Dirt to Shirt: The Fight to Rebuild the U.S. Apparel Manufacturing Industry from the Ground Up
Abstract
This teaching case analyzes TS Designs, a 14-person screen-printing and sustainable apparel manufacturing company based in Burlington, North Carolina, and its co-founder and CEO, Eric Henry. Following the collapse of the company's business after the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, the case explores three decades of strategic reinvention. It documents Henry's efforts to rebuild a values-driven domestic apparel enterprise grounded in the triple bottom line. Over forty years, Henry established a fully transparent domestic supply chain, achieved the first apparel B Corp certification, developed the proprietary REHANCE™ eco-printing technology, launched a direct-to-consumer brand, and initiated an apparel manufacturing cluster model intended to make domestic production competitive with overseas manufacturing by prioritizing speed over price.
The primary challenge presented in this case is that Henry has developed a proof-of-concept cluster model capable of producing a finished shirt in less than one hour, yet the commercial implementation of the concept would require an estimated $2 million in investment. This case invites students to evaluate strategies by which a small, values-driven company might finance and manage rapid expansion while avoiding the extractive practices that have historically undermined the industry.
This case is intended for undergraduate and graduate courses in social entrepreneurship, sustainable business strategy, organizational systems and change, venture planning, and entrepreneurial finance. It covers topics such as the triple bottom line framework, B Corp certification, supply chain transparency, cultural mediation, cooperative governance, fast fashion externalities, and systems-change theory.
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