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1 Introduction 

 

Fashion "is a temporary cyclical phenomenon adopted by consumers that in-

volves change". (Kozlowski 2012) In attempt to increase their revenues, large 

apparel retailers created a culture of fast fashion under the pretence of following 

fashion tendencies. What it means in reality is that people simply buy more of 

cheap and low quality, however, what is considered "fashionable", clothing, and 

throw it away as the new trend appears. In the meantime, the externalities that 

this system produces are enormous. In the United States only the municipal tex-

tile waste increased by 87% from 1994 to 2012, while the population grew by just 

14% (Pierre-Louis, 2012). Fashion is blamed for a large number of other hazard-

ous practices, such as discharging toxic chemicals in air and water. It is mainly 

caused by the increasing production of synthetic fibres and cotton, requiring the 

use of large amounts of energy, water resources and pesticides. (Shen et al., 

2012) 

 

Concerns regarding the adverse impacts of apparel industry on the environment 

were first raised by consumers in 1960s, demanding a shift towards sustainable 

practices, however it was only in late 90s that the concept of ethical fashion be-

came sound. Ethical fashion can be broadly defined, but mainly relates to a com-

bination of "fair working conditions, a sustainable business model, organic and 

environmentally friendly materials, certifications, and traceability". (Henninger et 

al. 2016) Ethical or sustainable fashion first reached somewhat noticeable market 

share in 2007, when its global retail sales estimated nearly $3 billion. (Pierre-

Louis, 2012) Although the seemingly high number made up only 1 percent of the 

overall apparel market (Pierre-Louis, 2012), it was an important sign for traditional 

apparel companies to start adopting sustainable business practices (Fulton and 

Lee, 2013). Indeed, large apparel companies responded by launching organic 

collections and developing sustainable supply chains. (Shen et al. 2012) 

 

On consumption side, more than half of the population in developed countries 

has claimed to be concerned about the sustainability related issues (Doherty, 
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2014; Peattie et al., 2009) Thanks to the spread of the Internet and online buying, 

millennial consumers can go as far as to investigating the entire supply chain on 

the subjects of transparency and ethical operations, prior to making a purchase. 

(Shen et al. 2012) The content of the clothing items has also become an increas-

ingly important factor in purchase decision making process of modern consumers 

(Shen et al. 2012).  

 

Despite the rising concerns and increasing availability of information, existing 

trends in eco-fashion reach a fairly small number of customers. (Niinimäki, 2010) 

While consumer knowledge, beliefs and support of ethical issues is known to be 

an important factor in shaping purchase behaviour (Shen et al., 2012), apparel 

companies systematically fail to effectively inform their customers of their green 

initiatives (Fulton and Lee, 2013). This is due to a failure to understand the phe-

nomenon of an attitude-behaviour gap, which explains the inability or unwilling-

ness of consumers to turn claimed environmental concerns into sustainable pur-

chasing behaviour. (Peattie and Crane, 2005)  

 

 

1.1 Research question  

 

The growing concern of the externalities of fashion industry prompts the response 

from consumers and producers. Despite expressed concern towards environ-

mental issues, sustainable fashion companies find a discrepancy between esti-

mated level of concern and actual consumption behaviour. Limited research has 

been conducted to account for the attitude-behaviour gap and the lack of under-

standing of the phenomenon creates a barrier for eco fashion brands to expand 

from niche market they currently occupy. (Carrington et al., 2010; Henninger et 

al., 2016) This research will aim at raising in-depth discussion of the attitude-

behaviour gap and answering the following research question:  

 

Q1 What is the most prominent scientific method to account for full scope of com-

plexity of the attitude-behaviour gap in eco fashion consumption? 
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Lacking the theoretical explanation of the attitude-behaviour gap green marketers 

make a mistake of using traditional marketing methods in approaching sustaina-

bility. (Fodness, 2015) Upon discussion of the relevant theory, this research will 

focus on providing practical approach to dealing with a variety of aspects related 

to the issues raised in the discussion of the attitude-behaviour gap. This part will 

focus on answering the following question:  

 

Q2 How can sustainable fashion companies leverage the research of the attitude-

behaviour gap to engage consumers in sustainable consumption behaviour, such 

as purchasing eco clothing? 

 

As a result, this thesis paper will construct a wide theoretical discussion of the 

issue many researchers and practitioners consider as a major barrier in acceler-

ating expansion of sustainable fashion, i.e. the attitude-behaviour gap. It will also 

aim at providing an integrated action plan for sustainable fashion companies to 

encourage sustainable purchasing behaviour based on the conclusions of theo-

retical discussion. 

 

1.2 Research methodology 

 

Current research will aim at identifying theoretical frameworks to study a phe-

nomenon of attitude-behaviour gap in sustainable fashion on basis of which it will 

construct an integrated strategy of mitigating adverse effect of the phenomenon 

and triggering sustainable consumer behaviour. The methodology for answering 

the research question is selected from interpretative group of methods, also 

known as qualitative research, which is defined as follows: 

 
Interpretive methods focus on analytically disclosing the meaning-making prac-
tices of human subjects [the why, how, or by what means people do what they do], 
while showing how those practices arrange so that it can be used to generate ob-
servable outcomes.  
 

Interpretative methods are appropriate for researching attitude-behaviour con-

nections as they focus on understanding phenomenon in a holistic way by careful 

examination of variables relative to subjective knowledge. (USC Libraries, 2018) 



4 

 

 

Such methods place human actors in the centre of scientific explanation, who in 

in the context of current research, are apparel consumers. Within the scope of 

interpretative methods research is conducted from practical perspective, where 

researcher seeks to determine concepts from real-life encounters. Current re-

search will use interpretative methods to assess sustainable consumer behaviour 

in fashion and discover means of directing it to form more proenvironmental pat-

terns. (Institute of Public and International Affairs, 2018) 

 

The data for this research will be collected from secondary sources, such as sci-

entific journals and books on the topics of fashion marketing and management, 

behavioural psychology, product and brand management. The secondary data 

are most relevant for this research due to the need to identify scientific frame-

works and the existence of vast number of sources from previous empirical stud-

ies. The study will aim at compiling empirical data into the most appropriate 

framework to construct a full-scope strategy to approaching phenomenon stated 

in the research question.  

 

2 Literature review 

 

The initial purpose of this research was to study the effectiveness of sustainability 

initiatives of global fashion companies since the spread of the concept of Triple 

Bottom Line, which became sound due to increasing sustainability concern of 

various stakeholders. Companies that adopted Triple Bottom Line measure their 

performance by taking into account not only financial bottom lines, but also their 

environmental and societal impact. (Elkington, 2004) It is based on the idea that 

changes happening in society will eventually put environmental responsibility as 

the main competitive factor and only those companies that can adopt Triple Bot-

tom Line will be able to successfully compete in the market. (Jakobsen, 2017) 

Marketing has been viewed as the key enabler of a Triple Bottom Line framework 

in an organization due to its direct relation to both product and consumer (Thorp, 

2007). 
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The conclusion of Thorp (2007) lead the author of this research to study green 

marketing as a potential driver of sustainability and consequently a Triple Bottom 

Line of fashion companies. In their paper "Green marketing: legend, myth, farce 

or prophesy?", Peattie and Crane (2005) present the history of green marketing 

from its emergence in 1990 and explains why it has failed to become a primary 

marketing strategy supporting the Triple Bottom line. In their study, the authors 

suggest that the main reason for the demise of the early sustainability strategies 

is the fact that companies were falsely driven to producing and advertising sus-

tainable products according to consumers’ claimed environmental concern, which 

ended up not leading to consumption. The phenomenon, which describes the 

mismatch in the estimated level of environmental concern of consumers and their 

actual purchasing behaviour of sustainable products was coined as “the attitude-

behaviour gap”. (Peattie and Crane, 2005)    

 

Subsequent study of relevant literature presented significant research on various 

dimension of green consumption, such as environmental consciousness and 

awareness (Peattie et al, 2009; Doherty, 2014), consumption patterns (Ritch, 

2015; Perry and Chung, 2016) and non-consumption behaviour (Carrington et 

al., 2010, Joergens, 2006). However, literature review has shown lack of relevant 

literature devoted specifically to attitude-behaviour gap in the context of sustain-

able consumption behaviour in fashion. (Joshi and Rahman, 2015) The negative 

impact attitude-behaviour gap historically had on the expansion of sustainability 

initiatives lead to sustainable fashion remaining the niche market and fast fashion 

companies dominating and producing enormous externalities (Pierre-Louis, 

2012). The attitude-behaviour gap can be viewed as the main barrier to the ex-

pansion of sustainable fashion, requiring in-depth study and practical solutions to 

tackle the problem.  

 

Carrington et al. (2010) identify the lack of efficient research methodologies to 

explain the gap between the growing concerns towards environmental issues and 

the actual purchasing behaviour. The paper states that cognitive theories previ-

ously applied to study the phenomenon “assume perfect and constant conditions 

without consideration of environmental or social settings”. The authors suggest 
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employing more holistic theories to account for the complexities of ethical buying 

behaviour. Such theories have been developed by behavioural psychologists.  

 

The research of the attitude-behaviour gap will be based on the works of Paul C. 

Stern (1999, 2000), one of the most known behavioural researchers, who has 

developed holistic view of environmentally sound behaviour. Since consumption 

of eco clothing, or environmentally benign goods, is defined as an act of private 

sphere environmentalism, such behaviour can be assessed from the perspective 

of the conceptual framework for defining the Theory of Environmentally Signifi-

cant Behaviour (TESB) developed by Stern and his colleagues. The framework 

suggests taking into account other factors, or domains, in addition to attitudinal 

to explain why consumer engage or not in a proenvironmental behaviour. Based 

on the factors relevant to a particular behaviour, eco fashion consumption in case 

of current research, Stern (2000) suggests a framework for changing environ-

mentally significant behaviour, which can serve as a starting point to constructing 

an integrated strategy for bridging the attitude-behaviour gap.  

 

In her paper “Eco-Clothing, Consumer Identity and Ideology”, Niinimäki (2010) 

identifies eco fashion as a social phenomenon, which shifts consumption from 

traditionally individualistic to account for social benefits. Within such context, re-

moving the attitude-behaviour gap in eco consumption, would require building 

strong relationships with personal identity and the lifestyle to account for individ-

ual and social factors affecting consumption.  

 

Connell and Kozar (2012) further discuss attitudinal and contextual forces affect-

ing purchasing behaviour in sustainable clothing by focusing on knowledge vari-

able. They discuss the extent to which consumers are knowledgeable about en-

vironmental issues surrounding the production and consumption of clothing and 

state the degree of engagement in sustainable clothing consumption. Their find-

ings further prove the existence of the attitude-behaviour gap between consumer 

knowledge of the environmental issues and proenvironemental behaviour in sus-

tainable clothing consumption. The authors further discuss other barriers to eco 
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consumption arising from the attitudinal and contextual forces related to lack of 

awareness and knowledge.  

 

Having identified the various barriers to eco fashion consumption, the thesis study 

will aim at constructing strategies to overcome those barriers. The research initi-

ated by the European Commission and executed by BIO Intelligence Service in 

2012 provides a complete framework for communicating environmental infor-

mation based on previously applied successful practices, which can be used by 

commodity producers including eco fashion companies. Engelke and Spindel-

mann (2017) conduct an in-depth research of the scarce academic resources 

devoted to studying sustainable fashion communication and conclude that a more 

innovative way of thinking in marketing and communication is required for bridg-

ing the attitude-behaviour gap in eco fashion consumption. The practical side of 

the study serves as a useful input for constructing an integrated communication 

framework to build up on the existing research. 

 

Various models to study eco-consumption decision (Chan and Wong, 2012) and 

corporate brand building (Miller and Merrilees, 2013) predominantly address 

contextual barriers to eco fashion consumption and suggest relevant frame-

works to construct strategies to overcome those barriers. Empirical research 

studies on pricing (Ha‐Brookshire and Norum, 2011), quality (Klerk and Lubbe, 

2008), design (Beard, 2008; Niinimäki, 2010), sales channels (Schoenbachler 

and Gordon, 2002), customer service (Fuentes and Fredriksson, 2016), and 

store ethical practices (Forum for the Future, 2009) suggest different ap-

proaches to overcoming the barriers to eco fashion consumption based on the 

studies of consumer perceptions.  
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3 Attitude-behaviour gap 

 

3.1 State of apparel industry and rising public concern 

 

Climate change and other environmental issues have been at the core of public 

concern in the past decades. (Epstein and Buhovac, 2014) The greenhouse 

gases released in the atmosphere along the ever-increasing production and con-

sumption of the growing world population, have been proven to have direct impact 

on changing temperatures globally. The consequent changes in climate patterns 

are believed to have drastic impacts not only on environment, but also on global 

economy. The issues of climate change have been brought to public by major 

media outlets and famous personalities around the globe, which lead to unprec-

edented levels of public concern ever witnessed. Peattie et. al (2009) provide an 

example of a study that suggests that 91% of respondents believe in the issue of 

climate change. (Peattie et. al, 2009) 

 

According to multiple research studies conducted in the United States, there are 

six types of consumers existing today. They are positioned according to the level 

of belief in Global Warming, concern and motivation. Figure 1 Figure 1 “Global 

Warming's Six Americas segments” (Doherty, 2014)shows that more than 30% 

of consumers are concerned about the environmental issues and at least 16% 

are ready to act upon them. (Doherty, 2014).  

 

 

Figure 1 “Global Warming's Six Americas segments” (Doherty, 2014) 
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Companies are extensively blamed for contributing to the menacing conditions 

and those statements are far from groundless. (Buhovac, 2014) Due to the in-

creased consumption and globalized supply chains enabling drastic reduction of 

production costs, apparel or fashion industry, in particular, has become one of 

the biggest contributors to the emerging environmental issues (Kozlowski 2012). 

Clothing and textiles are estimated to be responsible for 5-10% of environmental 

impacts (Sudbury and Böltner, 2011). The main concern surrounds extensive use 

of raw materials, toxic chemicals, energy and water. (Kozlowski 2012) Only in the 

UK waste from clothing industry accounts for around 1.5-2 million tonnes a year. 

(Sudbury and Böltner, 2011) As for the social impacts, apparel companies have 

been involved in “labour rights violations, the use of child labour, precarious em-

ployment, indentured servitude, earnings below minimum living wage and major 

health and safety issues”. Together with the growth of fashion consumption and 

production, the environmental and social issues continue to expand. Further-

more, globalization has moved production to developing countries, where re-

sources and labour are cheaper and less regulated than in developed nations, 

meaning even less legal responsibility of global apparel brands and consumers 

for the growing sustainability issues. (Kozlowski 2012) 

 

Together with rising overall concerns towards climate change, and the publicly 

spreading assumption that fashion is the second most polluting industry in the 

world (EcoWatch, 2015), apparel companies had no choice but to respond by 

establishing more responsible practices (Kozlowski 2012). 

 

3.2 The gap 

 

The increasing interest and consumption of green products in late 1980s lead to 

the rise of sustainable products and “green marketing”. Market research con-

ducted in 1990 showed that 85 to 92% of the European corporations claimed to 

have changed their products and production processes following the “green” 

trend. In the United States in the same year the amount of green printed and TV 

advertisements increased by 430% and 367% respectively. Nevertheless, the 
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new study on green consumption conducted after the following five years showed 

that the actual consumption of sustainable products was significantly less than 

the estimated level of concern. The market disappointment lead to companies 

mainly in non-service sectors to significantly reduce their green product introduc-

tions reflected by the dropping advertisement for such products. The reduction of 

advertisement is debated to be associated with either the actual demise of a 

green product or rather a decline of the false advertisement interpreted as green-

washing. (Peattie and Crane, 2005)  

 

What marketers of the first eco products failed to notice was the gap between the 

consumer’s claimed level of concern towards sustainability and the actual pur-

chase behaviour, also known as attitude-behaviour gap (Peattie and Crane, 

2005). Indeed, researchers who studied the effect of environmental concern on 

consumer behaviour, have discovered that high level of concern does not neces-

sarily prompt consumers to look for information regarding environmental issues 

or further engage in proenvironmental behaviour (Connell and Kozar, 2012). 

 

Nowadays, extensive research has been conducted on the subjects of ethical 

manufacturing and consumption of eco fashion, however, sustainable fashion still 

holds a fairly small market share in comparison to the global fast fashion brands. 

Practice shows that today´s consumers, despite expressing negative attitude to-

wards unethical companies, in fact are not willing to switch consumption to a more 

ethical production. Consumers avoid possible inconvenience caused by such 

change in terms of higher costs, loss of quality and worsened shopping experi-

ence. As a result, the fear of inconvenience prevents consumers from ethical 

buying behaviour. (Niinimäki, 2010) 

 

Multiple studies provide statistical proof for the existence of the attitude-behaviour 

gap in sustainable clothing consumption. In a study conducted by Butler and 

Francis, 90% of respondents mentioned that they never or hardly ever took into 

account environment while buying clothing. Connell and Kozar (2012) asked sim-

ilar question in their poll and received 70% of similar answers. Besides, their re-

search has also demonstrated that 50% of respondents had never purchased 
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apparel items made from sustainable fibres. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) A nation-

wide telephone survey conducted by Ha‐Brookshire and Norum (2011) in the US 

including 500 respondents also showed strong and positive attitude towards en-

vironment. Respondents from the sample group generally identified themselves 

as responsible consumers, however expressed very neutral attitude towards con-

sumption of organic cotton apparel.  

 

The gap between consumer environmental attitudes and their purchasing behav-

iour in clothing may be explained by the fact that consumers base their purchas-

ing decisions on factors other than environment, such as price, style fit, and fash-

ion. Further research shows the existence of other personal and contextual fac-

tors that “disrupt a clear and direct predisposition path between attitude and con-

sumer behaviour”. (Connell and Kozer, 2012).  

  

In order to successfully leverage existing environmental concerns, eco fashion 

companies need to understand what factors affects consumer buying behaviour 

and find out what they can do to efficiently direct it to more sustainable consump-

tion patterns. Obtaining a wider understanding of environmentally significant in-

dividual behaviour has been identified as a key priority of research in the upcom-

ing years by the National Academies. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) 
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4 Consumer behaviour in sustainable fashion 

 

4.1 Sustainable fashion  

 

Sustainable, also used as green, eco or ethical, fashion is a segment in the global 

apparel industry created to respond to the environmental degradation brought by 

operations of the fast fashion companies. Fast fashion is “a form of low-cost cloth-

ing that mimics current luxury fashion trends”. Companies related to fast fashion 

have developed such supply chain processes that allow them to produce clothing 

and satisfy demands on weekly basis versus traditional seasonal production. This 

fast change from use to obsolescence is what defines fast fashion as environ-

mentally irresponsible. “Resource depletion, environmental damage and textile 

waste” combined with neglection of employee welfare are all externalities of 

cheap and fast fashion clothing lifecycles. (Reimers et. al, 2016)  

 

Slow fashion movement was established as a counter force against fast fashion 

and its externalities. Slow fashion can be defined as “a socially conscious move-

ment that shifts consumers’ mindsets from quantity to quality, thereby reducing 

production and purchase frequency” (Reimers et. al, 2016). Sustainable fashion 

is a product of the slow fashion movement. Chan and Wong (2012) define sus-

tainable fashion as “the type of clothing that is designed and manufactured to 

maximize benefits to people and society while minimizing adverse environmental 

impacts”. Sustainable fashion has a number of key characteristics differentiating 

it from conventional fashion, such as longevity of use, ethical or local production, 

little or no environmental impact of production, use of eco-labelling and recycled 

materials. (Niinimäki, 2010) 

 

The main challenges particularly related to sustainable fashion are the complex 

and fragmented global supply chain as well as the strong competition of fast fash-

ion brands. Eco fashion companies hold a strong commitment to longevity and 

sustainable production, which prevents them from being able to satisfy the cur-

rent high demands for cheap and continuously fashionable production, the way 



13 

 

 

their fast fashion counterparts do. (Niinimäki, 2010) In case of organic cotton, for 

example, its production is heavily regulated and underdeveloped, therefore pro-

ducers have to charge 20% higher price for their product versus conventional 

cotton. In fact, not using pesticides and fertilizers in production of cotton brings 

the highest financial benefit as their use accounts for 60% of the overall produc-

tion cost. (Anyangwe, 2017)  

 

4.2 Eco Fashion consumption 

 

Eco fashion consumption describes consumers´ purchasing behaviour towards 

sustainable fashion. (Chan and Wong, 2012) Eco fashion consumption, as any 

other purchasing behaviour, is based not solely on satisfying basic needs, but it 

also serves as a means of identification with certain social status, brand, or life-

style. Through lifestyle a person communicates his/her actions and routines, 

which are changeable and are formed by small everyday decisions. Ethical pur-

chasing behaviour occurs when a person’s lifestyle runs contrary to his/her idea 

of an “ideal ethical world”. (Niinimäki, 2010)  

 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, human behaviour 

is the most complicated and underexplored variable in the climate system. 

(Doherty, 2014) Decision making process related specifically to consumption of 

sustainable fashion products is one of the most complex variables. (Chan and 

Wong, 2012) It is so due to the fact that green consumerism bears moral and 

aesthetics characteristics connected to the self-expression and lifestyle shaping. 

These aspects are very volatile and add complexity to purchasing behaviour. (Ni-

inimäki, 2010) Models predicting that ethical intentions will result in ethical behav-

iour end up being erroneous in 90% of cases and it poses a great challenge for 

marketers of sustainable products in the upcoming decades. (Carrington et al., 

2010)  

 

A key challenge relevant almost exclusively to fashion among other industries 

that apply environmental practices is the fact that there is no direct harm of wear-

ing conventional clothing and no direct benefit of choosing the environmentally 
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preferable options. (Niinimäki, 2010) Unlike in eco food sector, for example, mar-

keters of sustainable fashion cannot point out any direct health benefits of their 

products to consumers. (Chan and Wong, 2012) Eco fashion consumption goes 

beyond individual wants including social aspects. In addition to individual motives 

associated with conventional fashion consumption, such as price, quality, saving 

of time and purchase convenience, ethical products emphasize collective benefit 

from consumption, both environmental and social. The availability of information 

raises awareness among consumers and they are forced to take into account 

social benefit of buying apart from the primary satisfaction of individual needs. 

(Niinimäki, 2010) Within the modern individualistic society appealing to common 

benefit to incentivise purchasing is extremely challenging and requires applying 

radically new strategies. 

 

4.3 Eco fashion consumption as proenvironemental behaviour  

 

The environmentally significant, or proenvironmental, behaviour is defined by “the 

extent to which it changes the availability of materials or energy from the environ-

ment or alters the structure and dynamics of the ecosystems or the biosphere 

itself”. Proenvironmental behaviour can be either direct or indirect. Consumption 

of environmentally benign goods refers to a class of environmentally significant 

behaviour, private sphere environmentalism, defined as “purchase, use and dis-

posal of personal household products that have environmental impact”. (Stern, 

1999) 

 

4.4 Theoretical frameworks  

 

In order to understand consumer behaviour in clothing consumption and be able 

to modify it to follow more sustainable patterns, researchers and organizations 

have to reach a deep understanding of the underlying motives of consumers to 

engage into certain behaviour. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) With the growth of eth-
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ical consumption, multiple studies attempted to develop models of ethical con-

sumer behaviour in order to explain the social change. (Carrington et al., 2010) 

Environmentalism has mostly been regarded by researchers either as “a matter 

of worldview”, or values related to quality of life and self-expression, religion, gen-

eral and “prosocial” concerns. (Stern, 2000) 

 

The first cognitive models were derived from the Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Be-

haviour (TPB), which stated that eco buying comes from the set of individual val-

ues, ethics and norms. (Carrington et al., 2010) Despite consumers holding val-

ues of ethical consumerism and claiming to be basing their purchase decisions 

on environmental concerns, there is little evidence that such attitudes and beliefs 

actually lead to eco consumption. (Carrington et al., 2010; Kim and Choi, 2005) 

In fact, one of the studies shows that out of 30% of consumers that state their 

ethical purchase intention only 3% actually end up buying sustainable products. 

(Carrington et al., 2010)  

 

Another cognitive theory, “the moral norm-activation theory of altruism” devel-

oped by Shahlom Schwartz is based on an assumption that environmental qual-

ity, as a precondition factor, activates pro-environmental purchasing behaviour. 

It states a hypothesis that by owning information regarding environmental impact 

of a product, consumers will make more environmentally responsible purchasing 

decisions. Consequently, the amount and availability of information about eco 

products is positively correlated with the number of such products in the market. 

This theory, however, has proven to be erroneous in practice. (Niinimäki, 2010) 

In fact, contrary to the stated theory, the Internet, being the major information 

source worldwide, has become the key enabler of fast fashion much more than it 

increased production and sales of eco fashion.  

 

Two hypotheses exist today to describe the failure of researchers to adequately 

estimate the relation between the expressed concerns of consumers and their 

actual buying behaviour. The first one states that when questioned regarding their 

buying intentions towards sustainable products, respondents choose to give so-

cially acceptable answers. The second hypothesis argues respondents’ abilities 
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to adequately estimate their future shopping context, such as sufficient amount 

of money they have, availability of eco products and price competition of “uneth-

ical” products. (Carrington et al., 2010) 

 

A resulting observation of theoretical frameworks based on cognitive perspective 

demonstrates that by focusing on studying influence of internal ethics on pur-

chase intentions, these theories overlook the complexity of the gap between in-

tentions and actions. Besides, they ignore the effect of environmental/situational 

factors, which impact the process of transformation of intentions into buying. Be-

haviourist researchers, in the meantime, have proven that apart from individual 

determinants, environmental factors have to be taken into account to explain eth-

ical consumer behaviour. (Carrington et al., 2010) 

 

One of the most widely known framework for advancing behavioural theories de-

veloped to account for the limitations in existing cognitive theories explaining be-

haviours in eco consumption, is the theory of environmentally significant behav-

iour. (Carrington et al., 2010) 
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5 Sustainable fashion within the scope of the theory of environmentally 

significant behaviour 

 

 

It has been previously identified that eco fashion consumption can be viewed as 

an action referring to environmentalism. As can be concluded from the theoretical 

frameworks discussion, the complexity of behaviour in eco consumption requires 

assessment from a more holistic perspective inherent to behavioural theories. In 

this section, eco fashion as proenvironmental behaviour, will be assessed from 

the perspective of the theories of environmentally significant behaviour and fur-

ther actions will be suggested to encourage such behaviour by an eco fashion 

brand.  

 

5.1  Towards the theory of environmentally significant behaviour 

 

Paul C. Stern, one of the most renowned behavioural researchers of modern 

times, has developed a conceptual framework for advancing the theories of en-

vironmentally significant behaviour. His research mainly focuses on studying “the 

determinants of environmentally significant behaviour, particularly at individual 

level”. (Social and Environmental Research Institute, 2018) The framework com-

prises research of the author’s research group and others attempting to develop 

a coherent theory of the environmentally significant behaviour. It has summarised 

the definitions of environmentally significant behaviour, classified behaviour and 

their causes, provided and explanation for relationships between environmental 

concern and behaviour, and suggested strategy to alter environmentally signifi-

cant behaviours based on factors determining them. (Stern, 2000).  

 

5.2 Domains of the theory of environmentally significant behaviour 

 

Multiple research has been conducted to study environmentally significant be-

haviour and factors that shape it. Among a variety of such factors, the theory of 

environmentally significant behaviour identifies three main domains, which have 
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highest impact on behaviour, which are behavioural domain, personal attitudes 

and context. (Stern, 1999) 

 

5.2.1 Behavioural domain 

 

The ABC (“Attitude-Behaviour-Context”) model developed by Paul C. Stern within 

the scope of the theory of environmentally significant behaviour, aims at mitigat-

ing the complexities of environmentally significant behaviour. The model sug-

gests viewing behaviour (B) as a variable in an interrelated system comprised of 

consumer personal attitudes (A) and contextual factors (C). (Stern, 2000) 

 

The main finding within the theory relates to the dependence of attitudinal varia-

bles for proenvironmental behaviour on contextual aspects, such as “amount of 

effort, expense, or inconvenience required to change the target behaviour”. 

(Stern, 1999) The theory states that behaviour is reinforced by the attitudinal fac-

tors in a positive direction only if it is strongly influenced by contextual variables, 

such as being required to complete an action or materially incentivised. On the 

opposite side, if behaviour requires more effort, time or money to achieve an out-

come, the attitudinal factors play insignificant role in the process. The hypothesis 

provides further proof that cognitive theories focusing solely on internal set of 

values and norms are ineffective in assessing consumer behaviour. (Stern, 2000) 

 

Stern (1999) suggests that behavioural domain, i.e. eco consumption, is strongly 

influenced by attitudinal and contextual domains. Following Figure 2, it can be 

concluded that the probability of behaviour to take place is higher in two cases: 

when external conditions are positive or are supported by strong positive attitude; 

and when attitudes are positive or are strongly supported by external conditions.  
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Figure 2 “A schematic model of the effects of attitudes and external conditions on behaviour” (Stern, 1999) 

 

A relevant example of the conclusions of the ABC behavioural model is the rela-

tionship between knowledge of the environmental issues and environmentally 

significant consumer behaviour. If the awareness as an attitudinal factor is 

strongly affected by contextual constrains (such as high price for sustainable 

products), behaviour is unlikely to occur.  

 

5.2.2 Attitudes 

 

This research paper commenced with the statement that modern consumers 

show significant level of concern towards environmental issues. Studies show, 

however, very neutral attitudes towards the issues related to clothing industry and 

sustainable fashion in particular. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) 
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The discussion of attitudinal variables within the context of TESB will be based 

on the Value-Belief-Norm theory developed by Paul C. Stern and his colleagues 

to study how personal attitudes affect an individual’s involvement in an environ-

mental movement. The theory states that involvement can be defined by a per-

son’s support of key values of a movement, the level of concern he/she holds of 

an environmental condition the movement opposes as well as their personal abil-

ity to contribute to mitigating a particular environmental condition. (Stern, 1999)  

 

5.2.2.1 Key values of slow fashion movement 

 

Since attitudinal variables play an important role in shaping proenvironmental be-

haviour, it is important to outline the values of slow fashion movement, which may 

prompt purchasing behaviour in eco fashion. As was mentioned previously in this 

paper, slow fashion holds the idea of designing and producing clothing of higher 

longevity, universal use and design, and high quality with an aim of reducing en-

vironmental impacts of fast production, consumption and disposal of clothing 

items. Apart from environmental impacts, reducing the number of seasons and 

production speed, removes the harsh time constraints from apparel producers, 

hence enhancing the employee welfare. (Reimers et. al, 2016) Acceptance of the 

values of slow fashion can increment the level of support towards sustainable 

fashion consumption. 

 

5.2.2.2 Awareness of the environmental issues 

 

General concerns and belief in environmental issues and its extent can also 

prompt environmentally sound behaviour. (Connell and Kozar, 2012; Stern, 1999) 

The insufficient amount of knowledge or awareness regarding environmental is-

sues related particularly to the externalities of the clothing industry, on the other 

hand, can become a prerequisite for consumers engaging in non-environmentally 
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conscious consumer behaviour. The lack of knowledge serves as a constraint for 

multiple reasons. Some consumers are generally unaware that consumption of 

fast fashion has any environmental impacts. Others are aware of the externalities, 

but do not realize the impact behavioural change can have on mitigating them. 

The third group may be aware of the negative externalities of their consumer be-

haviour, however do not have sufficient knowledge on how to engage in a more 

environmentally sustainable behaviour. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) 

 

Studies have shown that knowledge related particularly to the externalities of 

fashion industry is extremely low, and less than of gasoline and soft drinks. Even 

studies conducted among environmentally conscious consumers show extremely 

low level of awareness of fashion industry externalities. As knowledge has been 

identified as an important factor driving environmentally significant behaviour, the 

low level of knowledge can serve as a major constraint to such behaviour. (Con-

nell and Kozar, 2012) 

 

5.2.2.3 Beliefs and perceived consumer effectiveness 

 

Lastly, the level of support for environmentalism depends on a person’s belief 

that they can act upon certain environmental conditions they view as threatening 

their values. (Stern, 1999). Multiple social-psychological theories have shown 

that proenvironmental behaviours are influenced by “personal commitment and 

the perceived personal costs and benefits of particular actions as well as behav-

iour-specific beliefs and personal norms” (Stern, 2000).  According to the social 

cognitive theory developed by Albert Bandura, an influential efficacy scholar and 

behavioural psychologist, people are more incentivised to act upon issues they 

believe they are capable to resolve producing positive results or reversing the 

negative ones. (Doherty, 2014) The described efficacy, or perceived consumer 

effectiveness, (Kim and Choi, 2005) is believed to have significant level of influ-

ence on behaviours (Doherty, 2014).  Indeed, individuals are more likely to en-

gage in environmentally conscious behaviour if they hold strong beliefs that it will 

lead to positive outcome. (Kim and Choi, 2005) The factors that form perceived 
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consumer effectiveness are general values and concerns. (Kim and Choi, 2005) 

The national survey polling American adults discovered that the perceived con-

sumer effectiveness of Americans accounts for 33% (Connell and Kozar, 2012). 

 

The challenge for eco fashion companies is to raise the importance of the issues 

related to sustainable apparel in the eyes of consumer and make them believe 

that the issue they are concerned about is “real” and they can act upon it to make 

difference. (Peattie et al., 2009) 

 

5.2.2.4 Trust 

 

Although trust has not been explicitly identified as an attitudinal variable in the 

Value-Belief-Norm theory, the issue has attracted much attention of empirical re-

searchers of the attitude-behaviour gap in sustainable consumption (Joshi and 

Rahman, 2015) and will be discussed in the context of this research. 

 

Fashion is a fast-changing and highly competitive environment. It is challenging 

for sustainable fashion brands to compete by lowering prices or following the 

changing tendencies, therefore many of such companies resort to “greenization” 

(Henninger et. al, 2016) i.e. using the green attributes as the means of differenti-

ation. The incorrect communication of those sustainability credentials often leads 

to consumers perceiving a product as “greenwashing”, i.e. “using a statement of 

ethical intent as a means of competitive advantage, instead of real commitment 

to the cause” (Thorp, 2017). This clearly does not relate to every company in 

green fashion, however, companies that actually use the marketing trick, lose 

trust of consumers and affect the reputation of the companies that actually are 

invested in green practices. 

 

A study conducted by Joergens (2006) questioned focus groups of the age 18-

26 (as this age group is believed to be the next generation of eco buyers) in 

Germany and England regarding their awareness and concerns of the environ-

mental issues related to fashion industry as well as their consumer behaviour, 
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engagement in eco fashion and their attitudes towards it. Participants of the sur-

vey showed low level of trust in the sustainability claims companies make on their 

websites. They are mainly viewed as a means to maintain brand image and to 

mitigate negative news regarding the unsustainable practices they pursue.  

 

Eco fashion companies face challenge of having to be authentic and transparent 

at the same time. Consumers are increasingly seeking for authenticity in prod-

ucts, meaning that the ability to prove environmental credentials and satisfy ex-

pectations of consumers in this area is crucial in defining company’s position 

within the fashion industry. (Beard, 2008) 

 

The lack of transparency and inability to support the sustainability claims, may 

serve as a major barrier in promoting proenvironmental behaviour among con-

sumers. (Joergens, 2006; Joshi and Rahman, 2015) 

 

5.2.3 Context 

 

The contextual factors influencing environmentally significant behaviour are nu-

merous. The likelihood of environmentally significant behaviour to occur generally 

depends on unique set of capabilities and constraints. They mainly but not exclu-

sively relate to: 

 

- Sociodemographic variables (cultural background, religion, family eco-

nomic condition, family economic condition, social class) 

- Acquired capabilities (knowledge and skills required to act upon the issue, 

education) 

- Situational factors (place of residence, local climate) 

- Existence of public policies to support behaviour (regulations, monetary 

incentives)  

- Social, economic and political context (income and price levels, availability 

of goods and services) (Stern, 1999; Stern, 2000) 
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A review of empirical articles on sustainable consumer behaviour published in 

reputed academic journals from 2000 to 2014 conducted by Joshi and Rahman 

(2015), identified the following contextual factors as the most commonly featured: 

price, product availability, subjective norm/social norm and reference groups, 

product attributes and quality, store related attributes, brand image.  

The contextual forces relevant specifically to eco fashion industry that pose great-

est barriers to eco fashion consumption have been discovered throughout re-

search of consumer perceptions and will be summarized in the following section.  

 

5.2.3.1 Price 

 

Pricing has been identified as one of the key contextual constraints to eco fashion 

consumption. The perception that sustainable fashion is a highly priced, luxurious 

alternative to conventional apparel, comes from the traditional business model 

and marketing (Henninger et al., 2016; Peattie and Crane, 2005). In the late 90s 

at the peak of the green boom, companies realized that the green trend can not 

only bring financial benefit (by reducing energy and material consumption and 

costs), but also serve as an additional promotional mechanism. Nevertheless, the 

cost reductions enjoyed by companies, did not make the green products cheaper. 

To the contrary, companies used “green” as an additional value added compo-

nent in their pricing strategy. (Peattie and Crane, 2005) 

 

Practice has shown that not all the sustainable products are highly priced by 

simply being labelled “green”. The price premium for sustainable items is usually 

justified by sourcing sustainable or organic materials and providing unique hand-

made items. Potential consumers and companies agree upon the fact that the 

environmentally friendly materials used in production of sustainable fashion are 

decisive in determining the prices. (Henninger et al, 2016)  
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Even though customers perceive sustainable apparel options as expensive and 

luxurious (Henninger et al. 2016), they are generally willing to pay a price pre-

mium for such products (Peattie and Crane, 2005). The Nielsen Global Survey of 

Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability, which polled more than 

30,000 online consumers in 60 countries throughout Asia-Pacific, Europe, Latin 

America, the Middle East/Africa and North America, concluded that even Millen-

nials living in toughest economic conditions of the past 100 years, are willing to 

pay more for sustainable products. The research has also shown over 50% an-

nual growth between 2014 and 2015 in consumers within the group Generation 

Z (15-20 years old) claiming that they are willing to pay more for products and 

services provided by environmentally and socially oriented companies. The sim-

ilar trend is seen within the generation of Baby Boomers (50-64 years old). 50% 

of respondents within this age category responded that they are also willing to 

pay more for sustainable products. (Nielsen, 2015) 

Figure 3 summarizes the consumer rationale behind purchasing sustainable 

products and services. It also demonstrates the key determinants of willingness 

to pay more. Consumers in their decision to pay more for sustainable products 

put most value on such aspects as environmental and social commitment of a 

company offering such products. Environmental packaging, organic components 

as well as benefits company brings to community, are other key determinants of 

willingness to pay more (Nielsen, 2015). 
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Figure 3 "Top sustainability purchasing drivers" (Nielsen, 2015) 

 

Reviewing the contextual factors suggested by Stern (1999), there is a clear con-

nection between sociodemographic factors and eco consumption. As the re-

search shows, the sales figures of companies that use product claims and inte-

grated sustainability marketing promotions are higher in developed countries than 

developing, where people have lower propensity to consume and consequently 

less willing to pay more for sustainable products. (Nielsen, 2015) 

 

5.2.3.2 Fashion tendencies and style 

 

Another common perception influenced by contextual forces of eco fashion con-

sumption is related to the inability of eco fashion brands to follow fashion tenden-

cies. Fashion is closely connected with emotions. The desire to be involved in 

fashion driven by emotions prompts consumers to make purchasing decisions. 
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Consumption under such context is mainly done for pleasure rather than for sat-

isfying the actual need. (Vignali, 2009) A questionnaire of American consumers 

concluded that fit was the first consideration in evaluating fashion item, while style 

the fourth after price and care requirements (Ha‐Brookshire and Norum, 2011). 

Fast fashion companies mastered the art of quickly adjusting to and creating 

changing trends to encourage pleasure-based consumption. (Henninger et. al, 

2016) As is fairly stated by Niinimäki (2010): “It is most difficult to be opposed to 

an effective production and marketing system that constantly produces new, eas-

ily fulfilled needs and temptations with a reasonable price”. 

 

Previously it has been discovered that eco fashion is a derivative of slow fashion 

movement emphasizing longevity, quality, and decreased production of apparel 

(Reimers et. al, 2016). In connection to this, eco fashion brands tend to develop 

perfect products from sustainability perspective, while being totally mislead about 

or indifferent to what consumers wants really are. (Peattie and Crane, 2005) The 

research of the UK eco-fashion online outlets has shown that the most common 

items on sale are t-shirts and jeans, while the style of clothing is predominantly 

casual. (Beard, 2008) This may be the reason why eco companies are often as-

sociated with being unfashionable or unable to satisfy certain style demands of 

consumers. Additionally, consumers mention the lack of specific articles within 

the sustainable fashion offering, such as footwear and formal wear. (Connell and 

Kozar, 2012) 

 

5.2.3.3 Availability 

 

One of the most common contextual constraints relative to eco brands is the lack 

of knowledge of their existence. The nature of this constraint relates to the fact 

that consumers are generally unaware of the externalities of fashion industry, and 

consequently how their consumption behaviour affects the environment. 

(Joergens, 2006) The root cause of the problem lies in the fact that eco fashion 

companies take up two different communication approaches. Some companies 

publicly advertise their environmental practices, while others prefer to follow non-

communication strategy to avoid possible accusation of greenwashing. The latter, 
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also called “muted sustainability brands”, communicate sustainability related ef-

forts in a separate section their website rather than directly in store and on prod-

ucts. (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) Such strategy can serve as a major pre-

requisite for a contextual barrier based on perception of limited availability of sus-

tainable fashion brands as consumers are reluctant to study corporate social re-

sponsibility of commodity fast moving consumer goods (Joergens, 2006; BIO In-

telligence Service, 2012). 

 

Limited knowledge and interest results in consumers lacking realization of the 

existence of other, more sustainable options. This leads to consumers’ inability 

to consider the entire range of options available during their purchase decision 

making process. Consumers state that they find it challenging to purchase sus-

tainable clothing since there are few mainstream retailers offering such products. 

(Connell and Kozar, 2012)  

 

Apart from the failure to relate the brand to sustainable fashion category, there-

fore limiting the ability of consumers to make a conscious proenvironemental 

choice, eco fashion brands provide limited purchase and delivery options. 

(Joergens, 2006) 

 

 

5.3 Changing environmentally significant consumer behaviour  

 

In the previous sections we discussed various attitudinal and contextual factors 

affecting and shaping consumer behaviour towards sustainable fashion based on 

the Theory of Environmentally Significant Behaviour. In this chapter we will see 

how the same theory can be used to shape the desirable proenvironmental be-

haviour.  

 

There are four major approaches to changing environmentally significant behav-

iour outlined by researchers. They can similarly be applied to sustainable fashion 

consumption. The approaches are the following: 
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1. Religious and moral approaches that appeal to values and aim to 

change broad worldviews and beliefs 

2. Education to change attitudes and provide information 

3. Provide incentives in the form of rewards and penalties 

4. Community management by means of establishing shared rules and 

expectations. 

 

It has been proven that all the aforementioned approaches have a positive impact 

on changing environmentally significant behaviour, however moral and educa-

tional approaches show the lowest impact. (Stern, 2000) 

 

In order for proenvironmental behaviour, such as eco fashion consumption, to be 

shaped, both individual and contextual forces have to be taken into account. Ex-

ternal influences of the contextual domain define the level of influence of personal 

domain on behaviour. (Stern, 1999)  

 

 

 

Figure 4 "Principles for Intervening to change environmentally destructive behaviour" (Stern, 2000) 

 

As can be seen from Figure 4, there are multiple practical approaches existing to 

direct behaviour towards more proenvironmental. All the interventions described 

aim at removing the barriers to behaviour change, which refer to attitudinal and 
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contextual factors, such as lack of financial resources or knowledge. Since each 

consumer may be affected by a different barrier, it is important for eco companies 

to find a correct combination of such barriers to focus on to be able to effectively 

direct consumer behaviour. (Stern, 2000) 

 

Stern (1999) suggests using two strategies for engaging customers in environ-

mentally significant buying behaviour. The first strategy is centred around infor-

mation as a means of removing barriers created by attitudinal factors. The second 

strategy uses incentives to address the contextual factors affecting behaviour. 

The two strategies interact with each other to produce desirable effect on ethical 

consumer behaviour. 

 

The practical part of the theory of environmentally significant behaviour con-

cludes that for reaching maximal outcome of the information and incentives, iden-

tified as the most effective interventions into proenvironemental behaviour, com-

panies have to create effective interactions between the two domains. Research 

has shown that the effectiveness of an incentive is largely dependent on how it is 

delivered to customer in the form of information: its clarity, extent, channels and 

credibility.  

 

Further discussion will be devoted to assessing the aforementioned strategies 

and suggesting techniques, which eco fashion companies can employ to remove 

potential barriers to environmentally significant purchasing behaviour created by 

the contextual and attitudinal barriers.   

 

5.3.1 Information dissemination  

 

Multiple research studies have demonstrated that consumers who are aware of 

the environmental issues, are more likely to engage into ethical consumption. 

Information regarding the impact of environmentally significant behaviour and its 

extent is important in triggering such behaviour. (Connell and Kozar, 2012) 
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The effectiveness of knowledge also depends on the way the information is de-

signed and delivered to the customer (Connell and Kozar, 2012). Stern (1999) 

states that it is important to deliver relevant information at the time and point 

where the target behaviour is thought to occur as well as deliver that information 

in seamless way to consumer. Another factor adding value to the information is 

the way is captures attention of potential customer, its ability to engage customer 

and add credibility to the offered products and services. (Stern, 1999) 

A “study on different options for Product’s Environmental Information Communi-

cation” conducted by the European Commission in 2012 concludes that the com-

plexity and amount of information serve as important barriers to its understanding 

by final consumers. Due to the vast scope of environmental information, the main 

challenge is to deliver such information with technical accuracy and in a seamless 

manner. (BIO Intelligence Service, 2012) 

 

The study suggests planning the information dissemination according to three 

main criteria: type and amount of information, means of communicating the infor-

mation and place of its communication (BIO Intelligence Service, 2012).  

 

Figure 5 “Communication process of sustainable fashion” (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) 

 

The model of communication process of sustainable fashion developed by 

Engelke and Spindelmann (2017) graphically presented in Figure 5, describes a 

similar process to the one developed by BIO Intelligence Service with more elab-

orated pillows. Both models will be used to construct a comprehensive strategy 

of information communication to eco fashion consumers. 
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5.3.1.1 What information to communicate 

 

In an attempt to provide sufficient information regarding environmental practices, 

eco fashion brands need to develop complete but easily comprehensible infor-

mation. Abundance of information may lead to worsened decision-making abili-

ties. (BIO Intelligence Service, 2012) Yet this information has to be persuasive 

enough to reach beyond niche market. (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017)  

 

Researchers point out that consumers select clothing according to the emotional 

bound they create with it rather than a certain rationale, therefore it is important 

to create positive appeal in communicating environmental information to avoid 

prejudice and aversions. (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) Previously we also 

defined that the concept of perceived consumer effectiveness is crucial in shap-

ing attitudes towards sustainable fashion. (Kim and Choi, 2005). In relation to 

this, the information of sustainable product should bear not only positive and emo-

tional appeal, but also practical benefit-based rationale (Engelke and Spindel-

mann, 2017). Even though there is no direct health benefit of wearing sustainable 

clothing, producers can identify such aspects as comfort, skin safety, ease of care 

apart from direct benefits to environment that the item creates (Niinimäki, 2010). 

It is important to ensure credibility of the information communicated to consumers 

especially if it concerns environmental practices. Communication has to show 

utmost involvement of the company, including all its stakeholders, in the sustain-

ability issues it raises. (Beard, 2008). 

 

The initial step in establishing a communication strategy based on the identified 

personal and environmental benefit of a product is to compile a brand value pro-

file.  
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Figure 6 Brand value map (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) 

 

Figure 6 shows that environmental aspects of a product only relate to functional 

values, while in communication company has to focus on a wide range of other 

aspects inherent to a product, including social, emotional and epistemic values. 

The combination of the values company chooses to communicate may vary, nev-

ertheless, successful communication depends on correct balance of different val-

ues, predominantly non-functional. (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017). 

 

 

Figure 7 Sustainable clothing label (Baid, 2015) 
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Visual appeal is the foundation for successful communication of environmental 

practices. Consumption intention of eco products is positively reinforced by emo-

tional appeal of the message, which can be achieved by using visual and low-text 

communication. Colour is by far the most important emotional connector. Com-

bining green colour, commonly associated with nature and sustainability, with 

personal benefit tagline, brands can increase positive consumer attitudes. 

(Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) A good example of sustainable clothing label 

represented in Figure 7 identifies both environmental and health benefit of an 

item in a positive manner.  

 

The information design and development also depends on the complexity of a 

product. Clothing refers to a type of fast moving consumer goods, which means 

that it takes up few time for consumer to make a purchase decision. In connection 

to this, information has to deliver short and highly recognizable message. The 

problem with this approach is a threat of potential misinterpretation of information 

connected to certain indicator (in case the indicator refers to a degree or percent-

age of certain number). Information provided by eco fashion brands, therefore, 

requires high level of aggregation, but to the point that it is transparent for con-

sumer. The most successful methodologies suggest the average of three envi-

ronmental indicators as a sufficient amount to effectively communicate sustaina-

bility practices. Considering the example in Figure 7, the label shows three indi-

cators: sustainable composition, why producers define it as sustainable and what 

are the direct benefits to the consumer. The indicators also define what producers 

mean by “organic”, which is usually considered as a vague standalone term. (BIO 

Intelligence Service, 2012) 

 

Transparency is one of the main challenges and a barrier to expansion of sus-

tainable fashion. In their marketing communication eco fashion brands often use 

such buzz words, such as “organic”, “recycled”, “eco-friendly” providing few infor-

mation on what they mean and company commitment to the issue. This leads to 

distrust to a company’s claims and reluctance to buying green products. On way 
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of dealing with the issue is through improved credibility of messages addressed 

in the next section. (Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) 

 

5.3.1.2 How to communicate information 

 

Design and physical appearance of the information can be crucial in influencing 

environmentally significant purchasing behaviour. Scaling can be used to com-

pare environmental performance or impact of two products. Research conducted 

in France to study consumer preference on different methods of displaying infor-

mation, has shown that physical values are less comprehensible than letter rating 

(e.g. A,B,C). Consumers prefer to compare products rather than measure their 

performance. (BIO Intelligence Service, 2012) 

 

Labelling has become the most preferred means of environmental identification 

among customers and producers (BIO Intelligence Service, 2012). Eco labels are 

used to influence consumer’s decision making by providing information on prod-

uct characteristics. Visual markers, such as labels established by independent 

organizations, have been more popular among consumers than technical infor-

mation. Although consumers are generally unfamiliar with labels, they serve a 

purpose of communicating eco-benefits in accessible way. (Engelke and Spin-

delmann, 2017) Labels can also serve as a tool to avoid the trust barrier. Com-

panies can use both internal and external sources of eco labels. The benefit of 

using eco-labels from external sources, such as government and NGOs, is that it 

adds credibility to eco products as such labels are strictly regulated by laws. 

(Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) Statistics show that during 2007 only the 

global sales of products endorsed by Fairtrade Labelling Organizations Interna-

tional reached 47% growth (Carrington et al., 2010). 
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Figure 8 “Aspects of environmental display methods that consumers preferred” (BIO Intelligence Service, 

2012) 

 

Figure 8 demonstrates the results of a study by Ernst & Young to determine what 

aspect of product labelling consumers consider most effective. The figure shows 

a successful example of labelling, where scale is used instead of absolute values 

to facilitate comparing information. The information is expressed in simple word-

ing, using colour indicators and link to independent party that released the label. 

(BIO Intelligence Service, 2012) 

 

Another tactic to overcome lack of credibility is establishing different strategic 

alliances with environmental groups, social media influencers, popular sustain-

ability projects and companies. The more networking and media coverage a com-

pany can accumulate, the more trust it can reach from its potential consumers. 

(Engelke and Spindelmann, 2017) 

 

Finally, using new technologies to disseminate information is a modern challenge 

and opportunity for eco fashion brands. With a global spread of smartphone 

systems, it is becoming vital for companies to deliver real-time purchase input. 

In addition to labelling, supporting technologies can immediately provide full 

range of information about an item at the point of purchase. Besides, eco clothing 

items allow for much space for placing product barcodes or flashcodes. Eco fash-

ion brands mainly target developed markets, where such technology is easily 
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available, removing the technological challenge of the method. (BIO Intelligence 

Service, 2012) 

 

5.3.1.3 Where to communicate information 

 

The information regarding environmental properties of a product can be commu-

nicated through a variety of means and channels. Figure 9 provides a compre-

hensive summary of all the potential channels, where most effective outreach can 

be achieved. 

 

 

Figure 9 Channels of communicating sustainability related product information (BIO Intelligence Service, 

2012) 

 

According to Stern (1999) and other supporting research studies, information dis-

semination is most effective when it is provided at the point of sale (BIO Intelli-

gence Service, 2012). Today’s eco fashion brands have two main points of sale, 

i.e. physical and online stores. 
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Physical shop should be leveraged by eco fashion companies as one of the most 

important marketing tools. The advantage of having own shop is that a company 

has full control over image and messages it wants to communicate to its consum-

ers through the design of the shop’s setting. This way company can fully engage 

its customers in its brand ethos and create a tangible connection with its custom-

ers. (Beard, 2008) 

 

One of the most prominent examples of effectively raising awareness of environ-

mental practices is Marks & Spencer’s campaign “Plan A” advertising its commit-

ment to ethically sound fashion business. Its success is mostly related to exten-

sive use of printed media channels for dissemination. (Beard, 2008) Due to high 

cost of this channel, the web has become the most popular channels for smaller 

eco fashion companies to communicate their sustainability initiatives online. 

Since website is a major point of sale for eco fashion brands, companies can 

additionally leverage this channel as an information source. Web sources, such 

as own website, social media accounts and forums, allow for dissemination of 

greater amount of information for larger public in a cheap and fast way. Democ-

ratization of online communication brings significant competitive advantage to 

eco fashion brands since now they can avoid costly marketing strategies associ-

ated with traditional marketing channels and fast fashion brands. (Da Giau et. al, 

2016) To reach maximum savings on advertisement investment, eco fashion 

companies can also take advantage of media hype towards environmental issues 

and promote their products in emerging “ethical” sections of non-specialized na-

tional and local media outlets. (Beard, 2008) 

 

5.3.2 Addressing contextual barriers 

 

Despite the fact that knowledge and its extent may be decisive in promoting pro-

environmental behaviour, researchers have discovered weak relationship be-

tween high level of concern and initiative to obtain more knowledge regarding 

environmental issues expressed by consumers. Some studies show no relation-

ship whatsoever between the level of knowledge, concern about environmental 

issues and engagement in proenvironmental issues. Such evidence confirms that 
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knowledge is not the key to resolving the attitude-behaviour gap. (Connell and 

Kozar, 2012) 

 

Stern (1999) suggests that the main reason why knowledge does not translate 

into concern and vice versa and consequently lead to proenvironmental behav-

iour is because there are strong contextual constraints to such behaviour. As we 

can see from the previous discussion of the ABC model, if the external conditions 

are strongly negative, attitudinal factors indeed have very limited effect on con-

sumer behaviour. (Stern, 2000)  

 

Incentives are key to addressing the contextual barriers. They can be either mon-

etary or non-monetary incentives, such as convenience and availability. The fol-

lowing section will suggest various incentives to address the barriers to proenvi-

ronemental consumer behaviour identified in the theoretical part of this research. 

 

This section of research will be constructed according to empirical studies aiming 

at developing frameworks to assess brand attitudes perceived by consumers (Mil-

ler and Merrilees, 2013) and eco-consumption decision (Chan and Wong, 2012) 

based on contextual factors affecting eco consumption. 

 

The general model for assessing brand attitudes perceived by consumers in-

cludes such determinants as perception of low prices, staff services, organization 

store design and merchandise selection. (Miller and Merrilees, 2013) They can 

be merged in two groups: product-related attributes and store-related attributes. 

The former group consists of price, quality and design, while the latter includes 

customer service, store design and environment, ethical practices and shop con-

venience. Both groups of attributes are positively associated with eco-consump-

tion decision. (Chan and Wong, 2012) 

 

The model of assessing brand attitudes perceived by consumers for sustainable 

products differs from conventional models by including the environmental varia-

ble. Eco consumption decision in this case depends on how well a company can 

balance and increase importance of different variables to build favourable brand 
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attitudes. (Miller and Merrilees, 2013) Environmental variable can potentially add 

competitive advantage to an eco-fashion company as, if properly communicated, 

it can balance out other variables, such as price, design or shop convenience.  

 

 

5.3.2.1 Product-related attributes 

 

Price  

 

In order to maintain or improve brand perceptions of consumers, companies have 

to balance the price premium for sustainable product and the environmental var-

iable. Sustainable fashion companies can add price premiums to their products 

because the environmental practices build positive associations with a brand. 

(Miller and Merrilees, 2013) An ability of a brand to build certain attitudes, such 

as attitudes towards organic garments used in production, are also more powerful 

than demographic characteristics of consumers or product attributes. (Ha‐Brook-

shire and Norum, 2011) Consequently an extent to which eco fashion company 

can assign a price premium will depend greatly on its ability to influence attitudinal 

variable of consumers by communicating environmental variable.  

 

Despite the importance of environmental variable in defining price premium, price 

remains a strong contextual variable affecting consumer behaviour and compa-

nies should understand the correct level of price premium they can assign to their 

products. Price variable has shown significant negative impact on willingness to 

pay price premium for sustainable clothing. The amount of a premium that con-

sumers are willing to pay decreases as the price of the shirt rises in spite of ex-

istence of strong positive factors. Generally, more than half of consumers are 

willing to pay a price premium of over $5.00 for a sustainably made shirt with a 

$30.00 retail value. (Ha‐Brookshire and Norum, 2011) Other studies show that 

the premium of 10% is assumed to have no effect on purchase decision, while 

25-30% premium over conventional fashion will discourage consumers from buy-

ing eco clothing items. (Chan and Wong, 2012)  
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Sensitivity to price premium is reinforced by sociodemographic characteristics of 

consumers, therefore companies should use careful segmentation and targeting 

strategies for product placement and price definition. Price premium discourages 

purchase decision of consumers under certain economic threshold. (Chan and 

Wong, 2012) Younger consumers are more prone to buying from fast fashion 

brands due to social pressure to follow changing fashion tendencies and lack of 

resources to afford to follow the tendencies by buying even slightly more expen-

sive clothing. Mothers with young children, on the other hand, appear to be more 

aware of the environmental issues and more inclined to green buying. (Ritch, 

2015) Women in general have been found to be more prone to paying price pre-

miums for eco apparel. (Ha‐Brookshire and Norum, 2011) 

 

In relation to the aforementioned points, eco fashion companies need to use care-

ful demographic segmentation to account for the most interesting segments to 

target. As the research has shown those are generally women of average or more 

than average income level residing in developed countries. Selecting target seg-

ments can later help company position its product according to a brand equity it 

will define, comprising price, design and quality. (Chang and Jai, 2015) Generally 

economic theories state that high prices for clothing of unfamiliar brand is used 

by consumer as an indicator of quality or good service, thus company can charge 

higher price if it can assure high quality of product and services. (Chan and Wong, 

2012) Defining style and design will also help cater to the needs and wants of the 

selected target segment.  

 

 

Quality 

 

Quality in sustainable clothing is as important as for conventional apparel brand. 

To be able to justify price premium added to sustainable product due to more 

expensive raw materials, production and shipping, eco fashion companies have 

to ensure high quality of products. In their research on consumer apparel quality 

evaluation, Klerk and Lubbe (2008) mention sensory experience, mainly sight 

and touch, as some of the most important factors for purchase decision making. 
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As has been mentioned previously in this research, the visual and sensual qual-

ities of organic and recycled materials do not differ from conventional ones, thus 

eco fashion companies should pay much attention to a consumer’s aesthetic ex-

perience with clothing items as it is another important quality indicator. (Klerk and 

Lubbe, 2008) 

 

 

Design 

 

Consumers show high level of concern towards environmental issues, however, 

fashion as a global social phenomenon has a greater contextual impact on con-

sumers. For sustainable fashion to expand from a niche segment and reach sub-

stantial market share, eco fashion brands need to target both environmentally 

conscious consumers and those who are more fashion oriented. (Niinimäki, 

2010) Besides, it is wrong to assume that environmentally conscious consumers 

would completely trade style for environmental benefit. Consumers commonly 

identify lack of style as the main reason why they would not purchase sustainable 

clothing items. (Joergens, 2006) The dominating culture of fast fashion and its 

social impact on consumer choices makes it increasingly challenging for green 

companies to attract their customers with timeless design and durable quality. 

(Peattie and Crane, 2005) Despite relating to slow fashion movement, eco fash-

ion companies should be able to satisfy the aesthetic needs of their customers 

as well as their environmental concerns. In fact, Engelke and Spindelmann (2017) 

suggest that the first criteria a product should fulfil is satisfying the aesthetic 

needs and only after that advertise its environmental impact. Indeed “the ethical 

part needs to be value added” to a person’s reflection of a lifestyle communicated 

via his/her fashion choices (Beard, 2008).  
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5.3.2.2 Store-related attributes 

 

Although product-related attributes have been identified as the major contextual 

barriers to eco fashion consumption according to the most common perceptions 

of fashion consumers, research shows that store-related attributes play equal or 

greater role in eco-fashion decision making and in forming overall brands atti-

tudes. (Miller and Merrilees, 2013; Chan and Wong, 2012) 

 

 

Availability 

 

Multiple research studies have identified lack of availability as one of the main 

constraints to buying eco fashion. Not all of the eco fashion companies can afford 

own physical stores and sell their products at the same spots, where high street 

and fast fashion retailers can afford to, however eco fashion brands can apply 

multi-channel retail strategy and use a combination of physical and online chan-

nels. (Schoenbachler and Gordon, 2002) McKinsey&Company (2014) suggests 

that providing seamless shopping experience online via multiple digital sales 

channels including social media, defines success in tomorrow´s global fashion 

market.  

 

Eco fashion brands have to carefully analyse their potential sales channels and 

define where most success can be achieved. Due to high cost of setting up a 

physical store, companies need to identify the channel´s potential sales generat-

ing abilities or define whether it can be used as a brand ambassador delivering 

customer experience and supporting online sales. (McKinsey&Company, 2014) 

Online channels are important as they can serve not only as sales, but also as 

information dissemination channels increasing awareness of brand´s existence. 

Overall, depending on the identified target market and other demographic factors, 

eco fashion brands need to choose most relevant channels, even if it requires 

using multi-channel strategy, where they can obtain commercialization and mar-

keting benefits. (Schoenbachler and Gordon, 2002) 
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Merchandise selection 

 

Today’s eco fashion retailers tend to concentrate on offering simple casual cloth-

ing, which may be explained by relative ease of production and ability to reach 

wider customer base with such offering. However, even in Europe, where dress 

code is generally very relaxed, people are still expected to wear formal clothing 

for work and special occasions. Gaining further acceptance and expanding fur-

ther the customer base will require from eco fashion companies to develop cloth-

ing for different occasions and different settings, such as formal clothes and 

clothes for varied climate conditions. Apart from that, companies need to expand 

the entire range of the products to include shoe wear, accessorise, swimwear, 

etc. to move to mass market. (Beard, 2008) 

 

 

Customer service 

 

Retail service is an important tool to stimulate customer satisfaction and promote 

customer loyalty. (Fuentes and Fredriksson, 2016)  

 

Consumers have different levels of knowledge about sustainable fashion, there-

fore staff has to be able to answer not only store- but also sustainability-related 

queries. Educating staff about products and general sustainability issues is a rel-

evant practice to ensuring good customer services. The store’s staff needs to 

know how to answer queries on three levels: general product in-store location, 

contents of products and supply chain related queries. (Fuentes and Fredriksson, 

2016) 

 

Since eco fashion stores predominantly sell online, it is important to ensure that 

the right IT systems are in place to provide high level customer service, whether 

it is product display, logistics or information service. IT services developed in-

store can also greatly improve information dissemination (as has demonstrated 

the example of smartphone systems) and appeal to millennial consumers. 

(Fuentes and Fredriksson, 2016) 
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Store design and environment 

 

Design and environment of an apparel store are important in influencing shop-

pers´ orientation and triggering different behaviours. (Parsons, 2011) Consumers 

generally imagine a sustainable store to be small-scale, with rural and natural 

settings. Green and natural colours similar to the ones used in communication 

combined with eclectic rural setting and natural materials used in store design 

are key to building sustainable store image. Despite the simple authentic look, a 

store has so imply modern shopping experience and exhibit technological ad-

vancements both in physical and online environment. (Fuentes and Fredriksson, 

2016)  

 

Apart from creating strong visual stimuli (Parsons, 2011), common practice of eco 

fashion stores is creating green shopping trails by highlighting products and 

clearly using signage and labels. The signage can relate to the composition of 

apparel items, their functional characteristics and benefits. (Fuentes and Fredrik-

sson, 2016) 

 

 

Ethical practices  

 

Modern consumers view sustainability in a holistic way rather than considering 

solely product related attributes, therefore ethical practices of the company on all 

stages of supply chain are crucial in building image of a sustainable brand. A 

report on “sustainability trends in European retail” (Forum for the Future, 2009) 

identified top priorities for retailers, which are carbon footprint mitigation, packag-

ing, waste management and recycling.  

 

Carbon footprint mitigation within retail landscape is driven by government regu-

lations and public concerns. It concerns reduction of in-store energy use, emis-

sions related to logistics and manufacturing. Internally companies can use carbon 

footprinting to measure and compare carbon performance of different products 
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and various stages of supply chain. Carbon labelling can be used to communicate 

those results to final consumers and authorities.  

 

Packaging is one of the most visible representation of a company´s sustainability 

practices. Companies have put much effort into developing green packaging 

practices and communicating it to final consumer.  

   

Figure 10 Key retailer actions in packaging (Forum for the Future, 2009) 

 

Figure 10 demonstrates sustainable development in packaging on different levels 

of supply chain, which can be used as guidelines by eco fashion companies. 

 

Retailers also focus on waste management as a part of their sustainable prac-

tices. It concerns not only own production waste, but also managing post-con-

sumer waste. (Forum for the Future, 2009) A relevant example is Skunkfunk, an 

eco-fashion brand from Basque country, which uses recycled materials in both 
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production and packaging, while offering in-store recycling services for its con-

sumers. (Skunkfunk, 2017) 

 

5.3.3 Information and incentives  

 

As the study has shown, information has strong interrelation with incentives. 

Carefully designed dissemination strategy has strong effect on the effectiveness 

of incentives. Companies need to encourage better reflection on consumer be-

haviour and respond by combining information with incentives. (Goworek et al., 

2012) Brand attitudes built on strong product- and store-related attributes is key 

to eco consumption decision. 

 

 

5.4 Summary and discussion 

 
The framework for developing a theory of environmentally significant behaviour 

has helped to identify the scope of variables affecting the attitude-behaviour gap 

in sustainable fashion consumption. The variables bear attitudinal and contextual 

character. Based on the variables identified within the scope of the framework of 

the Theory of Environmentally Significant Behaviour, Value-Belief-Norm theory 

and empirical research, current study has constructed an integrated strategy to 

address the barriers created by attitudinal and contextual variables. The frame-

work for the strategy has been suggested by Stern (1999), who identified infor-

mation and incentives as the main tools to address the barriers of the attitude-

behaviour gap. Further empirical research has shown that effective information 

dissemination depends on careful planning of message content and design, 

means and channels of dissemination. The best methodology discovered to de-

liver for both monetary and non-monetary incentives to triggering eco-consump-

tion decision is model of assessing brand attitudes. By combining assessment of 

product- and store-related attributes it allows to construct brands attitudes avoid-

ing contextual barriers. The summary of findings is provided in the table below. 
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TESB Empirical research 

Addressing attitudinal variables 

 

Support of Key Values of slow 
fashion movement 

 Value mix and message design  

 

Highlight personal and environmental benefits 

Define a mix of functional and non-functional values  

Awareness of the environmental 
issues 

Define aggregated set of environmental indicators 

Define visual design of the messages 
Establish means of message dissemination and cred-
ibility 

Beliefs and perceived consumer 
effectiveness 

Provide labels  

Establish strong position within relevant communities  
Adopt new technologies to facilitate message dissem-
ination 

Trust 
Develop channels of message dissemination 

Point of sale dissemination 

Web channels  

Addressing contextual variables 

Contextual factors based on common 
perceptions 

Product related attributes 

 

Price  

 Foster environmental attitudes 

 

Select acceptable amount of price premium 

Apply segmentation and targeting 

Fashion tendencies and style 

Quality 

Ensure favourable sensory experience 

Ensure favourable aesthetic experience 

Design 

Balance functional and aesthetic characteristics  

Develop wide range of products 

Other contextual factors Store related attributes 

Availability  

 Define multiple sales channels  

 

Define the purpose of physical store 
Use segmentation to decide on relevant sales chan-
nels 

 
Merchandise selection Add more items such as accessorise, shoes, premium 

Customer service Educate staff to answer consumer queries 
 

Sc
op

e 
of

 th
e 

TE
SB
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Develop well-functioning and modern IT systems 

Store design and environment 
Create relevant visual stimuli 

Add modern shopping experience attributes 

Establish green shopping trails 

Ethical practices  
Carbon footprint mitigation 

Sustainable packaging 

Recycling 
 

Table 1 Research summary 
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6 Conclusion 

 

This study achieved to identify an integrated framework for assessing the entire 

scope of factors relevant to the attitude-behaviour gap in sustinabale fashion con-

sumption. Stern’s (1999) theory of environmentally significant behaviour allowed 

to identify the main barriers to eco fashion consumption decision based on attitu-

dinal and contextual domains of the theory. The framework also enabled con-

structing a strategy for promoting proenvironmental behaviour, i.e. eco fashion 

consumption, based on information and incentives. The actions towards improv-

ing information dissemination have targeted the barriers established by personal 

(attitudinal) domain, while development of incentives, both monetary and non-

monetary, aimed at eliminating the barriers to proenvironmental behaviour estab-

lished by contextual domain. Further empirical research discovered strong posi-

tive influence of well-planned information dissemination on the effectiveness of 

the incentives created to address the contextual barriers.  

 

The research has combined both theoretical and empirical studies to construct 

an integrated action plan for sustainable fashion companies to trigger eco con-

sumption and bridge the attitude-behaviour gap, which previous studies of the 

phenomenon failed to achieve due to inability to interrelate different variables in 

a coherent model.  

 

The main observation discovered throughout the research is the strong social 

aspect of fashion, which may play bigger role in widening the attitude-behaviour 

gap in sustainable fashion than researchers estimate. The modern phenomenon 

of fast fashion is continually changing behaviours of consumers by setting ex-

tremely low threshold on price and quality of apparel product, rendering it even 

more challenging for consumers to make ethical choices. There is a considerable 

need for extensive and more robust empirical research methods to expand sus-

tainable fashion from niche market due to social, economic and environmental 

pressures traditional fashion industry faces today.  
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