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Section I - Interviewee information 

Amy Hall 

Vice President, Eileen Fisher 

April 18, 2018 4:30 p.m. EST 

Objective: to obtain an oral history from Amy Hall documenting her childhood, collegiate career 

and professional careers. 

Section II - Pre-Interview Process 

After our interview with Charlene Barshefsky fell through, we wanted to research and schedule 

an interview with Amy Hall as soon as possible. A simple google search of “Amy Hall Eileen 

Fisher” turned up her LinkedIn profile, which was very helpful in providing a skeletal outline for 

different possible interview questions. Ms. Hall had all her education and work experience listed 

and although we were not completely familiar with all the places she has worked, research on 

these organizations also gave us a good starting point for formulation questions. We broke up 

our list of questions into four main sections: Early life/childhood, education, early career and 

current career/reflection. Ms. Hall has worked at Eileen Fisher for the past 25 years so we 

focused a lot of our questions on the current career/reflection section. Although we came up 

with interview questions separately, we met prior to the interview itself and divided the questions 

in half for each of us to ask. Since we were able to conduct our interview over Skype, we 

thought it would be best if both of us were fully engaged in the conversation rather than have 

one person ask questions and the other mostly just take notes. 

Here are our interview questions as they were originally organized:  

Early Life 

- Where did you grow up? 

- Are there any childhood experiences that influenced your career path? 

- Have you always been interested in sustainability? 

Education 

- What was the most valuable lesson you learned at Georgetown University? 

- Did you have have any influential mentors during your undergraduate career? 

- What were some of your life or career goals when you graduated from Georgetown? 

- What prompted you to get your MBA in 2008? 

Career 

  Early career 

- Tell us about your time at the Institute for International Education. What was your 

most challenging project as Manager of Resource Development? 

 Current career 

- Tell us about your position as Director of Social Consciousness at Eileen Fisher.  

- Do you think the fashion industry can be a leader in the movement toward 

sustainable practices? 

- What projects or innovations that you spearheaded at Eileen Fisher are you most 

proud of? 



- How do you think your background in Linguistics has influenced your career, the 

way you communicate ideas or the way handle certain projects? 

- What advice do you have for people looking to either lead more sustainable lives 

or enter a career in sustainability? 

- Do you think purchasing power at the level of the individual consumer has a 

significant impact on creating an atmosphere/culture of sustainability and 

environmental awareness? 

 

 

Section III - Interview Summary 

1. We definitely got complete answers to most of our questions. After a couple minutes 

went by during the interview we quickly noticed that Ms. Hall had a lot to say about her 

life and career and she actually ended up touching on a few of our questions 

unprompted. As a result, we let Ms. Hall lead the flow of the interview for the most part, 

letting her speak at length and connecting topics to one another. One example that 

comes to mind is when Ms. Hall was describing how her study of languages in college 

helped her get to the position she has now at Eileen Fisher. 

2. Our interview was a mix of structured and unstructured. As we mentioned in the answer 

to the previous question, we had set categories of questions but if Ms. Hall began to 

speak at length about a topic, we let her, even if it was not necessarily in a precise 

chronological order. 

3. Throughout the project, the workload was shared equally. The initial interview inquiry 

letter was drafted on a shared Google Doc, as were the interview questions and this very 

report. Even our presentation was divided equally. In the interview itself, our approach 

was very similar. As previously mentioned, we split up the questions beforehand and 

each of us asked our fair share of probing questions, some we had planned on asking 

and other we asked on the spot. We also made sure to not let there be long gaps in the 

interview. For example, if we were at a stage in the interview where we were asking 

questions pertaining to particular section of questions, one of us would jump in with 

either a topic switch or a new follow up question. 

4. While Ms. Hall did not refer any outside links or resources, she did encourage us to 

check out the Eileen Fisher website which has a lot of information about its human rights 

and environmental sustainability initiatives. 

 

Section IV - Interview Transcript 

 

EMILY SEILLER (ES): Where did you grow up? 

 

AMY HALL (AH): Until seventh grade I grew up in Connecticut and junior high and high school 

in a suburb of Philadelphia. They were both suburban and in terms of the Connecticut 

experience my family was the diversity in the town. My father was Chinese and my mother 

Caucasian and both were born here so being in CT and being Asian in appearance though 

obviously American in upbringing was an interesting experience. This goes back to the ‘60s and 



people just looked at us as different and weird and not like them. There was a lot of bullying and 

ostracising and stuff like that. 

 

ARACELY JIMENEZ (AJ): Did that situation change or improve when you moved to the 

Philadelphia suburb? 

 

AH: When we got to Philadelphia we were still very much a minority. There were a handful 

more, very small number of Asian kids in the schools, maybe fewer than ten. And probably 

fewer than four African-American kids, it was very white-oriented. How that influenced me 

though was when I got to college. I always loved languages and so when I applied to college I 

really wanted to study languages. My primary language at that point, besides English, was 

Spanish and I thought I would be a Spanish major. But when I got to college and saw how many 

Spanish majors there were, the intake counselor asked me what other languages would I want 

to study and I said “Definitely Chinese,” because of my background I’m sort of curious about it. 

So he said I should write about it in my application and in doing that I ended up actually 

majoring in Chinese even though I had never studied it before, nor had I ever known anything 

about it. My point about that is, I think growing up and feeling different from people and 

wondering what that Chinese thing in my background was all about caused me to study the 

language and reconnect with my roots. 

 

AJ: Were there any experiences in your early life that influenced your interest in sustainability or 

non-profit work? 

 

AH:  It’s funny, I don’t even think of myself as working in sustainability because my work covers 

multiple areas. It’s part environmental sustainability, it’s also human rights and it’s also women 

and girls. So growing up, partially because I was so bullied, and I was mortally shy, I just always 

had a lot of compassion for other people who were also left out. I would just automatically 

gravitate towards them and I would just feel really badly about them and I wanted to help them! 

So I was thinking about what to do with my life and I said wow, I just want to do something that 

helps the world, because for myself it had been a tough upbringing. I thought about being a 

social worker but I didn’t think it quite suited my personality. Nobody told me when I went to 

college that it’s really hard to get a job with just a language unless you want to be an interpreter 

or a translator, which was not my thing either. When I got out of college I wasn’t sure what to do. 

The kind of work I do now didn’t exist back then and I also had no interest in working in 

business because I was really interested in helping people. So I got a master’s degree in 

teaching English as a second language and in doing that I discovered that my shyness made it 

really hard for me to actually do the work. I had trouble being in front of a class for a long time, 

keeping them entertained. It was a really harsh discovery so I went into the nonprofit world and 

found a job in Chinatown in New York City. I started as the assistant of the executive director 

but because I was the only native English speaker on staff, they started asking me to help out 

with grant requests. When the time came to look for another job, I realized I was acquiring a skill 

set around fundraising. So the next three jobs I had were working in nonprofit. I worked for Asia 

Society, I worked for China Institute. I was fundraising, writing grants, doing events and after 

doing that for nine years that’s when I realized that was also not a great fit for my personality 



because I didn’t like rejection. Fundraising just didn’t feel satisfying to me, I didn’t feel like I was 

having the impact I wanted to have, and I think I was too far removed from the actual work of 

the organizations, I wasn’t out there hands on with people or communities. When I decided to 

walk away from fundraising I decided just to take any old job for a couple years until I could 

figure out what to do with myself. By now I was already thirty-two, so I had already had a career. 

Long story short I ended up getting an administrative assistant job to the CEO of this tiny 

clothing company that I had never heard of. The reason I chose that was because growing up I 

used to make all my own clothes. The CEO left the company within six months, they never 

replaced him. It was a small and growing company so I just started helping out wherever I could. 

One of the things I was able to do successfully was start responding to organizations who were 

sending in letter asking for donations of merchandise I said, well I used to write letters like this, I 

know what to do with those letters, I’ll organize a system. So four years later I was given the title 

Community Relations Manager, and that to me was the perfect marriage of what I had been 

doing with this new situation and I was able to suddenly feel like I could have impact. Well, this 

was Eileen Fisher, and this is now my twenty-fifth year with the company. The year I got the title 

Community Relations Manager, 1997, Eileen Fisher made a commitment to the people in its 

supply chain because we were hearing all kinds of news stories about sweatshops and we 

thought wow, we’re so small nobody would think to include us in those articles, but we sure 

could’ve been, and we’d better do something about it. They were looking for someone to do 

something about the people in our supply chain and I got that job and I didn’t apply for it but the 

reason they looked at me was because of those languages I had studied! They wanted 

someone who had cross-cultural experience, who had lived in China and I had all of that. 

 

AJ: You just mentioned that you lived in China, could you expand on that? 

 

AH: When you’re a language major typically you do a study abroad program and at the time I 

was in school, I went to college in 1979. So where do you go to study Chinese in 1981, this 

would have been my junior year, the option was either Taiwan, Hong Kong (where they speak 

Cantonese, not Mandarin), or mainland China had just opened. It had opened to the West in 

1977 and they had just started exchange programs in 1980 or 81. My best friend was studying 

Chinese and she went to Taiwan and I thought well, that’s cheating, you have to go to the real 

China. So, I went to China. And when I had landed in China, I had already studied Chinese for 

two years at that point. Nowadays I think they teach it much better but at that time it was a new 

language to be taught and they hadn’t figured out how to do it efficiently and my two years of 

Chinese language study included tons of historical articles. I knew five different ways to say 

invade or invasion because so much of the historical literature was based of military stuff. I also 

know a lot of folk tales, but I literally did not know how to say “I’m hungry” or “Where’s the 

bathroom.” We knew no vernacular, we didn’t study any of that. So when I landed in China I was 

mortified that I actually couldn’t say anything that was useful. I could give you a whole 

philosophical treatise on something. So I spent the first three months really miserable and then 

suddenly it just started clicking and my fluency picked up and I made a lot of friends. I felt like a 

guinea pig, I was one of four Americans segregated in our own dormitory with about twenty-five 

Japanese students who were mostly businessmen learning for business purposes. It was a very 

isolating experience, we were watched all the time. I made Chinese friends and the only reason 



I was able to do that is if I don’t wear any makeup and if I dress a certain way, I can look a 

hundred percent Chinese. I blended in if I wanted to but it was really risky. At times I was really 

close to either getting myself in trouble or getting my friends in trouble because they weren’t 

supposed to mix with Americans. But it was an amazing year, well before the country started to 

modernize. It was still very communist, everyone was wearing Mao jackets, everything was 

rationed, there were no modern conveniences at all and we were in Shanghai. It was quite an 

impactful year and it did make think about going into international relations. I was at 

Georgetown and got a scholarship when I was finishing up my fourth year of school to study 

international relations at Taipei University but something happened and I wasn’t able to take 

advantage of it.  

 

ES: Have you been back to China since then? 

 

AH: Yes, many times. On a personal level, I did briefly marry a man who was from China, so we 

went and visited his family once or twice. But on a professional level, I started going back to 

China with this new role at the company. By then I was in my mid-thirties and it been many 

years since I graduated from college and my Chinese fluency was really poor. I went back and 

found a local Chinese language school and took classes to refresh and so I developed our early 

auditing protocol for our suppliers-- I will say also at the time, and even today, our US based 

suppliers are mostly Chinese speaking. The owners will speak English but most of the workers 

don’t speak a lot of English. I had to learn new vocabulary, I had never spoken about working 

hours, wage documentation, human rights, so I had to learn all that vocabulary. But I do get to 

travel to China, I don’t know if I go every year, but maybe every other year I go back. Actually I 

was there last year and I’m going next month. But it’s about once or every two years I go back 

to visit suppliers.  

 

ES: Do you think the fashion industry, and Eileen Fisher, can be a leader in the movement 

toward sustainable practices? 

 

AH: Many people say that we are already but there’s a lot of things that we do that are beyond 

what the average apparel company does. We our sights set on changing every single fiber we 

use over to some environmentally low-impact fiber, whether it’s organic or recycled so we’re 

moving in that direction. We also have very high expectations for the people in our supply chain 

regarding living wages and worker voice, worker happiness. We work at all levels of our supply 

chain, we have goals around all our fibers, the chemistry, the carbon, the water.  

 

AJ: In the past twenty-five years you’ve worked with Eileen Fisher, can you tell us about a 

project that you’re most proud of? 

 

AH: SO what’s interesting about that question is, this is the reality of this work-- a lot of the 

things that we’ve done, have failed, and we’ve learned an awful lot from it. An example is, some 

years back I’d always been frustrated with the fact that our suppliers here in New York City, or 

any of the US based suppliers, it’s not typical for them to offer health benefits, something we 

take for granted as employed American citizens. We looked into what it would entail for our 



suppliers to offer health insurance. We worked with a health insurance provider and we got one 

of our suppliers to agree to a pilot program whereby we would pay a premium to the supplier for 

every single piece that they make which would go toward health insurance premiums for their 

employees. All US suppliers are relatively small, this one at the time had thirty-five or forty 

workers. Only one third of them signed up for health insurance. We had a representative from 

the health insurance company come and talk to them, it was all fully translated. The workers, it 

turns out, were so suspicious. They were used to going to their acupuncturist, or going to the 

emergency room when they had a real problem. Very few of them wanted to be bothered with 

any kind of forms they would have to fill out, some kind of referral form if the needed to see a 

certain kind of doctor. It turns out, one of the reasons they liked not having health insurance was 

because they could reflect a very low income and get access to government benefits. By giving 

them health insurance, it raised their income and suddenly they didn’t qualify for some of the 

benefits like government housing. So after six months all of the people who had been in the 

program dropped out. We realized we can’t always apply American values to other people’s 

experiences, whether they’re American, new Americans or in other countries. We always think 

about that when we go to other countries but we didn’t think about it in terms of the immigrants 

here. We think if they’ve come here they want the full experience but in fact they didn’t. It 

showed us we can’t make assumptions about what other people want or need.  

 

AJ: Do you think the purchasing power of an individual consumer can have an impact?  

 

AH: It totally can. I’m going to be speaking next week at FIT at Fashion Revolution Day, April 

24. I think consumers need to exercise their power much more than we do. It’s too easy right 

now to buy a ten dollar H&M shirt or Forever 21. We all do it, I have two daughters, they shop, 

they like stuff. It takes more time to go an research and think oh my gosh, I’m tempted by that 

over there, I’m gonna save my money and invest in this beautiful sweater. I could either buy four 

over here or one over here and this one is organic and it’s going to last for ten years. That is a 

behavior change and a mindset change that is really hard to live up to when you’re surrounded 

on a day-to-day basis with the magazines and ads. However, I can tell you one time we 

received a single note from a single person saying how disappointed she was that we used 

angora and how could we do that knowing the conditions that angora rabbits are raised in. And 

we thought, wow we never really thought about that so our manufacturing leader went to China 

where the angora had come from and scheduled a tour of some angora rabbit farms. I was 

sufficiently appalled by the conditions of the rabbits that we dropped angora after that and just 

one letter from a single customer. For me, that illustrates a power that people can have if they 

really take the time to learn about the issue and send a note in. I doesn’t mean every single time 

we get a note from a customer we go and do something, but a lot of times they will wake us up 

to issues we weren’t aware of.  

 

ES: You mentioned you were speaking at FIT, does your company strive to work with fashion 

students? 

 

AH: Sure, we do a lot. Three or four years ago maybe we worked with professional organization 

called the council of fashion designers of America, the CFDA, and with them we organized a 



competition that went out to twenty or twenty-five fashion or design schools in the country and 

we selected three winners. We were looking for three talented designers to come work with us 

for a year. Well it turned out, completely randomly, that all three we chose came from Parsons. 

They came and worked with us to create a line of clothing out of the clothing we were now 

taking back, we take back previously worn Eileen Fisher clothes and we hold on to it and we 

create new things out of them. Those three design students started this new line for us which 

we call ‘Renew,’ and it was the beginning of our whole circular initiative. But in addition to that 

we bring students in as interns, we go to schools and work with classes or speak to them about 

what we’re doing to inspire them, we provide materials to schools, leftover materials. 

 

AJ: How long has Eileen Fisher been recycling clothes? 

 

AH: We started in 2009 and we have two stand-alone stores that only sell previously worn 

Eileen Fisher clothing. We started by taking clothes back and reselling them but we realized that 

forty to fifty percent of the clothes we take back can’t actually be resold because they’re too 

damaged. So we keep everything and we sort it, it’s a very manual process, and we make new 

things out of it. So we might cut the clothing into pieces and sew it into something like a dress, a 

tunic or something. Or we’ll cut them into small pieces and we have a felting process that makes 

upholstery quality fabric. Our two stand alone stores that sell Eileen Fisher Renew clothing are 

in Irvington New York and Seattle.  

 

AJ: I want to move back briefly to your time at Georgetown. Did you have any mentors during 

your undergraduate career? 

 

AH: Not as an undergraduate, I was really undirected, that came much later in life for me.  

 

AJ: If you could change one thing that you did at Eileen Fisher, what would it be? 

 

AH: I’m not sure I can answer that specifically. What I could say is if there’s something I wish I 

had known how to do, but I didn’t figure this out until at least ten years into my job, I wished 

somebody had told me that to be successful and really good at this kind of work I do now, it 

would have been really good to know this. When I think about the kind of work that I do, which is 

environmental sustainability, human rights primarily, saying that we want to be a certain kind of 

company, talking with other teams in the company, talking with other businesses outside the 

company as an influencer, so what does that require? It actually requires very strong 

organizational development skills, culture change skills, because what you’re actually doing is 

changing people’s behavior or mindset. SO, we’ll go and speak with the owner of a factory and 

say, hey Mr. Li, I know you’ve been doing things this way the entire time you’ve been running 

this factory and maybe your father did it this way, but let me say we now know we need to do 

this thing differently. And he’s comfortable because he’s making money doing whatever he’s 

doing and we need to come in and say, ‘this is better because you’re going to help the 

environment, you’re going to help all these people and your story may get out on the internet, 

maybe get on our website.’ Convincing them, anybody in our supply chain, anyone in our whole 

sphere of influence, it can take many conversations, many visits, many pilot projects, trial and 



error, it can take that something is the right way to go. It usually requires of them additional 

money, process change, pulling them out of their comfort zone. Knowing how to manage that 

human behavior change would have been really useful. People are coming out of college with 

environmental sustainability degrees, human rights degrees, but I don’t think they’re coming out 

of college really knowing how to work with people because really what this is all about is getting 

people to shift their way. And maybe that’s what business in general is all about, I’m not sure, 

but in this work it would be really useful so I think it should be taught in college. 

 

AJ: That kind of work is a lot like topics we’ve been studying in class that has to do with social 

movements, do you consider yourself part of a broader social movement? 

 

AH: I do, in certain instances we think of ourselves as activists, we do a lot of policy work, we go 

to Capitol Hill, someone in my team goes to pipeline protests. We really are creating a new 

standard for business, we’re trying to reinvent how the business of fashion should be done in 

this century. How do you do it in a way that not only does less harm, but eventually nourishes 

the environment, nourishes the planet, leaves people in a better state than when we first 

arrived. A lot of what we do is work that hasn’t been tried by another company and in that regard 

I think we’re activists. It’s definitely two steps forward, one back and it’ exhausting but it’s worth 

it.  

 

ES: Do you have any upcoming projects that you’re excited about? 

 

AH: There’s so many! Something that we’re talking about right now is how do we get the whole 

company, even people in facilities, to really embrace all our values and make their decisions 

through those lenses, so I feel that is the next big thing. The other big thing, I’m not directly 

involved in this but I’m excited about it, we did a mapping project where we tried to figure out 

why our carbon footprint was so high. Basically we figured out quickly that our carbon footprint 

is high because we airship much of our product from China. So obviously, we should not be 

airshipping but seashipping, why are we airshipping so much? Through the process of 

designing and developing the product, they end up with not enough time to send it by sea so 

often they send by air. Where we are right now, there’s a whole bunch of people working in the 

company to completely shift our internal processes to shorten the development timeline of a 

product, give our suppliers more time to do what we want them to do. I mentioned earlier that 

there’s a lot of failure in this work. Some of our suppliers, we’ve been working with them for over 

twenty years and yet the core issues have not changed a whole lot. Workers still get paid pretty 

low wages, hours are still really high, why is that, why can’t we nudge them forward? We figured 

that because we don’t actually give them enough time to get the product done because we’re 

putting too much pressure on them. We place the order, we change the order, we update the 

order, we placed the order for a hundred, now we want two hundred and we still need it 

delivered on this date. So they run out of time and they airship it, and they don’t want to tell us 

that they had a lot of overtime and they don’t want to tell us that they weren’t able to pay a 

higher wage because we’re still paying them the same original amount that we agreed upon. 

We realized that the suppliers were not able to do their work ethically because of what we’re 

doing. So we have this whole project to shift our internal process to alleviate the stress on the 



suppliers and ultimately lead to higher well-being for the workers. So we’ll see, it’ll be another 

year or so before we see if the intend result happens. But it’s really exciting, this kind of work 

doesn’t happen at other companies. 

 

Section V - Interview Analysis 

 

 The interview in its entirety was both meaningful and enlightening— it is not often you are given 

the opportunity to speak to someone with so much life experience who continues to make 

changes in the world daily. It was very wonderful that she had given us the chance and time to 

hold the interview, and Amy Hall was incredibly insightful and enthusiastic to the very end. I 

would say, however, that the most meaningful topic occurred during her talk of getting 

healthcare to those who work in the supply factories here in America and elsewhere, and the 

shock of realizing that most, if not all, did not want to partake in the healthcare program and 

would rather keep to their own customs and cultures— we cannot force American values onto 

others, even those who live here, and even if one believes what they are doing is for the greater 

good, it may not be that way towards those they wish to aid towards a more fulfilling life.  

I do not believe any aspects of the interview were necessarily not useful, any bit of 

information on her life and the story she had to tell came off as necessary and important. I think 

there would’ve been tons more to talk about if we had really gotten into the ins and outs of 

Eileen Fisher, her past careers, and even her  recent trips to China which we didn’t really 

dissect in their entirety due to time constraints.  

 All of the in class presentations were interesting and useful in their own ways— the 

careers of the women interviewed ranged through classes, cultures and societies. And it was 

enriching to hear all the stories told. Personally, I found the interview of the laundry owner the 

most fascinating, perhaps because it was significantly different than the others in that way. It 

was eye opening and gave us an insight into the life of someone often overlooked and regarded 

as insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Her life truly spoke to the idea of soft roles. She 

wasn’t a powerful politician, an author, a diplomat, a lawyer, a ceo. Her connection to her culture 

felt true and wonderful, and everything that was presented to the class was genuine.  


