driving	the	analysis	forward,	it	has	been	an	underlying	theme	how	a	design-perspective	on	
sustainability	might	propose	a	new	frame	of	understanding	value	creation	within	companies.	
In	this	context	the	work	of	Heskett	becomes	central.	Sustainability	is	a	wide-ranging	concept,	
and	it	is	often	overwhelming	for	the	individual	company	to	decide	how	to	work	with	it;	not	
only	at	a	more	strategic	and	communicative	level,	but	also	in	daily,	hands-on	practices.	We	
see	these	obstacles	as	closely	related	to	Heskett's	notion	on		'Neo-Classical	theory'	and	it’s	
influence	on	the	view	of	design	in	value	creation	(Heskett	2009:72).	As	an	exemplary	case	of	
this,	Kopenhagen	Fur	mainly	operates	within	what	Heskett	defines	as	'static	assumptions'	
about	the	market	mechanisms	(ibid:74)	and	do	not	currently	make	use	of	supporting	
parameters	about	value	creation.	One	of	the	barriers	for	this	seems	to	be	how	Kopenhagen	
Fur	perceives	themselves	as	raw	material	suppliers	that	cause	them	to	focus	mainly	on	
particular	phases	of	the	value	chain.	Not	only	when	it	comes	to	implementing	sustainability,	
but	in	fact,	in	their	entire	strategic	approach.	This	approach	corresponds	with	what	Heskett	
refers	to	as	product	traditionally	not	subject	to	change	“standardized	products”	and	shows	
the	transition	that	the	company	currently	is	going	through	from	regarding	themselves	as	raw	
material	supplier	to	a	branded	company.	

To	support	this	view,	we	pinpoint	how	the	company	was	founded	back	in	1930	
(kopenhagenfur.com)	in	an	era	that	Gardien	et	al	defines	as	belonging	to	the	'industrial	
paradigm'	(2014).	What	we	find	interesting	is	how	'particular	phase'	strategies,	as	defined	by	
Kozlowski	et	al	(2012)	-	that	is,	strategies	that	focus	on	one	level	of	the	value	chain	only	-	are	
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not	seen	as	viable	in	the	light	of	Heskett	as	well	as	in	the	light	of	recent	theory	on	fashion	
and	sustainability.	To	examplify	this,	we	will	show	how	'design'	or	'fashion'	is	perceived	by	
Kopenhagen	Fur	as	something	relevant	to	physical	products	only	(in	this	case,	garments	or	
accessories),	while	'sustainability'	is	linked	mainly	to	matters	of	farming.	Even	if	the	industry	
also	highlights	longevity	of	the	material	and	natural	composting	as	a	potential	zero	impact	
parameter	(IFTF	2012),	we	believe	they	have	not	really	begun	to	drive	on	this	in	their	
business	practices.	Actually,	we	believe	that	this	rather	limited	perception	of	both	design	
and	sustainability	together	represents	a	bottleneck.	

According	to	this,	the	paper	is	structured	in	the	following	manner:	First	we	will	present	our	
findings	on	the	way	Kopenhagen	Fur	approaches	the	idea	of	design	in	their	activities	in	
Denmark	and	China.	Secondly,	we	will	reflect	on	these	findings	through	the	work	of	John	
Heskett,	and	thirdly	we	will	align	this	within	the	manyfold	approaches	to	the	areas	of	
sustainability	and	design.	Finally	we	conclude	how	the	fur	industry	in	general,	on	the	basis	of	
these	perspectives,	might	enter	the	transformation	economy	through	engaging	more	
strategically	with	design	management	and	thus	reframe	their	idea	of	value	creation.	In	order	
to	pinpoint	this,	we	show	how	the	fragmented/limited	approach	to	design	and	design	
management	represents	a	bottleneck	for	Kopenhagen	Fur's	approach	to	sustainability	-	if	
not	actually	a	bottleneck	for	them	to	survive	in	the	future.	

2.	Kopenhagen	Fur	activities	in	Denmark	and	China	
The	core	of	Kopenhagen	Fur's	activities	is	the	farming	of	mink	and	the	unique	intersorting	
system	that	takes	place	at	the	Glostrup	auction	house	and	enables	the	company	to	sell	
bundled	lots	of	skin	of	a	particularly	high	quality.	This	is	done	through	the	aid	of	hand	skill	
and	sophisticated	technology	developed	by	the	company	itself.	Also,	a	laboratory	has	been	
established	that	secures	managing	and	development	of	issues	such	as	animal	diseases,	
improvement	of	feeding,	and	general	farming	conditions.	These	activities	together	form	the	
current	slogan	of	the	company,	namely:	Kopenhagen	Fur	-	Simply	the	World's	Finest	Fur,	
which	illustrates	their	self-perception	as	being	raw	material	suppliers	who	makes	a	good	
product.		

On	top	of	this,	the	company	has	engaged	with	a	line	of	promoting	activities	to	push	the	use	
of	fur	in	the	garment	sector.	These	activities	are	physically	located	in	two	buildings	in	central	

Copenhagen	that	houses	Studio,	a	furrier	workshop	that	works	with	collaborate	partners	
such	as	brands,	up-and	coming	designers	and	fashion	design	students,	Oh!,	a	sub-brand	for	
accessories,	Nexus,	a	unit	that	pushes	the	use	of	fur	through	brand	collaborations	with	
fashion	brands,	and	Fur	Fab,	a	"fur	library"	that	lends	out	the	styles	produced	in	Studio.	On	
top	of	this,	Kopenhagen	Fur	arranges	each	year	a	talent	competition	for	fur	design	called	
Imagine	Talent	Show,	in	collaboration	with	selected	design	schools	all	over	the	world.	But	
these	are	only	the	activities	in	Denmark.	In	China,	that	currently	represents	the	majority	of	
the	company's	revenue,	Kopenhagen	Fur	has	its	own	Chinese	unit	in	Beijing	that	manages	
mainly	collaborations	with	Chinese	manufacturers	and	retailers,	on	top	of	promoting	
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activities	on	the	Chinese	fashion	week	or	in	the	Chinese	media.	Most	activities	are	centred	
around	the	so-called	Fur	Market	in	the	city	of	Yuyao	outside	of	Shanghai	that	houses	most	
fur	manufacturers	in	China,	and	in	the	city	of	Harbin	that	lies	just	beneath	the	Russian	
border	in	North-Eastern	China,	also	referred	to	as	the	capital	of	fur,	simply	because	this	is	
where	most	of	the	fur	is	sold	in	China.			

Throughout	the	program,	it	became	increasingly	apparent	how	Kopenhagen	Fur	has	engaged	
with	such	promoting	activities	in	order	to	revitalise	the	public	image	of	fur.	Back	in	the	1980s	
and	1990s,	the	sales	of	fur	were	decreasing.	This	was	due	to	not	only	the	attacks	of	the	anti-
fur	movement,	but	moreso	how	the	consumer	group	was	ageing	and	new	younger	
consumers	were	increasingly	disinterested	in	fur.	In	Copenhagen	alone,	the	Danish	mink	
farmers	could	follow	how	one	furrier	workshop	after	the	other	closed	down,	and	how	the	
image	of	fur	became	more	and	more	aligned	with	elderly	rich	women.	It	was	mainly	due	to	
this	that	Kopenhagen	Fur	started	engaging	with	the	fashion	world,	and	fashion	designers,	in	
order	to	boost	a	new	and	fresh	image	for	fur1.	This	is	confirmed	when	speaking	to	the	then	
head	of	marketing,	Ditte	Hejberg	Sorknæs,	who	said:		

											“...a	lot	of	people	think	that	what	keeps	me	awake	at	night	is	the	anti-fur	movement.	But											
honestly	I	worry	very	little	about	it.	Having	been	in	this	business	for	many	years	I	can	tell	that	
anti-fur	is	to	a	large	extent	all	about	"preaching	to	the	choire".	Some	people	really	believe	in	it,	
then	there	is	app.	80%	who	is	more	like	"I	don't	know",	and	then	there	are	people	who	will	
wear	fur	almost	by	principle.	What	really	keeps	me	awake	at	night	is	how	when	the	
temperature	hits	4	degrees	celcious	and	people	start	wearing	fur,	then	all	these	horrid	brown	
swinger	coats	comes	out.	Fur	consumers	are	getting	older	and	older.	And	this	is	what	I	told	the	
furriers	when	I	started	out.	That	their	target	customer	is	the	same	person	as	40	years	ago,	and	
that	within	10	years	time	she	will	be	dead"2.		

Also	in	in	China,	the	same	mindset	and	strategy	dominates	Kopenhagen	Fur's	activities.	
When	discussing	this,	General	Manager	for	the	Kopenhagen	Fur	Beijing	Office,	Chris	Cui	
answers	the	following:		

	 “We	have	the	overall	strategy	to	make	fur	more	into	fashion,	that's	one	thing,	to	turn	fur	more	
fashionable,	another	thing	is	to	move	into	the	fashion	industry...to	get	our	customers	our	
insides	and	expertise	to	actually	produce	more	fashionable	products,	to	attract	younger	
consumers,	and	also	to	confine	with	the	fashion	industry	more	closely"3.		

Here,	'customers'	are	to	be	understood	as	b2b;	primarily	the	fur	manufacturers	working	in	
the	'Fur	Market'	in	the	city	of	Yuyao,	but	also	the	retailers	in	Yuyao	and	Harbin.	Both	furriers	
and	shop	owners	and	personel	are	trained	by	Kopenhagen	Fur	employees	into	engaging	
more	with	new	techniques	and	combinations	of	skin,	or	new	colour	attitudes	or	styles,	to	
move	fur	forward	towards	the	fashion	market.	This	is	done	through	i.e.	visits	from	

																																																																				
1	This	has	been	mentioned	i.e.	in	a	conversation	between	co-author	Else	Skjold	and	board	member	of	Kopenhagen	Fur	Lars	
Eilersen	in	Bruxelles	30.9.2015.		
2	Interview	11th	of	December	2014	with	Ditte	Hejberg	Sorknæs,	now	former	Head	of	Marketing	at	Kopenhagen	Fur.		
3	Interview	28th	of	February	2015	with	General	Manager	of	the	Beijing	Office	Chris	Cui	at	Hong	Kong	International	Fur	and	
Fashion	Fair	in	Hong	Kong,	China.		
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Kopenhagen	Fur	unit	Studio	in	Denmark	who	bring	the	latest	collaborate	projects	or	own	
developed	styles	and	techniques,	but	also	through	visits	from	the	Chinese	unit	Furward	
consisting	of	designers	and	fashion/design-consultants.		

In	this	sense,	one	might	say	that	Kopenhagen	Fur's	core	activities	in	Denmark	and	China	
together	rests	on	two	main	strategies;	one	is	to	keep	improving	their	product,	the	raw	skin,	
and	to	stay	on	top	as	world	leader,	closely	followed	by	a	few	other	auction	houses.	Another	
is	to	consistently	push	fur	as	material	into	fashion	collections,	in	order	to	attract	younger	
consumers.		

3.	Understanding	Kopenhagen	Fur	through	the	work	of	Heskett	
John	Heskett’s	work	has	broadly	influenced	the	understanding	of	designs	role	in	business	as	
it	is	closely	linked	and	explained	in	accordance	to	economic	theories.		
Heskett’s	(2003)	provides	an	overview	of	four	types	of	companies	i.e.	Original	Equipment	
Manufacturer	–	(OEM)	Original	Design	Manufacturer	(ODM),	and	Own	Brand	Manufacturer	
(OBM),	and	Original	Strategic	Manufacturer	(OSM)	-	and	shows	in	what	way	design	is	
understood	for	each	company	type	and	how	design	can	be	used	to	move	the	company	
onwards	to	a	new	category	(Heskett,	2003).	Kopenhagen	Fur’s	position	in	these	four	
categories	is	at	present	unclear.	On	the	one	hand	the	company	is	a	raw	material	supplier	
which	aligns	with	OEM	–	and	to	a	high	degree	understand	itself	as	such	and	as	belonging	to	
the	farmer	business	but	also	moving	towards	ODM	in	it’s	way	of	using	design	to	differentiate	
products.	On	the	other	hand	the	company	is	undergoing	a	fast	transition	towards	the	OBM	
category	where	design	is	used	as	an	asset	to	reinforce	the	brand,	while	it	misses	out	moving	
towards	OSM	(see	figure	1).		
	

	
Figure	1	The	figure	shows	Heskett’s	four	company	categories	and	how	design	relates	to	their	value	
	 creation	(Heskett	2004).	Kopenhagen	Fur’s	position	in	this	system	is	marked	with	the	red	dot	
	 and	the	current	development	and	understanding	of	design	is	indicated	in	the	two	red	arrows.	
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The	company	understands	design	as	important	but	mostly	in	terms	of	differentiating	and	
image.	Design	is	thus	not	understood	as	a	factor	for	creating	value	that	can	move	the	
company	further	and	create	impact	throughout	the	whole	value	chain.	Heskett	provided	in	
2003	this	overview	aimed	at	the	Chinese	market.	However	it	applies	broadly	and	has	thus	
been	widely	used	–	i.e.	inspired	the	“Design	ladder”	developed	by	the	Danish	Design	Center	
2001	and	further	elaborated		according	to	Heskett’s	ideas	in	2004	(Dickson	&	Kristensen,	
2004.)	As	helpful	Hesketts	four	categories	(as	shown	in	Figure	1)	and	the	design	ladder	are	as	
a	mapping	tools	they	do	not	explain	the	deeper	reason	behind	what	limits	the	use	and	
understanding	of	design.	Heskett	has	thus	further	provided	an	overview	and	examination	of	
how	economic	theories	relates	to	design	in	terms	of	value	creation	(Heskett	2009).	Heskett	
points	out	that	though	Neo-Classicistic	Theory	has	been	criticised	it	remains	dominating	in	
the	Anglo-American	world.		He	concludes:		
	

“Neo-Classicism	explains	what	exist	and	is	not	fundamentally	concerned	with	what	
might	be.	Widespread	criticism	of	it	focuses	on	assumptions	about	the	static	nature	of	
products	and	markets.	If	they	are	as	constant	as	depicted	in	Neo-Classical	theory	this	
at	best	reduces	design	to	a	trivial	activity	concerned	with	minor	superficial	
differentiation	of	unchanging	commodities	–	a	role	indeed	–	that	it	does	frequently	
perform.	At	worst,	it	contradicts	the	whole	validity	of	design.”	
…..	
“	As	soon	as	the	possibility	of	change,	development	and	innovation	are	admitted	into	
economic	models	however	the	perspective	shifts	and	it	becomes	much	easier	to	relate	
design	to	economic	theories.”	(Heskett	2009:82)	

	
What	Heskett	points	at	here	is	central	in	the	case	of	Kopenhagen	Fur’s	economic	
understanding	and	view	on	design;	It	not	only	limits	the	role	of	design	in	the	company	it	
prevails	it’s	inclusion	throughout	the	value	chain	and	thereby	using	design	as	a	way	to	create	
change	and	bridging	towards	new	demands	from	stakeholders	and	the	end-users	i.e.	
demands	for	integration	of	new	parameters	as	for	example	sustainability.	According	to	that	
we	will	place	Kopenhagen	Fur	as	belonging	to	the	industrial	paradigm	and	with	a	market	
approach	close	to	Neo-classicistic	economic	theory.	The	company	focuses	on	market	
mechanism	that	doesn’t	include	the	user	phase	and	the	consumers'	preferences	in	the	value	
creation	of	the	company’s	products,	services	and	systems.		
	
In	relation	to	this,	we	find	it	fruitful	to	point	at	the	economic	paradigms	defines	by	Gardien	
et	al	(2014),	as	they	well	reflect	the	above	ideas	of	Heskett	and	places	our	design	approach	
to	Kopenhagen	Fur	in	a	further	perspective.	In	their	text,	they	suggest	four	main	economic	
paradigms	that	have	developed	from	the	19th	Century	and	untill	now:	1.	The	industrial	
paradigm	that	focus	on	creation	of	commodities	in	relation	to	local	communities,	in	which	
the	role	of	design	evolves	around	rational	problem-solving	processes.	2.	The	experience	
economy	that	focus	on	subcultures	and	branded	experiences,	and	in	which	the	role	of	design	
evolves	around	meaning-oriented	appraoches	to	design.	3.	The	knowledge	economy	that	
focus	on	open	social	communities	and	value	through	open	innovation	processes	that	
leverage	user	knowledge,	in	which	the	role	of	design	must	be	seen	as	orchestrated	between	
expert	knowledge	and	user	knowledge.	Finally	4.,	the	transformation	economy	that	focus	on	
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"the	public	discomfort	with	downsides	of	the	first	three	paradigms;	pollution,	global	
warming,	wealth	disparity,	poor	labour	conditions",	in	which	the	concept	of	sustainability	
becomes	the	valid	"business	sense"	(ibid:131).	Here,	in	the	currently	prevailing	paradigm,	
the	role	of	design	is	seen	as	operating	on	a	more	overall	systemic	level,	with	the	aims	of	
creating	zero	waste	products,	services	and	systems	based	on	the	principles	of	'cradle-to-
cradle'	as	defined	by	Braungart	and	McDonough	(2002).	Even	if	some	of	Kopenhagen	Fur’s	
add-on	activities	evolving	around	design	is	related	to	the	experience	economy	(as	they	try	to	
push	fur	into	the	fashion	world),	and	even	if	they	are	moving	towards	the	knowledge	
economy	through	the	use	of	expert	knowledge	that	leverage	user	experience	they	remain	
stuck	in	the	industrial	paradigm.	As	we	will	show	in	the	following,	this	basic	self-
understanding	gets	to	represent	a	bottleneck	for	Kopenhagen	Fur	simply	because	they	see	
themselves	as	suppliers	-	what	Heskett	defines	as	OEM	-	and	not	as	a	company	who	works	
strategically	with	design	as	benchmark	for	sustainability	throughout	the	whole	value	chain,	
which	could	take	them	further	into	being	a	OSM	positioned	in	the	transformation	economy	
(see	figure	2).	

KOPENHAGEN	FUR	ACTIVITIES	ALIGNED	WITH	HESKETT'S	TYPOLOGY	AND	GARDIEN	ET	AL.'S	
ECONOMIC	PARADIGMS		

Figure	2		When	related	to	the	perspectives	of	Heskett's	typology	of	company	approaches	to	design	
	 and	Gardien	et	al's	perspectives	on	economic	paradigms,	Kopenhagen	Fur	must	be	seen	as	
	 'stuck'	in	their	self-perception	as	an	OEM	type	of	company	that	engage	mainly	with	level	1	
	 activities.	Also,	even	if	they	do	engage	with	ODM	or	OBM	activities,	they	do	not	acknowledge	
	 how	the	branded	experience	of	fur	is	not	fulfilling	its	potential,	as	they	have	not	sufficiently	
	 engaged	with	leveraging	the	(semiotic,	semantic	and	user	related)	meaning	of	fur	between	
	 experts	and	users.	In	the	case	of	OSM	activities,	Kopenhagen	Fur	has	not	committed	to	these	
	 at	all	even	if	they	are	practiced	by	their	own	stakeholders.				

4.	Original	Strategic	Manufacturer	(OSM);	qed	up	to	transformaqon	economy;	design	as	systemic,	sustainable	
strategy	

1.Core	acqviqes;	ensuring	high	quality	
of	product	(fur)	through	technology	
and	research	on	i.e.	feeding	and	
breeding,	combined	with	intersorqng	
based	on	technology	and	hand	skill.		

3.	Own	Brand	Manufacturer	(OBM);	qed	up	to	knowledge	economy;	design	as	
leverage	between	experts	and	users	

2+3	Core	acqviqes:	pushing	fur	into	
the	fashion	world	through	promoqng	
new	techniques	(fur	fabric)	in	b2b-
relaqons,	and	through	collaboraqng	
with	design	school	students,	up-and-
coming	designers	or	fashion	brands.		

2.	Original	Design	Manufacturer	(ODM);	qed	up	to	
experience	economy;	design	as	branded	experience	

4.	Core	acqviqes	are	pracqced	by	
furriers	at	large	and	by	Chinese	retailers	
but	are	not	part	of	Kopenhagen	Fur's	
strategy	to	promote	fur.		

1.	Original	Equipment	
Manufacturer	(OEM);	qed	up	
to	the	industrial	paradigm;	
design	as	raqonal	problem	
solving	
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4.	Aligning	Kopenhagen	Fur	to	Fashion	and	Sustainability	
When	looking	at	Kopenhagen	Fur	in	the	light	of	recent	theory	on	fashion	and	sustainability,	a	
similar	pattern	emerges.	For	example,	Clark	defines	how	fashion	designers	are	increasingly	
aligning	their	practices	away	from	mass	production	and	standardisation	and	towards	"slow	
fashion"	practices	in	line	with	consumer	needs	and	practices	(Clark	2008),	and	Vinken	claims	
how	we	are	now	facing	"the	end	of	a	century	of	fashion"	(2005).		
	
Within	the	garment	sector	sustainability	is	becoming	one	of	the	crucial	parameters	of	
differentiation,	and	there	are	increasing	numbers	of	SME	or	larger	companies	that	engage	
with	concepts	such	as	circular	economy,	recycling	and	waste	managing,	or	various	types	of	
services	around	the	product		-	completely	in	line	with	the	inherent	values	and	practices	in	
the	transformation	economy	as	listed	above.	In	this	context,	it	becomes	a	challenge	for	
Kopenhagen	Fur	that	they	are	not	taking	on	design	as	a	systemic	approach,	as	they	might	
potentially	benefit	from	the	transitions	taking	place	in	the	garment	sector.	In	our	view,	this	
happens	first	of	all	as	they	have	undervalued	the	paradigms	of	the	experience	economy	and	
the	knowledge	economy;	thus,	they	fail	to	see	how	fur	as	a	material	is	closely	related	to	the	
concept	of	'conspicuous	consumption'	as	framed	by	sociologist	Thorstein	Veblen	in	the	early	
20th	Century,	who	negated	fashion	because	he	saw	it	as	deeply	connected	with	(vulgar)	
status	manifestations	of	the	women	of	the	upper	classes.	In	recent	debates	about	
sustainability,	these	ideas	are	yet	again	approached	by	i.e.	Entwistle	who	suggest	that	the	
hedonist	overproduction	and	overconsumption	taking	place	in	the	garment	sector	of	today	
may	be	seen	through	the	lens	of	Veblen	(Entwistle	2014).	Hence,	it	is	not	suffient	for	the	fur	
industry	to	build	trust	from	consumers	and	stakeholders	through	animal	welfare	assessment	
systems,	improving	of	environmental	impact	of	material	processing,	or	managing	of	co2	
emission	from	farming;	what	they	need	to	do	is	to	change	completely	the	public	perception	
of	fur,	as	it	has	been	so	tightly	linked	with	celebrity	glamour	and	ideas	of	femininity	and	
capitalism	(Emberly	1998	and	Bolton	2005)	-	associations	that	must	be	seen	as	representing	
exactly	the	'downsides'	of	the	hitherto	existing	economic	paradigms	as	pointed	out	by	
Gardien	et	al.	Secondly,	as	already	suggested,	there	are	currently	practices	around	fur	that	
must	be	seen	as	essentially	sustainable;	if	looking	at	particularly	the	Chinese	market,	it	
became	obvious	how	services	around	fur	such	as	maintenance	or	re-design	is	already	well	
established.	Practices,	which	evolve	around	resource	management	and	valuing	of	raw	
materials,	that	are	also	present	in	the	craftmanship	of	the	furriers,	and	could	potentially	
form	a	whole	new	public	idea	about	the	value	of	fur.		

4.	Sustainable	Strategies	as	seen	through	Design	
On	behalf	of	these	considerations,	we	suggest	to	look	at	the	case	of	Kopenhagen	Fur	
through	our	three-step	view	on	the	development	of	sustainable	agendas,	which	illustrates	
how	strategic	use	of	design	can	create	value	through	connecting	with	the	sustainable	
agenda	for	Kopenhagen	Fur.		
	
In	relation	to	this,	Kozlowski	et	al	highlights	how	also	in	the	garment	sectore	there	are	huge	
problems	with	implementing	sustainability	throughout	the	entire	value	chain,	as	most	
companies	make	use	of	"particular	stage	strategies"	(Kozlowski,	et	al	2012:31).	Thus,	they	
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argue	how	often,	sustainability	becomes	an	add-on	bound	up	on	technological	innovation	or	
i.e.	organic	materials,	as	the	individual	company	cannot	handle	how	designers	are	currently	
re-thinking	their	role,	nor	can	they	handle	systemic	approaches	that	breaks	with	traditional	
practices.	Similarly,	Busch	in	his	2009	article	"Where	are	the	Fashion	Service	Systems?"	
highlights	the	fact	that	for	most	fashion	brands,	the	focus	of	attention	ends	at	the	point	of	
purchase	and	do	not	continue	into	what	he	calls	the	after	market;	that	is,	what	happens	to	
garments	as	they	are	being	used,	maintained,	possibly	re-sold	to	other	consumers	at	the	
2Hand-	or	vintage	market,	or	discarded	(Busch	2009:1).	Busch	argues	how	this	lack	of	
involvement	seems	to	stem	from	the	fact	that	the	sector	must	considered	to	be	a	late	
developer	in	relation	to	familiar	areas	such	as	architecture	or	product	design.	In	his	view,	
this	is	why	this	sector	has	not	really	started	engaging	with	more	systematic	approaches	in	
line	with	the	related	design	disciplines,	and	why	it	has	generally	not	been	aligned	with	the	
development	of	the	design	field	at	large.	Similarly,	Skjold	has	pointed	out	in	her	own	
research	how	the	sector	has	hardly	engaged	with	user-oriented	approaches	at	all,	why	
systemic	approaches	to	sustainability	that	engages	with	the	use	phase	of	garments	has	not	
come	into	consideration	at	large	(Skjold	2014).	Still,	the	garment	sector	has	been	subdued	to	
changes	according	to	the	demands	for	i.e.	traceability	and	CSR,	and	accordingly	has	
experienced	a	transition	process,	which	we	see	lined	out	in	three	various	phases,	as	
suggested	below:		
	
The	first	strategic	approach	to	sustainability	started	emerging	in	the	late	1980s,	and	is	
directed	mainly	towards	matters	of	production	often	referred	to	as	issues	of	CSR	and	
traceability;	this	wave	directs	particularly	(negative)	environmental	impacts	of	raw	material	
production	(Fletcher	2008)	and	(poor)	working	conditions	(Klein	2000).	These	issues	are	
mainly	addressed	through	a	long	line	of	labelling	initiatives	that	try	to	ensure	a	clean	and	
ethically	sound	production.	In	relation	to	Kopenhagen	Fur,	this	evolves	around	ensuring	
animal	welfare,	a	minimizing	of	environmental	damage	in	relation	to	ammonium	emission	
from	animal	defecation,	and	ensuring	that	the	whole	animal	is	being	used	(through	i.e.	using	
carcases	for	biodiesel).	According	to	the	lobby-organisation	Fur	Europe,	their	sustainability	
strategy	is	to	target	what	they	call	'the	entire	value	chain',	consisting	in	their	definition	of	
"farmers,	trappers,	auction	houses,	brokers	and	buyers,	design	centres,	dressers	and	dyers,	
manufacturers	and	retailers"4.	However,	it	mirrors	the	argument	of	Busch	in	the	sense	that	it	
misses	out	the	after	market,	and	thus	taking	the	entire	value	chain	into	consideration.		

In	relation	to	this,	the	second	strategic	wave	around	sustainability	emerged	during	the	
2000s,	and	is	here	referred	to	as	post-retail;	roughly	speaking,	it	addresses	ways	of	
continuing	'business	as	usual'	within	the	garment	sector	(cheap,	mass	produced	garments	
introduced	through	rapid	production	cycles)	through	resource	management	at	post-
consumer	level.	This	wave	has	emerged	as	a	result	of	an	increasing	awareness	of	the	
massive	waste	problems	in	the	sector,	where	tons	of	textiles	end	up	on	landfills	after	a	
relatively	short	life-cycle	(Cooper	2005).	Also,	the	sector	is	increasingly	aware	how	the	prices	

																																																																				
4	As	found	6th	of	November	2015	on:	http://www.fureurope.eu/people-in-the-fur-sector/value-
chain/	
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on	raw	materials	might	represent	a	serious	future	challenge	for	their	current	business	
model,	as	there	will	simply	not	be	enough	land	or	natural	resources	on	our	planet	to	
produce	the	volumes	needed	(WRAP,	2012).	Even	as	Kopenhagen	Fur	does	not	currently	
address	this	strategy	in	its	overall	operations,	and	is	reluctant	to	do	so,	the	findings	of	our	
research	program	show	how	redesign	of	inherited	or	2Hand	fur	is	a	quite	common	practice	
amongst	furriers.	Thus,	phase	two	activities	are	relatively	easy	to	pick	up	on,	as	the	practices	
sustaining	it	are	already	present	within	the	market.	Kopenhagen	Fur	does	not	need	to	re-
invent	practices	for	post-retail	strategies	as	is	the	case	in	the	garment	sector.	Subsequently,	
we	argue	that	the	reluctance	to	engage	with	post-retail	is	bound	in	the	positioning	of	the	
company	as	a	OEM	company	moving	towards	and	ODM	or	OBM	strategy,	whereas	they	
might	engage	more	strategically	with	this	type	of	activities	if	they	moved	on	to	OSM	
strategies.		

In	connection	with	this,	a	third	strategic	wave	is	emerging	these	years	that	address	not	only	
'particular	stage'	strategies	but	more	overall	systemic	strategies.	Here	we	propose	the	
concept	of	design	to	be	installed	as	a	strategic	tool	for	entering	the	transformation	
economy,	and	for	positioning	Kopenhagen	Fur	as	a	OSM	player.	This	includes	engaging	with	
so-called	green	business	models	that	emphasises	sustainable	practices	throughout	the	entire	
value-chain.	That	is,	business	models	which	are	based	on	the	lifecycle	of	products,	from	raw	
material	to	end	use.	As	examples	can	be	mentioned	Danish	childrenswear	brand	VIGGA	that	
builds	on	circular	economy	(vigga.us),	or	Swedish	Nudie	Jeans	that	build	on	service	design	
principles	through	'repair	workshops'	for	their	product	(nudiejeans.com).	Also,	there	are	
currently	experiments	taking	place	within	the	sector	around	the	concepts	of	DFR	(Design	for	
Reassembly)	or	DFD	(Design	for	Disassembly)(see	i.e.	Schultz	2011)	which	have	not	yet	
fulfilled	their	potential.		

What	we	found	on	our	travel	to	China	in	particular	was	how	some	of	these	practices	
sustaining	OSM	strategies	are	already	existing	as	an	add-on	to	retail;	hence,	the	Chinese	
market	for	fur	represent	an	active	engagement	with	maintenance	services	as	well	as	re-
design.	Not	taking	action	on	these	practices	represent	in	our	minds	a	bottleneck	for	
implementing	sustainability	as	a	coherent	strategy	in	the	company.	One	of	the	barriers	is	
how	they	do	not	fully	engage	with	the	way	furriers	and	consumers	actually	interact	with	fur	
as	material	and	design,	particularly	in	China.	As	can	be	seen	in	figure	3,	Kopenhagen	Fur	is	
currently	focusing	on	phase	1	activities	only.	While	these	initiatives	support	traceability	of	
the	fur,	they	do	not	promote	issues	of	longevity	at	all	-	even	if	this	might	be	the	actual	
competitive	advantage	of	fur	when	it	comes	to	sustainability,	because	very	few	materials	
last	as	long	in	use	as	fur.	This	is	due	not	only	to	the	durability	of	the	fur	itself,	but	also	to	the	
way	it	is	purchased,	used,	maintained	and	stored	by	consumers.				
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KOPENHAGEN	FUR	ACTIVITIES	ON	SUSTAINABILITY	THROUGHOUT	THE	VALUE	CHAIN	

	

	

Figure	3	As	is	illustrated,	Kopenhagen	Fur	perceives	sustainability	as	something	primarily	related	to	
	 production	level,	which	evolves	around	farming	and	raw	skin.	When	comparing	figure	1	and	2	
	 it	becomes	apparent	how	both	in	terms	of	sustainability		and	overall	business	approach,	
	 Kopenhagen	Fur	experiences	a	limitation	of	value	creation	due	to	the	fact	that	they	don't	
	 work	with	sustainability	-	or	design	-	throughout	the	entire	value	chain.		

5.	Conclusion	and	Perspectives	
Aligning	Heskett's	model	of	company	typologies	and	analysis	of	economic	theories	
understanding	of	design	with	Kopenhagen	Fur's	selfperception	and	current	activities	makes	
sense	when	related	to	recent	discussions	about	strategic	design	and	sustainability.	In	our	
analysis,	we	find	how	there	is	currently	a	conflict	in	the	branded	strategy	of	Kopenhagen	Fur,	
as	the	company	is	caught	up	within	the	industrial	paradigm	in	which	it	was	established.	
When	comparing	Kopenhagen	Fur's	activities	with	the	remaining	garment	sector,	it	comes	
out	how	there	are	presently	practices	around	fur	in	the	market	that	reflect	sustainable	ideals	
about	longevity	of	garments	or	resource	management	that	are	not	utilised	strategically.	
Engaging	more	with	activities	at	system	level	bears	the	pontential	of	not	only	supporting	
Kopenhagen	Fur's	ambition	of	engaging	with	sustainability,	but	also	their	market	position	as	
a	original	strategic	company	(OSM).	Thus,	carrying	through	with	phase	3	activities	such	as	re-
vitalising	service	design	systems	for	maintenance,	recycling	and	redesign	might		
propose	a	new	frame	for	how	to	operationalize	fur	in	the	light	of	the	transformation	
economy	which	is	mainly	formed	by	ethical	concerns	and	revisions	of	former	industry	logics	
and	practices.		
	

Farming	 Material	
Processing	

Apparel	
Producqon	

Manufacturing	

Distribuqon	
Retail	

Consumer	use	
Phase	

	
Disposal	phase	

Phase	3:	Working	with	design	and	sustainabilty	at	systems	level.	No	acqvity.				

Phase	2:	Recirculaqon,	
2Hand.No	acqvity.			

Phase	1:	Biodiesel,	
WelFur,	Open	
Farm	.	Primary	
acqviqes.			
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