
 

Journey of a T-shirt
LT:  I can use informational text and media sources  to inform my responses to 

the Guiding Questions for our expedition.

What are working conditions and why do they matter?

What choices can consumers make to support good working conditions?



A.  Making a T-shirt - Journey around the World.

vocabulary:

garment (noun) - clothes, clothing, apparel

counterintuitive (adjective) - against what seems true or natural.

hub (noun) - the center of activity

hypothetical (adjective) - not necessarily real or true; a fair example of a situation.

transparent (adjective) - in business, to be open about their practices and open to public scrutiny about 

how the business is working.

A simple cotton T-shirt doesn’t seem so simple when you begin to trace the various steps in the 

vast global process from cotton farm to clothing shop.

The extraordinary success of “fast fashion” giants like H&M, Zana and Forever 21, is due to 

their ability to produce a massive amount of clothing – billions of garments a year – in the cheapest, 

quickest manner possible. It may seem counterintuitive, then, to divide the process into manufacturing 

hubs scattered around the globe.  But when you factor in the dramatically lower labor and material 

costs offered by suppliers in developing countries, the global supply chain model begins to make more 

sense.

In fact, the “Made In …” label on your shirt, actually only reveals one of the many probable 

places that the garment passed through along the way.

The visualization we watched (http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2015/03/18/making-your-t-shirt-a-

journey-around-the-world/) takes you through the process – from cotton field to store – of how an 

average cotton T-shirt is made.  This is, of course, a hypothetical example based on the locales of the 

world’s top cotton and garment producers. It’s nearly impossible to trace the exact path of any given T-

shirt. The cotton could just as likely have been grown in India or Turkey, milled in Pakistan or Mexico, 

and sewn in El Salvador or South Africa.  But the route shown traces a pretty common path.

Most major retailers remain fairly secretive about their suppliers. And many brands have little or 

no connection with second-tier suppliers (who provide the raw materials). Gap, for instance, only 

provides a list of the nearly 50 countries where its primary suppliers are located. H&M is among the 

more transparent retail giants: it recently released the names and locations of what it claims is 95 

percent of suppliers it contracts with – about 800 factories in Asia and Europe.  

http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2015/03/18/making-your-t-shirt-a-journey-around-the-world/
http://www.gapinc.com/content/dam/csr/documents/2011%20list%20of%20sourcing%20countries.pdf
http://www.hm.com/supplierlist


 - Planet Money Makes a T-Shirt- 

B.  Cotton

You can grow cotton in places where land and labor are cheap. You can grow it in places that are close 

to the countries — Colombia, Indonesia, Bangladesh — where the Planet Money T- shirt was made. 

Yet most of the cotton in the Planet Money T-shirts was grown in the U.S. In fact, the U.S. exports 

more cotton than any country in the world. Here are three reasons why.

1. TECHNOLOGY

SO MUCH COTTON, SO FEW PEOPLE

Bowen Flowers, a Mississippi cotton farmer, shared some of the numbers behind his operation.

PEOPLE  - 13 MACHINES - 26

Drivers 8 Cotton pickers 5

Mechanics / technicians 3 Cultivators 5

Supervisors 2 Hooded sprayers 5

Planters 5

Tractors 5 

Crop duster 1

                                  

 HARVEST

 In 2013, Bowen Flowers’ farm will produce 13,000 bales of cotton — the equivalent of 9.4 million T-

shirts (that’s just from ONE farm!).  The U.S. has perfected cotton by treating it as a high-tech product.

Genetically modified crops in general are controversial, but not among U.S. cotton farmers: Roughly 

90 percent of U.S. cotton comes from genetically modified seeds that were designed in labs to produce 

more cotton and resist pests.

And when it’s time to harvest the cotton, U.S. farmers use, essentially, giant robots. Just last year, 

Bowen Flowers, the cotton farmer in the video, bought five John Deere crop pickers. They’re the size 

of tanks, but are finely tuned, self-driving machines that sense the cotton plant stalks and twist off just 

the cotton puffs. Flowers says he paid about $600,000 for each picker.

 Like the seeds, the pickers get more productive every year as the technology improves. The newest 

John Deere picker needs just one guy to do what it took five guys to do a couple years ago. One driver 

can pick 100 acres of cotton a day — and he barely needs to touch the steering wheel.



 2. REPORT CARDS

Every year, the U.S. Department of Agriculture tests all 17 million bales of cotton harvested in the U.S. 

The farmers pay for the testing, and the USDA figures out exactly how fine, long, strong and bright 

white every batch of cotton is. Cotton buyers all around the world can get a report card that tells them 

everything they need to know about every bale of U.S. cotton.

Here are a few key specifications for a sample from Bowen Flowers’ crop:

What the numbers 

mean: Color is 

measured on a scale 

from 11-1 (white and 

bright) to 85-5 (yellow 

and dark). Fineness is 

measured in grams per 

inch. Length is 

measured in inches and 

refers to the average 

length of the longer 

half of the fibers. 

Strength is a measure of 

how much force is required to tear the fibers; the units are grams per tex.

  To understand how this keeps American cotton on top, it helps to travel 10,000 miles to Indonesia, 

where our cotton was spun into yarn for the men’s T-shirt. (When we say “yarn,” think thread. In the 

clothing business, people call it yarn.)

A factory manager there told us that, when he orders U.S. cotton, he knows exactly what he’s getting 

before he ever sees or touches the cotton. The spinners have a special recipe for their yarn, and they 

need exactly the right cotton — exactly the right color, exactly the right length, exactly the right 

fineness. No surprises.

 The USDA testing means a cotton buyer in Indonesia can order a bale of U.S. cotton that’s guaranteed 

to match his exact specifications, every time.  



C. Machines

Why The Recipe For Our Yarn Is Like The Secret Formula For Coca-Cola (Coke)

There are 6 miles of yarn in a single Planet Money T-shirt. If any of that yarn is too thick or too thin, even by a 

little bit, the T-shirt could start falling apart after just a few washes. (Yarn, by the

way, is what ordinary people call thread. In the garment business, it’s called yarn.)

Spinning yarn is high-tech and shockingly complex. The yarn for the Planet Money T-shirt had to meet dozens 

of specifications — thickness, tenacity, the amount of twist, the direction of the twist. Newtons per tex!

But even though we ordered thousands of shirts, our supplier, Jockey, wouldn’t tell us exactly what those specs 

were. “That’s our special sauce,” said Marion Smith, a senior vice president at Jockey. It’s like the secret 

formula for Coke, but softer on the skin.

YARN! Here’s yarn from ordinary clothes, as seen under a microscope.

  

 

PHASES OF YARN-SPINNING



NPR’s Robert Smith collected yarn samples at each stage of the spinning process during his visit to the 

Indorama spinning plant in Purwakarta, Indonesia.     Jockey’s recipe for the yarn may be a secret, but 

Agrawal’s factory is using machines that anyone with enough money can buy. Right now, Indonesia is in a 

sweet spot in the middle of the global T-shirt trade. Wages are lower here than they are in developed countries. 

At the same time, unlike many 

countries where labor is even 

cheaper, Indonesia has a few key 

things that are essential for 

keeping a high-tech factory 

humming: an educated workforce; 

cheap, reliable electricity; and a 

relatively stable government.

But staying in the sweet spot in a 

global economy is almost 

impossible. At some point, a 

country that has cheaper labor or 

is closer to where clothes are made 

will find the money, the electricity 

and the workers to build its own 

spinning industry.



D. People

Why Workers Like Jasmine Are Getting A Raise
This is the world behind our T-shirt: women like Jasmine 
and Doris working long hours in difficult conditions, 
dreaming of better lives for their families.
Jasmine Akhter, 23, (center) began working in the 
garment industry when she was 16.  They’re part of a 
global wave that goes all the way back to the Industrial 
Revolution in England, when the first textile factories 
were created. In China in the 1980s, South Korea in the 
1970s, America in the 1800s, and many other countries 
over the years, workers — mostly women — left 
subsistence farms to work in factories.

Historic and Modern Comparison Photographs  



 



The factories can be brutal, dangerous places. In 1911, a fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New 

York killed over 100 workers, prompting major reforms that improved working conditions. 

In 2013, more than 1,000 workers were killed when the Rana Plaza factory building in Bangladesh collapsed. 

Huge protests around the country followed, and Western companies that buy clothes in Bangladesh faced 

increasing pressure to improve working conditions and wages.

That pressure led the country to almost double its minimum wage, from $39 a month to $68 a month. 

Still, that’s far below the $104 a month the workers were asking for. (The workers who made the Planet Money 

T-shirt were making about $80 a month when we were there earlier this year.  Their wages are likely to rise, 

now that the minimum wage has gone up.)

Minimum Wage, by Country
Factory owners worry that if the minimum keeps going up, the garment industry will find someplace else to 

make T-shirts. That’s what’s happened for decades: When labor costs rose in one country, Western buyers found 

someplace cheaper, and prices for clothes continued to fall.

In the case of the Planet Money T-shirt, the buyer is Jockey. The company told us that the pattern of pulling out 

when wages rise may be coming to an end for now, because there’s no country that’s ready to replace 

Bangladesh as the cheapest place in the world to make clothes.

Wages in Bangladesh are going to rise, Marion Smith, a senior vice president at Jockey, told us. “That’s good 

news from a humanitarian point of view.”



But the long-run picture for Bangladeshi garment workers is less clear.

In China, South Korea and Japan, to name just a few countries, the textiles and apparel industry brought 

with it investment and manufacturing knowledge, which those countries used to expand into higher-wage 

industries like electronics. As economies grow and countries move into other industries, textiles and apparel 

become less important. But the same may not happen in Bangladesh.



E.  Boxes (Shipping Containers)

Why You Can Send A Shirt Around The World For Pennies

The Planet Money T-shirts traveled around the world on their way to you. The women’s shirt was made in 

Colombia, from cotton grown in the U.S. The men’s shirt was made in Indonesia and Bangladesh.

All this travel was made affordable by one simple innovation: the shipping container.

Workers in 1937 roll bales of cotton onto a steamboat on the Mississippi River.



The container carrying the Planet Money T-shirts is loaded onto a ship in Cartagena, Colombia. A 

standard container (40 feet X 8 feet) can hold up to 82,880 Jockey T-shirts.

Big metal boxes might not seem like an innovation. But without the humble container, the global 

economy wouldn’t be nearly as global as it is — and the Planet Money T-shirt wouldn’t have been made the 

way it was.

Before containers, single ships were sometimes loaded with hundreds of thousands of different things — 

bananas, fish meal, steel pipes — all stuffed into sacks and boxes of different sizes. Workers had to pack each 

bag and box into the ship individually. Even with 50 or 100 people working, it could take weeks to unload and 

reload a single ship.

A man named McLean owned a trucking company back in the 1950s, before the interstate highway system was 

built. It took forever for his trucks to get through traffic up and down the East Coast.

McLean had an idea: What if he put his trucks onto the ship in New York, and sailed them down the 

coast to North Carolina? He could hop over all that traffic! McLean eventually gave up on the idea of driving 

entire trucks onto boats and moved on to something that in the end makes a lot more sense. A truck is basically 

an engine attached to a box — so McLean made the box detachable.

Cranes could move the boxes from the trucks to the ship in New York. Cranes could put the boxes back 

on trucks in North Carolina. Not only would he skip traffic; it would make it profoundly easier to load and 

unload ships than it was before.

Longshoremen fought containers for years: They saw that, with cranes and standardized containers, the 

number of people needed to load and unload ships would drop drastically. In the end, shipping companies 

agreed to pay into funds that would compensate workers who lost their jobs.

Standardized containers took off around the world, and by the mid-1960s McLean — the guy who 

dreamed of putting trucks on boats to avoid traffic — had put together a fleet of container ships making 

international trips.

The age of containers had begun, and it greatly reduced the cost of shipping. A global distribution 

system emerged around standardized boxes that could be easily moved from ships to trains to trucks.

Supercheap transport was a key reason that apparel companies went from making clothes in one place to 

managing global supply chains — so that, for example, a single T-shirt might start as U.S. cotton, then travel to 

Indonesia, Bangladesh and back to the U.S., all for less than a dollar in shipping costs.



F.  Why America Stopped Making Its Own Clothes
By Stephanie Vatz  MAY 24, 2013

http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2013/05/24/madeinamerica/

Try this on for size:  Compare how things have changed over the past 50 years in the U.S. when it comes to how 
much money was spent  AND how MANY garments were bought in households.

In 1960, an average American household spent over 10 percent of its income on clothing and shoes – 
equivalent to roughly $4,000 today. The average person bought fewer than 25 garments each year. And about 95 
percent of those clothes were made in the United States.

Fast forward half a century (50 years).

Today, in 2013, the average American household spends less than 3.5 percent of its budget on clothing 
and shoes – under $1,800. Yet, we buy more clothing than ever before: nearly 20 billion garments a year, close 
to 70 pieces of clothing per person, or more than one clothing purchase per week.

Oh, and guess how much of that is made in the U.S.: about 2 percent.

How did we get here?
The mid-1970s saw the emergence of large textile mills and factories in China and other developing 

countries in Asia and Latin America. These operations offered incredibly cheap labor and raw materials, as well 
as the capacity to quickly manufacture huge orders. 

By 1980, even though about 70 percent of the clothing Americans bought was still made domestically, a 
handful of big retail chains like Gap Inc. and J.C. Penney began transitioning away from actually making their 
own clothes.  Instead, they increasingly just designed and marketed them, but outsourced production factories 
overseas where the work was done at a tiny fraction of the cost. Meanwhile, the same early adopters began to 
develop vast global supply chains that allowed them to divide up each step of the production process, sending 
the work to whichever location offered the cheapest, most efficient services. 

By 2003, Gap was ordering its clothes from more than 1,200 different factories in 42 countries, 
according to Elizabeth Cline, author of Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Fast Fashion.

A successive wave of trade liberalization polices in the 1990s, including the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, effectively wiped out most import restrictions and duties on foreign-made 
clothing. American retailers increasingly looked to suppliers in the Global South for all manufacturing needs.

Not surprisingly, American textile manufactures couldn’t compete: between 1990 and 2011, about 
750,000 apparel manufacturing jobs in the U.S. disappeared, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  The 
average U.S. garment worker, among the roughly150,000 who still remain, makes about 38 times the wage of 
his or her counterpart in Bangladesh, according to Cline.

Today the U.S. apparel market is the largest in the world, comprising about 28 percent of the global 
total. And hardly any of this clothing comes with a Made in the USA tag.

https://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/author/svatz/
http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2013/05/24/madeinamerica/
http://www.overdressedthebook.com/fashion-fast-facts/
http://www.ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements/north-american-free-trade-agreement-nafta
http://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2012/fashion/


G.  Together, we will listen to parts of the following podcast.
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/episode-69-money-talks/id1028908750?i=1000384743438&mt=2

After listening, talk to your table crew about the way humans justify buying clothing or shoes, even when they 
are aware of substandard working conditions for the workers who make them.
What is motivated reasoning?

Take notes here so you can use it as evidence in responding to a question on the next page.

https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/episode-69-money-talks/id1028908750?i=1000384743438&mt=2


H. Using evidence from the videos and articles we’ve listened to and read this week, 
respond to the guiding questions for our expedition.  

What are working conditions and why do they matter?

What choices can consumers make to support good working conditions?


