Fabric finishes
Finishes are applied to textile fabrics to:
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• enhance aesthetic qualities

• Flame retardancy is a chemical finish that
prevents fabrics from burning or burning too
quickly. The chemical Proban® is used in this
process.

Many of the processes used in the manufacture
of fashion and textiles fabric include the use of
hazardous substances such as chemical finishes. It
is the responsibility of designers and manufacturers
to make sustainable choices when developing new
products.

• prolong the fabric life
• improve the functionality of the fabric.
Finishes are applied mechanically or chemically.
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• Colouring and surface decoration are physical
finishes that change the appearance of a fabric —
dyeing, printing or painting.
• Calendering is a mechanical finish that smooths
and flattens fibres as it passes through rollers to
give a more lustrous appearance.
• Embossing is the same process as calendering
but leaves an engraved design on the fabric.
• Glazing is similar to calendering, but resins or
stiffeners are added for a more permanent finish.
• Mercerising is a chemical finish which causes
the fibres to swell and shrink leaving a lustrous
smooth fabric. This is only used on natural fibres.
• Brushing is a mechanical finish where the fabric
is exposed to wire brushes that raise the fibres
to give a fluffy appearance. Doing this improves
insulation.
• Stain resistance is a chemical finish that prevents
stains from permanently discolouring and
spoiling fabrics. Teflon and Scotch-guard are
stain resistant finishes. This finish also prolongs
fabric life.

• Moth proofing uses a chemical process that
repels moths and their larvae and stops them
feeding off and destroying wool fibres.
• Stain resistance refers to comments under
aesthetic qualities.

Environment
• Cotton needs lots of water to grow, so it is
diverted away from communities where it is
already scarce.
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• Harmful pesticides are used to protect cotton
crops, but it can be grown organically.

• Crease resistance is a chemical finish where resin
is applied to stop fabrics from creasing, making it
easier to care for them i.e., limited or no ironing.

• Large-scale sheep farming for wool can lead to
soil damage. Chemicals used to treat sheep can
also contaminate water supplies.

• Water proofing is a chemical finish where
silicone is sprayed onto fabric to stop water
from penetrating through the fabric. It is not a
permanent finish. Coating fabrics with PVC, PVA
or wax makes them moisture resistant.

• Transportation of goods increases the textile
industries’ carbon footprint.

• Shower proofing is a chemical finish but will only
repel very light exposure to moisture.
• Shrink resistance is a chlorine-based chemical
finish which stops fabric from shrinking. This
finish stops the scales on wool fibres from
locking together which cause wool to shrink.
• Anti-static finish is a chemical finish that makes
fabrics more comfortable to wear by stopping
the electrostatic charge that builds up through
friction causing fabric to cling to the body.

Working conditions
• In some countries, working conditions are poor
with workers exposed to harmful toxins which
results in poor health.
Exploitation
• In some countries, workers are often exploited –
no rights, low pay and child labour is often used.
Recyclability and waste
• Chemicals used in finishing processes can affect
sustainability at the end of a fabric’s useful life.
Biodiversity
• Biodiversity and eco-systems are damaged by the
harmful substances used in the manufacture and
processing of textile materials and goods.

