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The World Café is an “around and up” management tool that was used to enable participation from 
the cotton industry to help the IFCP develop marketing strategies in competing with chemical fibers. 
 
Day 1: Questions Posed to Participants 
 

1. Who are we (participants at the table), and what is our individual and collective stake in cotton 
competing successfully against synthetic fibers? 

2. What are the strong attributes for the cotton “brand” at retail and among consumers? 
3.  What factors need to be overcome in order to be more effectively promote the cotton brand to 

consumers in different countries? 
 
Templates were created and a brief powerpoint presentation was provided in order to guide the 
participants.  Topics were grouped into the following categories: 
 
Environment Discussion Notes:  Cotton Branding vs. Polyester Branding 
Strategy Discussion Notes:  Cotton Branding vs. Polyester Branding 
Technical Discussion Notes:  Cotton Branding vs. Polyester Branding 
 
Participation: Attendance approximately 70 
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Day 2: Compilation and Discussion 
 
 
Discussions focused on compilation of day 1 activities and responses, with tables in discussion 
focusing on distilling the information received, outcomes, and uses of that information. 
 
It was indicated by the discussion moderators and facilitator of the session that this information could 
be used in the indexing of the new IFCP website (cottonpromotion.org), that will be revamped in 
2015. 
 
Participation: Attendance approximately 30 
  
Discussion notes below, by Janet O’Regan: 
  
 
Key points of the discussion of Day 2 (November 6, 2014): 
 
 
ICAC WORLD CAFÉ DAY 2: NOVEMBER 6, 2014 
 
Environment Discussion Notes: Cotton Branding vs Polyester Branding 

• Review of Attributes and Obstacles as reported in Day 1 lead to a group discussion 
• The environment is critical. Comparative information on cotton vs. other fibers needed 

especially polyester and recycled polyester. 
• What do retailers ask: 

o There are cultural differences 
o Retailers will choose fibers they can sell 
o Need to speak to consumers more than the retailers (pull strategy) 

• Price:  
o Do not sell cotton based solely on price. 
o Promote cotton as premium with the caution that along with a premium position one can 

expect lower volume.  
o 1 in 5 bales in the US goes into denim 
o Support niche market positions for special, higher value cottons (ELS)1 such as Supima, 

Egyptian and Turkish. 
• Retailer perception of cotton has been described as “Death cloth”, 2 an environmentally 

uninformed bias in the denim area.  
• Consumers have been influenced by competitive marketing and believe that cotton is bad to 

wear for extreme outdoor sports and for socks. Overcoming such perceptions call for sustained 
marketing communications programs targeted to consumers and the clothing supply chain.  

• Consumer attitudes in other countries: 
o Greece: cotton friendly country. 

                                                
1 Edit for clarification of information from J. Silberman 
2 Information provided by J. Silberman based on student investigator response 
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o Egypt: Cotton is the best fiber. Interest in cotton with new features such as anti-
microbial treatment. Also interested in cotton blends with synthetics for greater strength.  

o Australia: 10 years ago there was much criticism of cotton and its water usage. Today, 
although cotton’s profile is much better, there remains criticism of cotton’s water usage 
during droughts.  

o UK: The proactive case is NOT being made for cotton. Cotton has a defensive 
reputation. Need stronger, positive marketing strategy and campaign.  

o Germany: most critical country to cotton. Driven by the media who blame cotton as the 
source of the Rana Plaza disaster3. Pesticides are believed to be the source of skin 
irritation from cotton fabrics when it is more likely due to the chemicals used in dyeing 
and finishing.  

o Brazil & Argentina: “IKEA” store is marketing polyester as a cotton-like fiber. Both 
countries are pro-cotton. 75% of fiber used is cotton. 

o Everyone agreed that it is best to steer clear of marketing cotton as GMO even though it 
is a more sustainable practice, due to perceived negativity of the technology4. Roughly 
2/3 of global crop is GMO.  

• ICAC5: Cotton share is stable in developing countries and declining in share in developed 
countries. That said, there are regional and country differences.  

Strategy Discussion Notes: Cotton Branding vs Polyester Branding 
• Review of the Attributes and Obstacles from Day 1.  
• Most important attribute of cotton related to is its household name. 
• India: Suggested promoting the benefits of cotton to the Indian market. Cotton agriculture 

supports 5 million farms. This type of message could be easily customized for different 
countries to use in their marketing communications.  

• UK: Underscored the previous comment that a positive case for cotton is not being made and 
is needed.  

• Generally: There was agreement that the industry does not have a global marketing 
organization6.  

• Uganda: suggested that cotton needs to be promoted as more than fiber – also the seed and 
oil.  

• Australia question: How much work are we doing to work with other synthetics to expand 
cotton’s use.  Cotton’s partnership with spandex has led to more cotton use, partnering with 
Tencel would lead to less. Womens wear is a market in which there are opportunities for cotton 
to work with other fibers as blends.  

• Discussions about market share vs. volume. That in a growing market share can be lost while 
volume gained depending on the market dynamics7. 

                                                
3 Silberman clarification: media is trained to bring every criticism of the textile industry to the cotton fiber level, 
as the NGO’s have educated them in unfair fiber criticism. The participants were encouraged to clarify this 
when interviewed. 
4 Clarification by J. Silberman 
5 Not attributed 
6 Reference was to the demise of the IIC 
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• Are there elements of a world cotton brand strategy where IFCP can help?  

Technical Discussion Notes: Cotton Branding vs Polyester Branding 
• There was no time left for discussion on this point. Participants were asked to make notes on 

the blank forms passed out at the beginning of the session. Here are the notes have been 
collected. 

• Need to make people feel good about buying cotton, that it helps people, environment, social, 
etc. Think of the success of Fair Trade.  

• Simple messages comparing the cotton used in shirts / jeans to everyday consumables, for 
example coffee, leather handbag, pair of shoes, glass of wine, iPhone, etc. We need the right 
data to make a claim such as, “it take 0.5 kw energy to make a cotton shirt and 500 kw to 
make an iPhone. Or, it takes 1 ltr of water to make a pair of jeans and 5 ltrs. To make a 
cappuccino. This consumer campaign should be targeted toward younger generation. They 
are the future.8  

• Exploit the allergy free and chemical free aspects of the end product.  
• Be innovative & informative but possibly need to change marketing strategy, even being more 

critical of chemical fibers.9  
• Develop a compelling communications plan / strategy to provide awareness on the other uses 

of cotton especially the by-products of seed and other products from the lint like cotton wool. 
• Careful interaction with other fibers on new products where it can enhance cotton use. 
• Utilize promotion that reinforces cotton’s “naturalness”.  
• How can we target the brand of cotton to be specific for different countries.  

 
 
Conclusions: 
 

• The cotton industry is concerned about market share loss to chemical fibers, and seeks to help 
in improving cotton’s market share regain. 
 

• The “World Café” was very successful, with participants engaging passionately. 
 

• Results from the World Café discussion can be used as a directory to rebuild the IFCP website 
(cottonpromotion.org). 

 
• Generic cotton promotion appears to be accepted by the global cotton community due to the 

erosion of market share. 
   

• Demand enhancement is viewed as a necessary tool to comply with retailers, consumers, in 
order to compete with chemical fibers. Strategy needs to be honed. 

 
• The work of the IFCP is significant and important, and should continue. 

                                                                                                                                                                               
7 Reference to comments made that growing population results in more cotton consumption, but does not 
address market share concerns. 
8 Reference is to compare resource utilization to other consumables, not just other fibers. 
9 J. Silberman edit for clarification 


